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        Just When It Looked Like the Shutdown Might End
        Jonathan Lemire

        In the hours before Democrats' electoral victories Tuesday night, the end of the government shutdown seemed near. Several Democratic senators had spent the day quietly discussing a potential bipartisan settlement. Republican leaders had expressed confidence that once the "radical left" activists had their say at the polls, moderate lawmakers would have enough political cover to cave and reopen the government. President Donald Trump had been saying that Democrats were to blame for what is now the ...

      

      
        Trump's Ozempic Deal Has a Major Flaw
        Nicholas Florko

        Donald Trump was giddy. In the Oval Office today, the president announced that he had secured a deal to dramatically slash the price of obesity drugs. Soon, Wegovy and Zepbound will be sold on a new website--dubbed TrumpRx--for only about $250 a month, a fraction of their current retail price of more than $1,000. "Did I do a good job?" Trump asked the assembled reporters. "Do you think Biden could have done this? I don't think so. "In some ways, the announcement heralds a breakthrough in expanding ...

      

      
        Dick Cheney Didn't Care What You Thought
        Mark Leibovich

        Back when he was a House member from Wyoming, Dick Cheney was part of a congressional delegation that visited the Soviet Union in the 1980s. During a lull in the schedule, Cheney and his colleagues were sitting around trying to entertain themselves when one of their wives decided to administer personality tests. The results included professions for which the members would be well suited.Cheney's ideal job? A funeral director.I briefly worried that telling this story at this moment might be in poo...

      

      
        Voters Who Oppose Wars of Choice Have Nowhere to Turn
        Conor Friedersdorf

        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.Barack Obama and Donald Trump have this in common: Both owe their political ascents in part to blunt attacks on leaders who sent America to war. Obama dubbed Iraq "a dumb war" before it began; by the time he defeated Hillary Clinton and John McCain in 2008, the war they had voted to authorize as senator...

      

      
        Parenting Is the Least of Her Worries
        Shirley Li

        The film Die My Love takes place mostly in a remote farmhouse. Tucked away amid tall grasses and verdant woods in rural Montana, it seems idyllic. But Grace (played by Jennifer Lawrence) appears uncomfortable as soon as she sets foot inside her new home. She flops over like a rag doll while her boyfriend, Jackson (Robert Pattinson), explores the building, which he inherited from his uncle. Months later, she and Jackson have a baby. Grace becomes a doting mother, but the house becomes the subject ...

      

      
        The Opposite of Slop Politics
        Charlie Warzel

        There are many fair questions following Zohran Mamdani's decisive victory. Will his campaign be a template for others? Will he be able or allowed to follow through on his campaign promises? Will the Democratic establishment accept that its future could look something like this proud 34-year-old democratic socialist? But there is at least one very clear takeaway, and it's best captured by one of the campaign's final videos.It opens in the Bronx, five days after the 2024 election. Mamdani is holdin...

      

      
        Zohran Mamdani Is About to Confront Reality
        Michael Powell

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Zohran Mamdani's grin was as magnetic as ever, his rhetoric soaring, as he began his victory speech Tuesday night by summoning the spirit of an American socialist who died 99 years ago. "The sun may have set over our city this evening, but as Eugene Debs once said, 'I can see the dawn of a better day for humanity,'" the mayor-elect of New York told his audience in Brooklyn.Mamdani's election was indeed cons...

      

      
        Marjorie Taylor Greene Knows Exactly What She's Doing
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has been bucking the Republican party line with increasing frequency--standing with Democrats to demand that the Justice Department release the Epstein files, decrying the spike in health-care premiums, and holding love-ins with the hosts of The View. Many people are trying to get their heads around the fact that the "Jewish space lasers" lady is now a leading voice of h...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Sayings and Showgirls
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 1:25 p.m. ET on November 6, 2025.The 37-volume Naturalis Historia, written by the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder, is the world's earliest surviving encyclopedia. In the first century C.E., Pliny set out to collect the breadth of human knowledge, and millennia later, it's still a great document for learning a little bit about everything. It has chapters on sugar, Germany, the rainbow, Cesarean births, the art of painting, and hypothetical antipodes.It also makes del...

      

      
        The Wonder of Watching People Run
        Mariana Labbate

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.My father runs almost every day. He started running on Sunday mornings (the only day of the week he didn't work) when I was in middle school, and he eventually graduated to 5Ks and half marathons. He spent years trying to convince me to join him, and he still dreams of us bonding over energy-gel brands and gait analysis. But running never gave me the feeling he describ...

      

      
        America Is Great When America Is Good
        Nancy Pelosi

        As America approaches the 250th anniversary of its founding, I have returned again and again to the words of Thomas Paine, who advanced the cause of American freedom with a memorable call to action: The times have found us. The times had indeed found Paine, and the rest of our Founders, who summoned the courage to declare independence from a king; to win a war against the strongest empire in the world; and to write our Constitution (thank goodness they made it amendable). In the century that foll...

      

      
        American Suburbs Have a Financial Secret
        Michael Waters

        One Sunday morning in March 1949, a group of nearly 300 people, clutching deck chairs and sleeping bags, lined up to buy new homes in what had, until recently, been a stretch of potato fields in central Long Island. They hoped to move to "fabulous Levittown," as its developer, William J. Levitt, had branded his creation: more than 17,000 gleaming houses in an all-white community with freshly dug wells and newly paved roads. But that was the extent of the neighborhood--Levitt's profits were in home...

      

      
        Three Rules for a Lasting Happy Marriage
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.One of the Beatles' most beloved songs is "When I'm Sixty-Four," the second track on Side 2 of their groundbreaking 1967 album, Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band. It features a 24-year-old Paul McCartney singing to his lover, asking whether she will still love him in the distant future, when he is a hopelessly ancient and decrepit 64-year-old.
When I get older, losing my hair
Many years from ...

      

      
        The Catholic Church and the Trump Administration Are Not Getting Along
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.In mid-October, Catholic clergy arrived at the doors of the makeshift ICE detention center in Broadview, Illinois, in hopes of bringing the Eucharist, the central sacrament of the faith, to those inside. As Father David Inczauskis walked alongside the procession, he felt a spark of hope: Maybe ICE really would allow a delegation from their group to offer Communion to people in federal custody. Hundreds of p...

      

      
        We Are Not One
        George Packer

        When it came into view, Doctor Rustin was struck by its size. The platform rose on six-by-six wooden posts at least 12 feet off the ground, with enough room up top for a small deck party, and the staircase from the sidewalk was a steeply pitched ladder. This gallows had been raised to last--built not only by children but for them, since few adults would have the agility and daring to reach the top. Its height and solidity gave the sense of a play structure, the crossbar that loomed above the platf...

      

      
        The Missing Kayaker
        Jamie Thompson

        Photographs by Caleb AlvaradoThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.On the afternoon of Sunday, August 11, 2024, a few hours after attending church with his wife and three children, Ryan Borgwardt, a 44-year-old carpenter, left home with his kayak, tackle box, and fishing rod and arrived at Big Green Lake, one of the deepest lakes in Wisconsin. The Perseid meteor shower was expected to peak that night, one of the best times of the year to see shoo...

      

      
        Will 2026 Be a Fair Fight?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsGo ahead, Democrats. Congratulate yourselves on your multiple victories in this week's elections. Enjoy your parties. Indulge in fantasies about how big your tent can be, how many new presidential prospects now seem possible. But after that, brace yourselves, because Republicans may not be playing by the same rules a year from now.Since President Donald Trump took office for his second term--indeed, since his loss in 2020--...

      

      
        Why Venezuela?
        Nancy A. Youssef

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.President Donald Trump gathered top advisers and military aides around the Resolute desk early last month, then patched in Richard Grenell, his envoy for Venezuela. On Trump's return to office, the president had given Grenell a clear mission: get a deal that would give U.S. companies access to Venezuela's enormous oil and mineral wealth and force tougher action on gangs and drugs. Grenell had made some headway, securing the release of Americ...

      

      
        'None of This Is Good for Republicans'
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.President Donald Trump's gerrymandering war has never looked riskier for his party.Prodded by Trump, Republicans earlier this year launched an audacious plan to entrench their congressional majority by redrawing House-district maps to squeeze out Democrats--anywhere and everywhere they could. The gambit was an exercise in political power and, coming outside of the traditional decennial redistricting process,...

      

      
        Can Mamdani Pull Off a Child-Care Miracle?
        Annie Lowrey

        Zohran Mamdani will be New York City's next mayor. The Queens assembly member has rocketed from local political obscurity to national political celebrity in less than a year, making bumper-stickery campaign promises aimed at alleviating the city's cost-of-living crisis. Fast, free buses. A freeze on rents. Municipal grocery stores. Universal child care.That last proposal has gotten little attention--perhaps because a relatively small sliver of New Yorkers would directly benefit, perhaps because th...

      

      
        America on the Brink of War With Venezuela
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about the coming Supreme Court battle over President Donald Trump's use of tariff powers. If the Court endorses Trump's claim that anything he deems an emergency allows him to impose tariffs, Frum argues the United States will face a constitutional crisis unlike any before. The president will, in effect, have staged a "constitutional coup," stripp...

      

      
        How Trump Wants to Help Democrats
        Jonathan Chait

        The one Republican elected official who has a serious and workable plan to end the government shutdown is, surprisingly enough, Donald Trump. The president's idea is for the Senate to change its rules to allow the chamber to keep the government open with a majority vote, rather than to permit 41 senators to shut it down.To be sure, Trump has not always framed his argument in the most cogent way. In a recent post on X, he wrote, "TERMINATE THE FILIBUSTER, NOT JUST FOR THE SHUTDOWN, BUT FOR EVERYTH...

      

      
        Seeing the World Up Close
        Alan Taylor

        (c) Douglas Gimesy / cupoty.comSplash. Shortlisted in the Animals category. A grey-headed flying fox makes a high-speed belly-dip in a pool of water.(c) Clay Bolt / cupoty.comOrchid Bee Colombia. Insects.(c) Marek Pal / cupoty.comSharp Bend. Insects.(c) Roman Willi / cupoty.comFrog in the wall. Animals.(c) Donald Bolak / cupoty.comRose Thorns. Plants. A macro shot of a single rose thorn.(c) Nataliia Shinkevich / cupoty.comSunrise. Arachnids.(c) Jacqueline Kirk / cupoty.comIsland Hare. Animals. A hare, seen on ...

      

      
        Why Is Colombia's President Provoking Trump?
        Gisela Salim-Peyer

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.Last month, Donald Trump called Colombia's president, Gustavo Petro, an "illegal drug leader." That gave Colombians reason to worry: The last country whose president Trump accused of running a drug enterprise was Venezuela, and those accusations served as justification to send a flotilla of warships to lurk by its coasts and blow up boats. Republican officials are now threatening to go to war with Venezuela. If Petro is a drug lord, does tha...

      

      
        No, Women Aren't the Problem
        Sophie Gilbert

        Helen Andrews's essay "The Great Feminization" reached my feed on the same day that photos spread of the East Wing of the White House--the space traditionally reserved for the first lady and her staff--reduced to rubble. The spectacle was almost too on the nose: Here was the nexus of women's (limited) history within the executive branch, once home to Jacqueline Kennedy's Rose Garden and Laura Bush's restored movie theater, now totally demolished. Donald Trump has made clear his wishes to put a new ...
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Just When It Looked Like the Shutdown Might End

Election Day happened.

by Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




In the hours before Democrats' electoral victories Tuesday night, the end of the government shutdown seemed near. Several Democratic senators had spent the day quietly discussing a potential bipartisan settlement. Republican leaders had expressed confidence that once the "radical left" activists had their say at the polls, moderate lawmakers would have enough political cover to cave and reopen the government. President Donald Trump had been saying that Democrats were to blame for what is now the longest shutdown in U.S. history and would pay the price politically.

All of that changed as the vote totals rolled in. Democrats' resounding statewide victories in Virginia, New Jersey, Georgia, and elsewhere highlighted a more robust repudiation of Trump and his party than politicians from either side of the aisle had expected. Now both parties are recalibrating their shutdown strategies while the White House weighs a more direct role in cutting a deal. Any prospect of the government reopening this week appears to be slipping away.

Some Democrats feel like they have finally landed a clean punch after nine months of taking body blows from a pugilistic president. Letting up now, they are telling their more moderate colleagues, would be akin to surrender after voters gave their party its first burst of political moxie since Trump won a return ticket to the White House 12 months ago.
 
 "Democrats have looked pretty weak for most of this year and, over the last month, we have shown strength for the first time," Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut told us. Tuesday's results "are proof that people like it when Democrats stand up for what they believe in."

Even as back-channel negotiations among moderate Democrats and Republican senators quietly intensified, Murphy said it would be a "confusing" disservice to voters to cut a shutdown deal that fell short of the Democratic Party's original demands of extending health-care subsidies for millions of Americans. When we asked him if that meant Democrats should be prepared to withhold their votes even if doing so extended the government closure--and the associated missed paychecks, diminished food benefits, and airport chaos--until Thanksgiving, or even Christmas, he did not reject the idea outright.

"If we choose to get rolled by Donald Trump because the shutdown is hard, I worry that that's a significant step towards the ultimate unwinding of our democracy," Murphy said.

A meeting of Senate Democrats today pitted the views of those like Murphy against the perspectives of at least a dozen senators who have been trying to negotiate a compromise. Some of those lawmakers--under pressure from employee unions and other traditional allies who have raised alarms about how the shutdown is hurting a large number of Americans--have argued that Tuesday's election results offer a convenient opportunity to move on from the funding fight. Democrats emerged from the meeting saying that they were unified but offering little insight on their next steps.

The election results substantiated polling showing that Democrats' "emphasis on health care and costs was resoundingly supported by voters," Molly Murphy, a Democratic pollster, told us. Last week, she presented data to a group of dozens of House lawmakers highlighting that the party's decision to take a stand on health care was electorally popular. In the meeting, which was reported earlier by CNN's Jake Tapper, the lawmakers saw polling showing that a majority of voters thought that preventing huge spikes in health-care costs for millions of Americans was more important than ending the shutdown. Democrats have even more reason to believe that after Election Day, Murphy said.

Read: The missing president 

Trump's reaction to Tuesday's results is one reason Democrats feel that they have leverage to win the shutdown fight. A Trump aide, who requested anonymity to discuss private conversations, told us that the president viewed Tuesday's losses as the first real political setback of his second term--that to this point, in Trump's eyes, he had piled up political wins and largely outdueled Democrats with the help of a compliant Congress and courts.

"The president is angry. He only wants to see wins," the person said.

After previously welcoming the funding lapse as an "unprecedented opportunity" to slash the federal workforce and insisting that Democrats were "getting killed on the shutdown," the president appeared to publicly acknowledge that his party was getting the blame. "If you read the pollsters, the shutdown was a big factor, negative for Republicans," Trump told GOP senators yesterday. Democrats seized on a case of apparent regret from a president who wears Trump Was Right About Everything hats.

The rest of Trump's remarks showed little in the way of self-reflection. He sought to dodge any blame for the results, saying he was "honored" to hear that his name not appearing on the ballot had contributed to Republican defeats. After the press pool left the room, Trump reinforced his belief that the GOP was on the losing end of the shutdown debate and again called for Republican senators to end it by terminating the filibuster, an official in the room told us afterward.

But Senate Majority Leader John Thune--who on Tuesday had said he was "optimistic" that the shutdown was nearing its end--has made clear that he doesn't have the votes (or the desire) to get rid of the filibuster, no matter how often Trump demands it. "It's not happening," he told reporters yesterday in a rare moment when the GOP was willing to defy the president. Other Republicans also quietly noted that Trump was sidestepping responsibility after being MIA on domestic-policy matters in recent weeks. He didn't travel to Virginia or New Jersey to campaign with Republican candidates and has largely been disengaged from shutdown talks. Speaking in Miami yesterday, Trump blamed Republicans for not doing more to tout his economic agenda on the campaign trail.

Democrats say that Trump's plans to lower prices have failed, allowing them to focus their electoral message on affordability and Trump's shattering of norms--including his moves to dispatch masked ICE agents to target migrants, deploy the National Guard to American cities, and knock down the White House's East Wing for a massive new ballroom. (The construction project has taken up a large share of his focus lately.) But Trump's aides told us they believed that he would likely only double down on the policies he thinks were key to his 2024 victory, and that will keep his base happy.

Trump has told aides that although he welcomes the idea of intervening to make a deal on health-care subsidies, he believes the government needs to reopen first so that he can claim some sort of win.

Read: This could be how the shutdown ends

Meanwhile, the ramifications of a closed government continue to hurt a growing segment of the public. Food banks and nonprofits are straining for resources after millions of Americans have spent most of the past week without the food-stamp benefits that did not go out as scheduled on November 1. Military troops are slated to miss their first paycheck next week. Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy said yesterday that staff shortages will force dozens of airports--including major hubs such as Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International and Dallas-Fort Worth International--to close a portion of their airspace beginning tomorrow. Federal employees who are furloughed or on their second month of working without pay are experiencing severe harm, says Max Stier, the head of the Partnership for Public Service, a nonpartisan group that aims to strengthen the federal bureaucracy.

"This is an act of self-immolation," he told reporters yesterday. "And there are so many challenges in our world; we don't need this."

Russell Berman contributed reporting.










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/both-parties-extend-government-shutdown/684849/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Ozempic Deal Has a Major Flaw

Obesity drugs are still too expensive.

by Nicholas Florko

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




Donald Trump was giddy. In the Oval Office today, the president announced that he had secured a deal to dramatically slash the price of obesity drugs. Soon, Wegovy and Zepbound will be sold on a new website--dubbed TrumpRx--for only about $250 a month, a fraction of their current retail price of more than $1,000. "Did I do a good job?" Trump asked the assembled reporters. "Do you think Biden could have done this? I don't think so. "



In some ways, the announcement heralds a breakthrough in expanding access to some of the nation's most popular drugs. For years, millions of Americans have been priced out of these medications. Many private insurance plans do not cover these drugs, forcing people who want the weekly injections to pay out of pocket. The same situation has been playing out with Medicaid and Medicare. Only about a dozen states currently cover these obesity drugs for low-income Americans insured through Medicaid. And most seniors have been blocked from accessing the drugs, because Medicare is legally barred from covering weight-loss drugs.



Still, the announcement is more of a step forward than a leap. Both Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, the makers of Wegovy and Zepbound, respectively, already sell their drug directly to consumers for $499 a month. And most patients using TrumpRx won't actually pay $250 for these drugs, at least initially. The price will be closer to $350 (exact costs will vary by dose), although the companies have promised to drop the price over the next two years, administration officials told reporters earlier today. (Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly declined to comment for this story; the White House did not respond to my email.)

Read: The obesity-drug revolution is stalling

Patients are remarkably price sensitive when it comes to their medication--even when those drugs can mean the difference between life and death. A study from 2018 found, for example, that when out-of-pocket costs for cancer drugs were more than $100, a third of patients abandoned those prescriptions at the pharmacy counter. "Even at the lowest prices being offered by drug manufacturers, many people will struggle to pay out of pocket for these products," Stacie Dusetzina, an expert on drug-pricing policy at Vanderbilt University, told me.



Under Trump's deal, Medicare will now cover obesity drugs for the first time, allowing seniors to pay no more than $50 a month; the price for those insured by Medicaid will be even less. Even before today's announcement, though, Medicare could cover the drugs for other conditions that often accompany being overweight, such as diabetes and sleep apnea. The Trump administration is opening up eligibility to those with prediabetes or certain heart conditions, among other comorbidities. Meanwhile, only seniors with severe obesity will be able to access these drugs through Medicare solely because of their weight. Overall, the Trump administration anticipates that roughly 10 percent of Medicare enrollees will be eligible to access these drugs following the announcement. It's still unclear exactly what will happen with Medicaid. Coverage decisions ultimately rest not with the White House, but with the states.



What all of this means is that the biggest winners of today's announcement might be the patients who are so desperate to access these drugs that they are willing to pay out of pocket. That's only a small subset of patients. (A Novo Nordisk spokesperson told me before today's announcement that roughly 10 percent of patients currently pay its discounted cash price for Wegovy.) How much someone with insurance pays for these drugs depends on their health plan; Eli Lilly notes on its website that through private insurance, people can pay as little as $25 a month.



Another factor is at play. Soon, patients may not be clamoring for Wegovy or Zepbound like they were before. America is about to enter a new era of GLP-1 drugs: Eli Lilly is expected to imminently submit an application to the FDA requesting approval to sell a new GLP-1 pill for weight loss. Novo Nordisk's application for an oral pill is already pending before the FDA. As part of the deal with the government to cut prices, both companies were awarded vouchers that speed up the FDA's review of their drugs. The announcement includes a commitment from both companies to sell the starting dose of new oral GLP-1 drugs for about $150; the higher doses for Eli Lilly's drug will be capped at $399. (It's still unclear how much Novo Nordisk will charge for higher doses of its oral drug.) Eli Lilly is similarly developing a new injectable GLP-1, retatrutide, that appears to be even more effective than the current drugs on the market--and which the company confirmed is not currently included in its agreement with the White House.



In his announcement, Trump gave himself credit for driving a hard bargain with drugmakers. "You think it was easy dealing with these people?" he said today. "It wasn't." But these companies are getting something in return. Both Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk have made billions charging as much for these drugs as the market will allow. They're on the cusp of brand-new drugs that are sure to be profitable.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/11/trump-glp1-deal-wegovy-zepbound/684851/?utm_source=feed
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Dick Cheney Didn't Care What You Thought

The former VP's indifference to approval made him a boogeyman for the left and the right.

by Mark Leibovich

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Back when he was a House member from Wyoming, Dick Cheney was part of a congressional delegation that visited the Soviet Union in the 1980s. During a lull in the schedule, Cheney and his colleagues were sitting around trying to entertain themselves when one of their wives decided to administer personality tests. The results included professions for which the members would be well suited.

Cheney's ideal job? A funeral director.

I briefly worried that telling this story at this moment might be in poor taste, given that Cheney, the powerful and polarizing former vice president, died Monday at 84 of complications from pneumonia and heart disease. But he was always amused by the vignette, which was oft-told in his circles. It was also consistent with the "Prince of Darkness" caricature that Cheney readily embraced. In life or death, he wouldn't have cared much either way.

That was always one of Cheney's more defining charms, or anti-charms: Of all the political figures I've ever written about, I don't think any of them paid less attention to what anyone else said or thought about them. Cheney was fully secure in what he believed, what he wanted, and ultimately who he was.

He cared, I suppose, about public opinion insomuch as it mattered to his political standing, the selling of his ideas, and the advancement of his agenda. But he was indifferent to self-promotion, and had no need for cheering crowds and fawning coverage, typically the mother's milk of political ego. He was truly one of the most sheepish and least flamboyant figures ever to skulk through the power alleys of the capital.

David Frum: There was one Dick Cheney all along

Could this read to some as arrogant, disdainful, and callous? Sure. Do you think it mattered to him--at all? During Cheney's vice presidency, I asked his longtime friend and career patron, then-Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, to assess Cheney's need for public love and appreciation in a job that can be thankless to begin with. "Almost zero," Rumsfeld told me, and I remember wondering why he had bothered to qualify his response with "almost."

In the early stages of Cheney and President George W. Bush's 2004 reelection campaign, I was assigned to write a profile of Cheney for The Washington Post Style section. It had become clear by that point that Saddam Hussein had not harbored weapons of mass destruction; the Iraq War was headed south, and American troops had not, in fact, been "greeted as liberators" in Baghdad, as Cheney had predicted. The vice president's approval ratings were somewhere down in the underground bunker (or "secure, undisclosed location") where Cheney was sometimes said to be housed during the tense post-9/11 years of his vice presidency.

"You never get in trouble for something you don't say" was one of Cheney's political mantras, first attributed to Sam Rayburn, the longtime Democratic speaker of the House from Texas. The veep rarely granted interviews, especially on the subject of himself. But for some reason, he let me hang around him a bit. Our first encounter was in his Air Force Two cabin, en route to a fundraiser in the Seattle area. "In my experience, those who have had the most impact are people who keep their own counsel," he told me. "They don't spend time worrying about taking credit." In his own case, Cheney said, "It's not so much a strategic decision as much as it's what I'm comfortable with." This was as close as Cheney ever came to unburdening himself in public.

He offered none of the small talk or icebreakers that typically clutter these exercises, although there might have been one aside about how we had the same haircut. The press had changed a great deal, Cheney told me when I asked him why he almost never made himself available. "As an institution. Evolved. Kind of thing where it's almost impossible to catch up with a bad story. Factual errors."

He went on.

"Nobody goes back to check the accuracy. Can be frustrating."

He was not the most expansive interviewee.

But Cheney could display an exceedingly dry, even absurdist sense of humor on occasion. During his and Bush's campaign against Democratic nominee John Kerry and his running mate, Senator John Edwards, Cheney had a bit in his stump speech comparing himself to his VP opponent. "People keep telling me that Senator Edwards got picked for his good looks, charm, and great hair," Cheney would say. "And I say to them, 'How do you think I got this job?'"

The line always got big laughs, but it was also a sly dig at Cheney's deeply tanned and heavily hair-sprayed counterpart. Cheney had little use for slick characters such as Edwards. And this was long before the latter's career imploded over a nasty sex scandal resulting in a love child Edwards had with his campaign videographer.

Cheney's deep suspicion of peacocks and sycophants was just a sliver of why he despised Donald Trump, his bootlicking MAGA entourage, and what generally has become of the party in which the Cheney family was royalty for nearly half a century. "In our nation's 246-year history, there has never been an individual who is a greater threat to our republic than Donald Trump," Cheney said in an ad for his daughter Liz's unsuccessful reelection campaign in Wyoming in 2022.

Russell Berman: 'I'm not sure progressives want Democrats to be that big-tent'

Cheney's contempt for Trump was deep, visceral, and obviously personal, considering Liz's fierce resistance after the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol and the public vendetta it stirred against her. He became the highest-ranking Republican official to condemn Trump and warn against his reelection. He did so unequivocally, and conspicuously, in contrast to the determined muteness of the president he had served as deputy. Cheney even endorsed Kamala Harris before the 2024 election, a step that many of Trump's most fervent Republican critics could not bring themselves to take. Consider John Bolton, who condemned Trump nonstop after serving as his national security adviser: Bolton said that although he couldn't vote for Trump, he would still vote Republican. He wrote in Dick Cheney's name instead.

Although Cheney was unlikely to move many swing voters at that point (let alone dislodge many Trump voters), his endorsement of Harris was still an extraordinary move, given how loathed he had been by Democrats when he was Bush's vice president. There was no greater boogeyman than Cheney in an embattled administration that was full of them by the end. Cheney made it comically easy at times. He once told a Democratic senator to "go fuck yourself" on the Senate floor. ("Best thing I ever did," he said later.) And yes, there was that time he shot a friend with a 28-gauge Perazzi shotgun while they were quail hunting in Texas. Cheney barely acknowledged the incident, though he did say it was an accident.

Cheney made one of his last public appearances in August 2021 at Rumsfeld's funeral, on the grounds of Arlington National Cemetery. In eulogizing his longtime friend and mentor, Cheney commended Rumsfeld as being a true Washington original. "Nothing about Don was typical or derivative or standard-issue," he said.

Nothing about Cheney was derivative or standard-issue, either. Regardless of the hatred he drew from Democrats in the aughts and from Trump world post-January 6, he was bipartisan in his indifference to both. He didn't care what you thought or need your applause, grudging or otherwise.
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Voters Who Oppose Wars of Choice Have Nowhere to Turn

Anti-war Americans keep rejecting establishment hawks, only to see the supposed alternatives deploy force unilaterally.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




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.

Barack Obama and Donald Trump have this in common: Both owe their political ascents in part to blunt attacks on leaders who sent America to war. Obama dubbed Iraq "a dumb war" before it began; by the time he defeated Hillary Clinton and John McCain in 2008, the war they had voted to authorize as senators had become unpopular. Eight years later, when Trump was first seeking the presidency, many Republicans continued to defend George W. Bush's foreign policy. He broke with GOP orthodoxy, declaring that "the war in Iraq was a big fat mistake" and advocating for an "America First" foreign policy.

Yet both presidents took a different approach in office. After denigrating the judgment of Iraq War hawks, Obama appointed Clinton as his first secretary of state, and she became the top official urging him to wage the 2011 war in Libya that yielded regime change. Trump chose the Iraq War supporter John Bolton as one of his first-term national security advisers, failed to end the war in Afghanistan, and picked Marco Rubio, a hawkish interventionist, as his second-term secretary of state. Now, The Wall Street Journal reports, Rubio is "the top official" behind a pressure campaign against the Nicolas Maduro regime in Venezuela. (The White House has denied that Rubio is driving Venezuela policy.) And last Saturday, Trump himself said that the United States is preparing for possible military action in Nigeria because, in his telling, the government of the religiously divided nation of 232.7 million is not doing enough to prevent Islamist militias from killing Christians.

American voters are in no mood for new wars of choice. Although majorities don't seem bothered by the administration's strikes on alleged drug boats off the coast of Venezuela, a full-blown war is another story: In polling on Venezuela, YouGov found that 55 percent of Americans "would oppose the U.S. invading Venezuela," while just 15 percent would support it (the rest were unsure); 46 percent "would oppose a military overthrow of Maduro," while only 18 percent would support it.

But for more than two decades, voters who oppose wars of choice have had nowhere to turn. In post-2004 presidential races, anti-war Americans keep rejecting establishment hawks, only to see the supposed alternatives empower hawkish advisers and deploy force unilaterally. Congress shares the blame: Legislators committed to protecting and defending their enumerated powers could have impeached several post-World War II presidents for usurping Article I and the War Powers Resolution of 1973, which was designed to limit the president's ability to initiate war unilaterally. Instead, presidents face no consequences for doing so. Obama took military action in Libya without congressional authorization. Trump unilaterally ordered strikes against Syria in his first term and Iran in his second. And congressional inaction may enable yet more risky wars started by Trump, public opinion be damned.

Trump has authorized the CIA to conduct covert operations in Venezuela. He has suggested that Maduro's days are numbered and has a $50 million bounty out for his arrest. And although the administration reportedly told Congress yesterday that it currently doesn't have legal justification for land strikes, it hasn't ruled out future operations. The hawkish faction that Trump is empowering has also floated the possibility of land operations in multiple Latin American countries. "I think President Trump's made a decision that Maduro, the leader of Venezuela, is an indicted drug trafficker, that it's time for him to go, that Venezuela and Colombia have been safe havens for narco-terrorists for too long," Senator Lindsey Graham told Face the Nation late last month. The Pentagon has moved warships, an attack submarine, fighter jets, drones, and Special Forces teams into the region; ground operations against drug cartels in Mexico are reportedly being considered too.

Trump and other administration officials seem to believe that Maduro's ouster could be good for America, reasoning that it could improve American access to the country's oil and weaken its drug gangs. But the foreign-policy analysts Evan Cooper and Alessandro Perri of the Stimson Center, an international-security think tank, argue that "the Trump administration's approach is strategically unsound, risking increased regional instability and hostility towards the United States." A direct attack on Venezuela would fuel anti-American sentiment throughout the region, they say, advantaging China as it vies with the U.S. for influence there. Armed groups would initiate guerrilla attacks to resist any attempt at removing Maduro, they warn, and if regime change succeeds, chaos would likely threaten peace and anti-drug efforts in neighboring countries. War, they say, would exacerbate the dire economic conditions that "have led 7.7 million to leave the country since 2014."

Trump, of course, is prone to changing his mind and contradicting himself: He told 60 Minutes recently that a full-out war against Venezuela was unlikely, even as he appeared to threaten Maduro. Whatever Trump may decide, he should not be able to initiate war unilaterally. No one person should. These sorts of wars of choice, which have uncertain outcomes and huge potential downsides, are precisely the kinds of conflicts Congress was created to study, debate, and vote on. Even in the case of Iraq, when congressional deliberation led to the approval of a war most Americans came to regret, the House and Senate votes at least gave citizens a chance to hold their representatives accountable.

As a second-term president, Trump doesn't have to face voters again. But just as Obama's hawkishness fueled the anti-establishment populism that helped Trump get elected, a Trump-administration invasion of Venezuela or Nigeria could further incense and radicalize America's anti-interventionist voters, who keep backing politicians they perceive as opposing wars of choice only to see them wage new ones.

Related:

	Venezuela's grim prospect
 	What won't Congress let Trump get away with?
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 	Jonathan Chait: Marjorie Taylor Greene knows exactly what she's doing.
 	Michael Powell: Zohran Mamdani is about to confront reality.




Today's News

	The Federal Aviation Administration is preparing to implement nationwide air-traffic reductions starting tomorrow, potentially affecting up to 40 major airports as air traffic controllers continue to be short-staffed. The cuts could cause widespread flight delays and cancellations.
 	President Donald Trump announced a deal with Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk to cut prices for GLP-1 drugs such as Wegovy and Zepbound to as little as $149 a month, and to expand Medicare and Medicaid coverage of them.
 	The Supreme Court has allowed the Trump administration to keep in place, for now, a rule requiring passports to list sex as shown on a person's birth certificate.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Mariana Labbate digs through The Atlantic's archives to explore how marathons have united people for more than a century.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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America Is Great When America Is Good

By Nancy Pelosi

As America approaches the 250th anniversary of its founding, I have returned again and again to the words of Thomas Paine, who advanced the cause of American freedom with a memorable call to action: The times have found us.
 The times had indeed found Paine, and the rest of our Founders, who summoned the courage to declare independence from a king; to win a war against the strongest empire in the world; and to write our Constitution (thank goodness they made it amendable). In the century that followed, the times found Abraham Lincoln, who saved our union by winning the Civil War. And now the times have found us once again.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	"None of this is good for Republicans."
 	Charlie Warzel: What worked for Zohran Mamdani
 	The Catholic Church and the Trump administration are not getting along.
 	Can Mamdani pull off a child-care miracle?
 	Arthur C. Brooks: Three rules for a lasting happy marriage
 	American suburbs have a financial secret.
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Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Sergio Mendoza Hochmann / Getty; Pierre Michaud / Gamma-Rapho / Getty.



Explore. America is rapidly becoming the manosphere, but sure, let's go after the "feminization" of culture, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Read. "Maybe it was easier to say everything like this, with a crowd at your feet and a rope around your neck." Read a short story by George Packer from The Atlantic's December issue.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Parenting Is the Least of Her Worries

In <em>Die My Love</em>, a struggling new mom loves her child--but can't stand anyone else.

by Shirley Li

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




The film Die My Love takes place mostly in a remote farmhouse. Tucked away amid tall grasses and verdant woods in rural Montana, it seems idyllic. But Grace (played by Jennifer Lawrence) appears uncomfortable as soon as she sets foot inside her new home. She flops over like a rag doll while her boyfriend, Jackson (Robert Pattinson), explores the building, which he inherited from his uncle. Months later, she and Jackson have a baby. Grace becomes a doting mother, but the house becomes the subject of her wrath. She demolishes a mirror, claws at the bathroom wallpaper, and smashes through a glass door. Something about living in this place is breaking her mind.

At first glance, Grace resembles the type of mothers who have become a dominant cinematic presence in recent years--women portrayed as troubled about being a caregiver. This year has seen a spate of them: In the propulsive psychological dramedy If I Had Legs, I'd Kick You, Rose Byrne plays Linda, whose daughter has special needs; at the end of the film, after a series of escalating disasters, Linda throws herself repeatedly into the ocean as if hoping the waves will subsume her. In the horror movie Bring Her Back, Sally Hawkins depicts a grieving foster parent who goes to extreme lengths to remedy the mistakes she made as a mom. Even the mainstream studio movie One Battle After Another hinges on the intimate drama of caretaking, the story unspooling after a woman abandons her infant.

As someone who's lonely, caustic, and adrift, Grace may share some of those women's traits, but she's never at a loss about what to do with her child. Die My Love draws much of its raw power from Grace's love for her son, Harry; the director, Lynne Ramsay, a master at precisely conveying a character's inner life, creates a kaleidoscopic study of Grace's shattered headspace while showing how Harry serves as her lone anchor. The demands of being a mother, as a result, are only ever a red herring for Grace's pain--a significant change from the source material, a 2012 novel by Ariana Harwicz, in which the protagonist is much more detached from her baby. In a field of movies this year that dwell on women tormented by motherhood, Die My Love is the exception. Grace puts it well: "I don't have a problem attaching to my son," she says. "He's perfect. It's everything else that's fucked."

Read: The redemption of the bad mother

That "everything else" is, for Grace, hard to define. By avoiding the obvious culprit for her suffering--her identity as a new mother--Die My Love beckons the viewer closer, encouraging them to make sense of her. The film is packed with nods to what else is going on: She wants Jackson's attention but frequently lashes out at him when he's home. She indulges in barefoot walks with Harry while she wears flowy, flowery dresses, the picture of an earthy, grounded mother, but bristles at a store clerk who coos at Harry and compliments her. Again and again, Grace receives unsolicited parenting advice, some of which she quietly accepts, and some of which she dismisses with sharp retorts. Although those around her believe that Grace, an aspiring author who is unable to get started on her book, is immobilized by the weight of motherhood, what's actually happening seems to be much more complex. The ignored "voice within women," Betty Friedan wrote in The Feminine Mystique, yearns for "something more than my husband and my children and my home." But that's not true of Grace: She actually wants Jackson and Harry and a happy life with them. Maintaining a house in the woods seemed ideal, too; a peaceful locale was supposed to help her focus on the writing she'd intended to do.

As I watched Die My Love, I thought of what the director Maggie Gyllenhaal told me when we spoke about her movie The Lost Daughter, an adaptation of an Elena Ferrante novel in which a woman abandons her children for three years. Gyllenhaal explained that, to her, two types of mothers exist on-screen: the "fantasy mother," perfect in every way, and the "monstrous mother," who embarks on a redemption arc over the course of the story. Grace is neither, and yet also both at once. She bakes Harry's birthday cake and then slinks, catlike, across the front lawn with a knife in her hand. She dances before his carrier to cheer him up, but keeps him awake when she feels restless. Grace is in limbo, the film posits, mired in a crisis seemingly brought on by her inability to see herself as either archetype of a young mother. An early, pointed visual captures this idea: Months before she gives birth, Grace approaches the house and pauses just short of the entrance. She's framed through a series of doorways, simultaneously outside the walls and trapped within them.

Lawrence is superb at exemplifying Grace's confusion. She alternates fluidly between domestic tranquility and feral rage, often in the same scene. Even as Grace's grasp on reality seems to slip, her turbulence comes off as entirely natural; Lawrence's performance hints at years of built-up frustration about circumstances that her character can't bring herself to articulate. In Grace she unearths a primal fear: that a person can fail to understand herself--and, as such, perhaps can't be helped. Grace appears dazed when others pick up on her ache, and takes a perverse pleasure in Jackson's struggle to deal with her deteriorating mental health. Lawrence also finds a naivete to Grace's agony: After scrabbling so hard at the walls that her fingertips bleed, Grace acts like a wounded child, taken aback by her own strength. It's no wonder she's bonded so tightly with her equally guileless infant son.

Read: Enough with the mom guilt already

This isn't Ramsay's first portrait of a distraught parent. In the haunting 2011 drama We Need to Talk About Kevin, the director explored the psyche of a mother (Tilda Swinton) whose son committed a series of unspeakably violent crimes. The final scene is soundtracked by the Washington Phillips song "Mother's Last Word to Her Son"; it's an ironic pick that underlines the distance between the movie's lead characters. Phillips croons about a mother's bond with her child as Swinton walks off, her character freshly wrecked by a visit with her son in prison.

Die My Love also features a meaningful song choice. John Prine's duet with Iris Dement, "In Spite of Ourselves," comes on the car radio one day, and Grace insists on turning the volume up to sing along. Prine's and Dement's voices mix with Pattinson's and Lawrence's as they serenade each other about how they'll be together forever. It's a bouncy, sweet-sounding love song, but the lyrics are also full of eyebrow-raising digs: "He ain't too sharp, but he gets things done," and "She takes a lickin' and keeps on tickin'." The dissonance mirrors the film's loopy approach to Grace. Her troubles--sleepless nights, endless exhaustion--could simply be the result of young parenthood. But the truth is far more complicated: She loves her family--she really does. She just can't stand herself.
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The Opposite of Slop Politics

Zohran Mamdani ran an online campaign based on real people and a real message. It worked.

by Charlie Warzel

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




There are many fair questions following Zohran Mamdani's decisive victory. Will his campaign be a template for others? Will he be able or allowed to follow through on his campaign promises? Will the Democratic establishment accept that its future could look something like this proud 34-year-old democratic socialist? But there is at least one very clear takeaway, and it's best captured by one of the campaign's final videos.



It opens in the Bronx, five days after the 2024 election. Mamdani is holding a microphone in one hand and a handwritten sign in the other. It says Let's Talk Election. Most of the passersby don't bother to talk with him; the ones who do, at least the ones included in the video, speak about why they didn't vote ("I lost faith") or their decision to cast a ballot for Donald Trump. Mamdani listens with a furrowed brow.



Then the video cuts to October 29, just last week, in the same neighborhood. Mamdani is now one of the most famous politicians in the country; people dap him up, shake his hand, roll down their car windows for him. It's a brilliant piece of campaign material: The story is simply that, by going out and talking to people--by actually hearing them--Mamdani built a movement from nothing. He's had numerous viral videos over the past year, many of which reached me even here in western Washington, far from his constituency.



Mamdani didn't win solely because he was good at using the internet or courting fandoms. But his campaign did offer something unique and effective: Mamdani positioned himself as an inversion of our current political dysfunction. In an era of American politics that's becoming more and more defined by trolling, shamelessness, and cheap propaganda, Mamdani proved himself to be the anti-slop candidate.



Toward the end of the race, the campaign of Mamdani's major opponent, former New York Governor Andrew Cuomo, posted a racist AI-generated attack ad featuring "criminals for Zohran Mamdani." In the ad, Mamdani runs through the streets and eats rice with his hands as a domestic abuser, a pimp, and a drug dealer offer their support for the politician. The campaign quickly deleted the ad off its X account after the backlash, though it wasn't the only AI content from Cuomo's people. Mamdani called out the ads--not so much for their racism, but for their laziness. "In a city of world-class artists and production crew hunting for the next gig, Andrew Cuomo made a TV ad the same way he wrote his housing policy: with AI," he posted, referencing reports from April that Cuomo's campaign had used ChatGPT to write his housing plan. (The campaign claimed that it used the chatbot for research purposes.)



Politicians, most notably President Donald Trump, have gravitated toward posting AI-generated imagery for four reasons: It is cheap, requires little effort, attracts attention, and is a useful tool for illustrating their (often fictional) political agendas. Cuomo tried to put imagery to the concerns that Mamdani's detractors had based, I suppose, on his race, ethnicity, and previous comments about decriminalizing certain activities (and prostitution in particular). It didn't work.



Contrast that with Mamdani's campaign ads, which were made for the internet but grounded in the physical space of New York City. In an interview with Defector, Andrew Epstein, the campaign's creative director, said that Mamdani's videos were about "embedding Zohran in the kind of street-level life of New York City, putting him all over the city, interacting with people over the city in a million different contexts." The message of community appeared not only to resonate with younger voters who have felt estranged from politics and city life, but to draw them out and get them off their phones--to rally, to canvass, and to vote.



Many politicians now aim to attract attention by any means necessary. Trump's infamous AI-slop video of him in a fighter jet dumping feces on Americans protesting his administration is a great example. Mike Masnick of the Techdirt blog noted that these videos are "not a policy response. Not an attempt at dialogue. Not even a coherent defense of whatever decisions prompted the protests. Just a middle finger, dressed up as content, optimized for maximum engagement from his base and maximum rage from everyone else." This type of trolling is a bedrock principle of MAGA politics.

Read: Resistance is cringe--but it's also effective

But it's not limited to Trump or even Republicans. Most Democratic lawmakers have come off as feckless or awkward when it comes to generating attention online--they have what the writer Brian Beutler has dubbed a "terminal insecurity" that causes them to dodge, deflect, and pivot, rather than court controversy. In 2024, the Harris-Walz campaign seemed timid, participating in few press conferences and potentially adversarial interviews. In March, Walz told Politico, "We shouldn't have been playing this thing so safe." California Governor Gavin Newsom has found success essentially by parroting Trump's social-media style and obnoxious tone back at the president on X. And although it's good for engagement and cathartic for Democrats who are tired of Trump, holding a mirror up to the president's boorishness feels mostly like empty engagement farming.



Mamdani's campaign offered something different. In January, it posted a video addressing "Halalflation" in which Mamdani talks with street vendors about New York's food-cart-permit problem. Mamdani gets the vendors to explain that, because of a backlog in the process, they are having to rent licenses for tens of thousands of dollars above the city-permit rate. Without the surcharge, halal-cart food would be cheaper. The message is clear: The city has a bureaucratic problem that's hurting vendors and consumers, and nobody in City Hall cares enough to fix it. On X, Mamdani's post of the video has more than 19 million views; on YouTube, it has just under 420,000.



What works in New York may not work everywhere--the issues and people aren't the same. But the point is that Mamdani acknowledged and spoke to the humanity of his prospective constituents, and did so with considerable discipline in staying on message. Throughout the campaign, when attacked, Mamdani seemed to respond by doubling down, not against his opponent but in solidarity with the people being attacked. At a moment when the Democratic establishment was publicly questioning how vocal it ought to be about trans rights, Mamdani's campaign let it be known that he wasn't wavering: He released a video of him speaking about Sylvia Rivera, a trans activist who died in 2002. Not long after Cuomo laughed on a radio show after its host suggested that Mamdani, a Muslim, might cheer the 9/11 attacks if they happened today, Mamdani's campaign posted a video for Arabic-speaking voters in which Mamdani speaks the language fluently. Mamdani said in his victory speech Tuesday night: "I refuse to apologize for any of this."



Trump's America is an endless series of battles in which rampant bigotry, vicious attacks, lies, and propaganda from the right square off against a Democratic apparatus that still doesn't quite know how to handle an assault on democracy and once-agreed-upon norms. Institutional politicians have largely reacted with fear and insecurity, creating a leadership vacuum that has led to a sense that politics is a practice that gives a natural advantage to the most shameless actors. This has left some with the feeling that the cheapest, most craven campaign strategies end up being the most successful. In meaningful ways, Mamdani's campaign was a case study to prove whether a more optimistic and human approach could work in our political moment. He proved that it can.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/11/zohran-mamdani-campaign-slop/684842/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Zohran Mamdani Is About to Confront Reality

The new mayor will face enormous challenges and needs to prove quickly that he is up for them.

by Michael Powell

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Zohran Mamdani's grin was as magnetic as ever, his rhetoric soaring, as he began his victory speech Tuesday night by summoning the spirit of an American socialist who died 99 years ago. "The sun may have set over our city this evening, but as Eugene Debs once said, 'I can see the dawn of a better day for humanity,'" the mayor-elect of New York told his audience in Brooklyn.

Mamdani's election was indeed consequential. A democratic socialist, he is among New York's youngest mayors ever, and its first Muslim and South Asian leader. His margin--he claimed 50.4 percent of the vote--fell short of grand. But this election saw remarkable turnout. Mamdani was the first New York mayoral candidate to gain more than 1 million votes since 1969. Andrew Cuomo, even in defeat, received more votes than any victorious mayor since 1993.

Yet for all Mamdani's success in organizing and inspiring volunteers and voters, he will govern in a perilous landscape, and he will need to prove his bona fides quickly.

Read: The anti-MAGA majority reemerges

Mamdani's campaign was marked by his audacious, sometimes improbable proposals. He and his supporters often bridled at those who shook their heads and said that the numbers behind those proposals did not scratch out. But on Tuesday he doubled down. "This will be an age where New Yorkers expect from their leaders a bold vision of what we will achieve," he said, "rather than a list of excuses." He spoke again of freezing rents for rent-stabilized apartments, making buses fast and free, and providing universal child care. Notably, he left out his campaign promises to deliver cheap, city-run grocery stores (a City Department of Supermarket Affairs?) and more low-income housing than the city appears to have money for.

Watching the speech on TV, I felt the yearning--his and that of the crowd--for transformational change but whispered to myself: Vaya con Dios, Zohran.

Mamdani's challenges are steep, particularly for a leader who has never run anything bigger than a five-person assemblyman's office. Much as he might enjoy lashing out at the city's billionaires--"The billionaire class has sought to convince those making $30 an hour that their enemies are those earning $20 an hour," he said in his victory speech--this cohort controls businesses with tens of thousands of employees and fills city coffers with its taxes. If even a handful of extremely wealthy individuals leave, that means a lot less revenue for Mamdani's wish list. Recreationally warring with them is ill-advised. Many New Yorkers in the city's large and influential Jewish community are also deeply suspicious of Mamdani because of his opposition to Israel and Zionism, and he can't afford to alienate them any more than he already has.

At the same time, managing his political base could prove tricky. Mamdani is a proud member of the Democratic Socialists of America, a formidable and tetchy group that adores its champions, even as it punishes those who deviate. At the DSA's national convention two years ago, Mamdani explained how the socialist legislators in the New York statehouse survived by observing an allegiance to the DSA that distinguished them from less ideologically disciplined Democrats. Without that commitment to DSA orthodoxy, he said, "You will start to rationalize that which you initially rebelled against."

Those, however, were the words of a back-bench state assemblyman. As mayor, Mamdani will inevitably need to compromise and make deals, and the DSA faithful in New York are not infinitely patient. Only a few years ago, they canceled a talk by the noted Black socialist scholar Adolph Reed because his planned topic--he intended to argue that the left's emphasis on the disproportionate impact of COVID on Black people undermined its own agenda--caused a backlash among some DSA members. Last year, the national DSA withdrew its endorsement of Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, by far its best-known standard-bearer. Among her heresies was that she had affirmed Israel's right to exist and signed a press release supporting anti-missile systems for the country to defend its civilian population. (The New York City chapter of DSA endorsed Ocasio-Cortez.)

Another problem is the ever vengeful Donald Trump, who has loosed the National Guard and masked ICE agents on one Democratic-run city after another (or tried to), and who has his eyes on New York, his hometown. Mamdani in his victory speech took declamatory swings at the president. "Donald Trump, since I know you're watching, I have four words for you: Turn the volume up." His words were brave and chesty. But Trump can make New York City bleed in many dozens of ways. For Mamdani, charting a path through the chaos might require tempering confrontation with compromise.

How can he achieve the transformational change he's promised while managing all this? His best bet might be cutting the deals needed to get one quick, early win, to demonstrate that his aspirations can yield concrete achievement. Perhaps his focus should be the proposal for free municipal buses. This is no small task. The city's buses carry an average of 1.4 million passengers per weekday and cost $700 million a year. The state-run MTA oversees buses and subways in New York City, which means that Mamdani will need to persuade the centrist Democratic governor, Kathy Hochul, to help him, and she has resisted raising taxes on the rich.

Roge Karma: Mamdani has a point about rent control

Hochul and Mamdani have a nascent political relationship born of her endorsement of him after he won the Democratic primary this summer. (Senator Chuck Schumer, by contrast, never endorsed anyone in the mayoral race.) Some of Mamdani's followers drowned out the governor with cries of "Tax the rich!" when she attended one of his rallies last week. But Mamdani held her hand aloft that night. Now he has something to trade for her help. Hochul is expected to face an opponent from the left in next year's Democratic primary, and Mamdani's praise--or even his artful neutrality--could prove invaluable to her. Might he trade that chip in seeking Hochul's acceptance of new taxes to underwrite free buses?

Alternatively, Mamdani could focus on expanding day care. In 2014, Mayor Bill de Blasio opened his first term by persuading then-Governor Cuomo to fund universal prekindergarten. Mamdani would like to cover every New York child from age six weeks to 5 years old, while boosting child-care-worker wages to match those of public-school teachers. This would be, he says, transformative. It would also be extremely expensive and require the state to approve a tax increase. Again, in the hands of a nimble mayor, perhaps there's a compromise to be made.

Yet in remarks since his victory on Tuesday, Mamdani has sounded not-so-conciliatory, and has revealed hints of a serrated edge. In his Election Night speech, he dismissed his vanquished opponent Cuomo in a sentence: "Let tonight be the final time I utter his name."

Mamdani could do worse than to pay attention to another combative politician, Senator Bernie Sanders, who played the role of mentor throughout Mamdani's campaign. Many years ago, I covered Sanders when he was mayor of Burlington, Vermont. His office was dominated by a large black-and-white photo of Eugene Debs. And he was a battler, befriending Sandinistas and denouncing Ronald Reagan. But Sanders also balanced budgets and championed affordable housing, and when the snow fell, he went out and rode the city plows and joked with sanitation workers and police officers. Perhaps that was not as emotionally satisfying as dueling with a mercurial and dangerous president might be. But for the working people of Burlington, the city basically worked, and Sanders reaped the rewards.

Mamdani might keep that in mind in the months to come.
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Marjorie Taylor Greene Knows Exactly What She's Doing

The "Jewish space lasers" lady may be positioning herself to lead the MAGA movement.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has been bucking the Republican party line with increasing frequency--standing with Democrats to demand that the Justice Department release the Epstein files, decrying the spike in health-care premiums, and holding love-ins with the hosts of The View. Many people are trying to get their heads around the fact that the "Jewish space lasers" lady is now a leading voice of heterodoxy and, at least intermittently, common sense.

The prevailing theory for this bout of independence is that Greene is angry at President Donald Trump for foiling her plans to run for Senate. "Here's some tea for you," explained Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, a longtime Greene antagonist, on social media this week: "The White House and Trumpland shut down Marjorie Taylor Greene's personal ambitions to run for Senate, and she has been on a revenge tour ever since." The journalist Tara Palmeri suggested in her newsletter, "As much as I'd like to believe Greene's recent critiques are born of sudden enlightenment--that it was just fearing that her adult sons will have to pay higher Obamacare premiums that changed her mind on health care or that she's suddenly opposed to mass deportations--the simpler, messier truth is often personal."

From the January/February 2023 issue: Why is Marjorie Taylor Greene like this?

Having initially judged Greene to be a wildly uninformed conspiracy theorist, I was similarly predisposed to dismiss her evolution as a kind of revenge for being slighted. But having listened closely to her commentary of late, I've concluded that she is up to something more interesting and strategic. Greene seems to have recognized that the president has broken faith with his own followers. That realization may also now be dawning on other Republicans after Tuesday's electoral mini-rout, but Greene not only saw it happening sooner; she began planning her future around it. She may be planning for a day when the MAGA movement is not led by Trump, or even by a member of his administration, but by a leader who can speak on behalf of its disgruntled base. Somebody like her.

When Greene announced in May that she wouldn't seek her party's nomination for Senate in Georgia next year, she insisted that Trump had not pressured her to stay out of the race. But Greene's rebellion against him began around the same time. It takes a lot for Trump to disqualify a loyal candidate, but Greene's history of conspiratorial claims--such as that 9/11 was an inside job, and that the Parkland and Sandy Hook shootings were staged--yielded polls that had her reportedly trailing incumbent Democratic Senator Jon Ossoff by double digits. Although Greene may have been diverted from her path to the Senate, she seems to have found an even bigger opportunity.

Her first major break with the administration came on the Epstein files. Right-wing activists devoted years to building up Jeffrey Epstein as not only a deviant and a monster but the beating heart of a nexus of dark power. It was odd, then, for Trump to suddenly declare the entire issue too boring even to merit discussion, let alone a full public disclosure.

Most of Trump's supporters eventually, if reluctantly, came around to his position. After initially demanding more information, Charlie Kirk announced in July, "Honestly, I'm done talking about Epstein for the time being. I'm going to trust my friends in the administration. I'm going to trust my friends in the government to do what needs to be done." Greene seemed to recognize that "trust my friends in the government" was not the most satisfying resolution to the saga that had gripped MAGA devotees, so she pounded the table for the files to come out.

Greene has also positioned herself as a vocal critic of Israel who has been willing to flirt with anti-Semitic conspiracy theories. She has voted to cut aid to Israel, including missile defense, and to protect the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement from a ban backed by fellow Republicans. She also praises right-wing influencers such as Tucker Carlson and Candace Owens, who have alienated much of the party establishment with their support for anti-Semitic ideas.

Greene's stances on these issues may be motivated by bigotry, but her views are consistent: She denounces most foreign aid, including to Israel, Ukraine, and Argentina, which is getting a $40 billion bailout from Trump. She has noticed that the party's base remains attached to "America First" nationalism, some of which is inflected with anti-Semitism. Trump stoked these sentiments and rode them to victory, but in office has straddled the divide between MAGA ideals and standard conservative policy goals, such as lower taxes for the rich and a muscular foreign policy.

Will Gottsegen: What's going on with Marjorie Taylor Greene?

The representative's most surprising act of deviation has come on health care. Democrats shut down the government to force Republicans to extend subsidies, without which premiums for health insurance bought through the Affordable Care Act marketplace will spike for millions of people. Republicans, still gripped by a dogmatic opposition to universal health care, have adamantly refused. Greene, however, has identified herself with the cause of constituents whose health insurance is suddenly unaffordable. "I'm absolutely disgusted that health insurance premiums will DOUBLE if the tax credits expire this year," she wrote on X in early October, but swiftly added, "Also, I think health insurance and all insurance is a scam, just be clear!" (Greene's views on the value of modern medicine are, well, idiosyncratic.)

Greene is essentially doing to Trump what Trump did to the Republican Party of George W. Bush: She is recognizing the gaping void between the values of the party's leaders and those of its followers, and ruthlessly exploiting it.

When Trump ran for president a decade ago, he grasped that, although conservative voters loyally followed the party's culture wars, they had little interest in the priorities of their leaders, such as a hawkish foreign policy and deep cuts to social welfare. When Trump denounced the Iraq War and curbs on Medicare and Social Security, his Republican rivals tried to paint him as a crypto-Democrat. Those attacks bounced off Trump, because the everyday needs of most Republican voters had diverged from the ideals of the party.

Greene seems to have stumbled onto the insight that Trump, despite his almost-theological hold on the base, has nonetheless betrayed it. Republican voters may not say they oppose aspects of Trump's agenda, or even admit it to themselves. But Trump has used their loyalty to advance a series of causes--a regressive tax cut, slashes to Medicaid and food stamps, a bailout for Argentina--that his voters, at best, are willing to abide or, at worst, quietly resent.

Greene's most shocking apostasy is her almost casual admission that Trump has not ended inflation and revived prosperity, as he routinely claims. "Prices have not come down at all," she told the podcaster Tim Dillon in October. "The job market is still extremely difficult. Wages have not gone up. Health-insurance premiums are going to go up. Car insurance goes up every year."

Those observations may sound heretical at a time when Trump continues to insist that America is at the dawn of a new Golden Age. But they reflect public sentiment, which is the reason that Trump's approval ratings have sagged, and that Democrats were able to run successfully everywhere on affordability in this week's elections.

Imagine a Republican presidential primary three years from now. If the economy is booming, the party's voters will probably crave the continuity promised by J. D. Vance. If inflation remains stubbornly high and the job market is still soft, or if the economy has plunged into outright recession, then matters will look different. The aperture will widen for a new populist MAGA leader who will carry out the promises Trump failed to fulfill. Greene appears to be making a bet on inheriting control of MAGA after a failed Trump presidency.

Greene has reportedly confided in colleagues that she has designs on the top office, apparently firm in the belief that she is "real MAGA and that the others have strayed." Yet when Dillon asked whether she wished to run for president in 2028, Greene demurred. "Do I know what that means two years down the road or four years down the road?" she mused. "I don't know what that means."

Perhaps she doesn't. But for a politician who may or may not know what she is doing, Greene is positioning herself for a future that, not long ago, would have appeared as absurd as a Trump presidency once did.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/marjorie-taylor-greene/684837/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Sayings and Showgirls

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 1:25 p.m. ET on November 6, 2025.


The 37-volume Naturalis Historia, written by the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder, is the world's earliest surviving encyclopedia. In the first century C.E., Pliny set out to collect the breadth of human knowledge, and millennia later, it's still a great document for learning a little bit about everything. It has chapters on sugar, Germany, the rainbow, Cesarean births, the art of painting, and hypothetical antipodes.

It also makes delightfully apparent where Pliny's most passionate interests lay: Consider the chapters "Elephants (Their Capacity)," "When Elephants Were First Put Into Harness," "The Docility of the Elephant," and "Wonderful Things Which Have Been Done by the Elephant."

I hope you find a topic you enjoy just as much in this week's trivia.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Thursday, November 6, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Conor Friedersdorf:

	Members of what ensemble known for its "gorgeous-gams showgirl look" must be 5 foot 5 to 5 foot 10.5 while standing in stocking feet?
 -- From Julie Beck's "The Pantsless Trend Reaches Its Logical Conclusion"
 	Twitter was three years old when it introduced what button (and the word it coined for it) that would become foundational to how the site worked?
 -- From Damon Beres's "The Age of Anti-Social Media Is Here"
 	Former New York Governor Mario Cuomo originated the political adage that "you campaign in poetry" but "you govern in" what counterpart?
 -- From Jonathan Lemire's "Mamdani Is the Foil Trump Wants"




And by the way, did you know that the city of New York was once called New Amsterdam? I assume so. But more important, did you know that it briefly changed to a third name after it had already been New York for nearly a decade?

The Dutch established New Amsterdam on Manhattan in 1625, and the English overtook it in 1664, renaming it New York. But then the Dutch won it back in 1673! They held it for only a matter of months--just long enough for the city to try out ... New Orange. Then the Brits won it back, and it became evermore New York in 1674. (Apparently surfeited of fruit, the city didn't become the Big Apple until at least the 1920s.)

See you tomorrow!



Answers: 

	The Rockettes. Radio City Music Hall's finest have long been all about the leg, and the rest of entertainment appears to be catching up, Julie writes in her examination of the garment she's calling the "fashion diaper." Read more.
 	Retweet. It's easy to think that the AI die is cast, but Damon notes that ChatGPT is three now, too, and should likewise be expected to continue refining itself. What seems advanced now will grow only more sophisticated--and harder to resist. Read more.
 	Prose. Zohran Mamdani out-poetried Mario Cuomo's son Andrew in the race for New York mayor. Now the prosaic challenges of governing, Jonathan argues, will be made even more difficult by the uniquely powerful enemy Mamdani has in Donald Trump. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, or click here for last week's. And if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a wild fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, November 4, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:




	The ballooning of university GPAs as professors give higher and higher marks is a phenomenon known by what name?
 -- From Ian Bogost's "Why Students Are Obsessed With 'Points Taken Off'"
 	Some medical influencers suggest that inflammation can be cured with what bitter herb used to flavor absinthe and vermouth?
 -- From Jason Liebowitz's "The Inflammation Gap" 
 	Yoknapatawpha County is the fictional Mississippi setting of all but a few of the novels by what American author of the 20th century?
 -- From Michael Gorra's "The Man Who Rescued [REDACTED]" 




And by the way, did you know that the reason people shout "Geronimo!" when jumping from a great height is likely because one World War II-era Army private happened to see a movie about Geronimo the night before his first test jump? His fellow troopers said he'd be too scared the next day to even remember his own name; he did them one better.

It's a shame the soldiers didn't have the time to see something a little longer--another hour or so in the theater, and we could have all been screaming "Scarlett O'Hara!" every time we skydive.



Answers: 

	Grade inflation. Harvard recently took a stab at solving the spiraling crisis, but undergraduates' catastrophizing response showed just how intractable the battle between students and professors is, Ian writes. Read more.
 	Wormwood. There is, it will not shock you to learn, not much in the way of evidence for this miracle cure. But, as Liebowitz writes, the frustrating, often inexplicable nature of autoimmune diseases and their accompanying inflammation--always inflammation--makes the easy answers of alternative medicine hard to resist. Read more.
 	William Faulkner. We think of Faulkner now as a tentpole of the American literary tradition; Gorra argues that the American literary tradition exists as it does now only thanks to the critic Malcolm Cowley, who fostered Faulkner, John Cheever, Jack Kerouac, and more. Read more.




Monday, November 3, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	What president who assumed office after the 1901 assassination of William McKinley constructed the original West Wing and East Wing of the White House?
 -- From Neil Flanagan's "White House Architecture Was an Honor System. Trump Noticed."
 	What poetic meter consisting of 10 syllables per line was likely introduced to English drama by Christopher Marlowe and then widely popularized by William Shakespeare?
 -- From Isaac Butler's "The Stubborn Myth of the Literary Genius"
 	In baseball notation, a strikeout is represented by what letter--flipped backwards if the batter goes out without swinging?
 -- From Steve Rushin's "The Best Postseason in Baseball History?"




And, by the way, did you know that the Athletics' (formerly of Oakland) mascot is--this one is for you, Pliny--an elephant? The origin of the mascot is a dig from a rival manager, who in the early 20th century said that the A's had a "big white elephant on their hands" in the form of a roster of expensive and useless players. Those players and their fans took it in stride.



Answers:

	Teddy Roosevelt. The low-slung annexes respected the design of the original White House architect, James Hoban, and the project established a norm for protecting the historic character of the complex. But, as Flanagan writes, norms can always be ignored. Read more.
 	Iambic pentameter. Shakespeare gets a lot of credit for inventiveness, but Marlowe was the more daring cultural vanguard, especially in the way he conducted his life--"probably gay, possibly a spy, often in trouble with the law," Butler writes. It is therefore easy for histories of him to veer into myth. Read more.
 	K. The Toronto Blue Jays pitcher Trey Yesavage notched 12 Ks in Game 4 of this year's World Series--the most ever by a rookie in series history. Rushin writes that Yesavage was hardly the lone star in a postseason that proved baseball can still surprise. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/11/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-6/684804/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Wonder of Watching People Run

Marathons have gathered strangers for more than a century now.

by Mariana Labbate

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.

My father runs almost every day. He started running on Sunday mornings (the only day of the week he didn't work) when I was in middle school, and he eventually graduated to 5Ks and half marathons. He spent years trying to convince me to join him, and he still dreams of us bonding over energy-gel brands and gait analysis. But running never gave me the feeling he described: fulfillment, a moment of calm. I've never felt the gravitational pull that draws people to train for months, enduring shin splints and bleeding toenails, all for a so-called runner's high.

Then, in 2021, I witnessed the New York City Marathon. The race snakes through all five boroughs and is the most attended marathon in the world; more than 54,000 runners complete it every year, and an estimated 2 million people spectate. It's become an annual ritual for me to watch the marathoners from behind the street barricades. I've seen parents running to their kids, lovers sprinting toward a kiss, and friends handing a runner a beer so they can shotgun it together. I've seen people on fire escapes playing DJ sets at 8 a.m., and kids giggling as brightly colored sneakers sprint by.

Feats of endurance throughout history often elicit this selfless feeling of joy. In 1896, the first modern Olympic Games staged the first marathon race. Despite its unusual length, which a French newspaper called "contrary to all principles of sport and of hygiene," roughly "100,000 people--the largest crowd of the Games and one of the largest peacetime crowds in human history to that point--jammed into and around the Panathenaic Stadium to await the exhausted runners," Joshua Benton wrote in The Atlantic last year.

"People went into delirium" when the marathon winner, Spyridon Louis, a Greek water carrier, ran into the stadium, according to the American hurdler Thomas P. Curtis, who won gold at the 1896 games and later published an account of his experience in The Atlantic. "Thousands of white pigeons, which had been hidden in boxes under the seats, were released in all parts of the stadium. The handclapping was tremendous."

Marathons have gathered us for more than a century now, and there is no shortage of declarations in The Atlantic's archives about the sense of purpose that running provides. "I like the feeling of my feet hitting the ground and the wind in my hair. I like to remember that I'm still alive, and that I survived my cancer," Nicholas Thompson, The Atlantic's CEO, recently wrote. "I think it makes me better at my job. But really I run because of my father."

Thompson's marathons marked significant moments in his life: a new job, his cancer diagnosis and remission, the start of fatherhood. These races are milestones, and that's a big part of their appeal. "For many of today's 20-somethings, the traditional markers of maturity (marriage, kids, a stable career, homeownership) have become harder to reach," Maggie Mertens wrote in The Atlantic last year. "When other big life milestones seem elusive, a marathon, though extreme, can feel like a surer route to finding meaning"--all reasons why the number of young marathoners is on the rise. (I once watched a friend of mine frantically sign up for her first half marathon in a surge of inspiration as runners flew by us in New York.)

Some runners--"marathon elitists," as Lane Wallace called them in a 2009 Atlantic story--worry that the race has lost meaning by becoming more mainstream. But participation by runners and audiences is ultimately what sustains the sport. When Donald Arthur, a man who had run more than 30 marathons by 2009, was asked which one was his favorite, he replied, "Oh, New York!" There are "all those people, cheering you on! I wave at them, and they wave back, and it's like nothing else." Each year I go, the weather is forgiving, the subway is full of love letters in the form of cardboard signs, and thousands of volunteers line up in all five boroughs to reach out to a stranger and hand them a cup of water.

I have to agree: It's like nothing else.
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America Is Great When America Is Good

Those who believe in liberty and dignity must never give in to the forces arrayed against the things we hold dearest.

by Nancy Pelosi

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




As America approaches the 250th anniversary of its founding, I have returned again and again to the words of Thomas Paine, who advanced the cause of American freedom with a memorable call to action: The times have found us. 

The times had indeed found Paine, and the rest of our Founders, who summoned the courage to declare independence from a king; to win a war against the strongest empire in the world; and to write our Constitution (thank goodness they made it amendable). In the century that followed, the times found Abraham Lincoln, who saved our union by winning the Civil War. And now the times have found us once again.

In our own lives, and in the life of our nation, great good can come from great trials. But we also know this: Nothing we love ever comes easily. Ours is a nation forged by war and protest, in the loneliness of struggle and the slow work of centuries. We have always sought to perfect our union, even--especially--in the face of forces that seem too strong to ever overcome. This is another moment of extraordinary difficulty. It amazes me that so many people can endure so much suffering of others while doing nothing to address their needs.

It is easy to despair. I know this is the way millions of Americans feel now. Yet the story of this country is the story of patience in tribulation, and hope in the face of fear. What we choose to do in this hour of our history will determine the shape of America and the world for decades.

I am a child of America and a child of great religious faith. Both teach that there is no light without darkness. So what can we do? In the song of Saint Francis, the patron saint of my home city, we ask the Lord to make us an instrument of his peace. Where there is hatred, let us sow love. The way of Saint Francis, the way of soldiers and suffragists, the way of our beloved John Lewis--that must be our way, too. We the people must follow the Golden Rule: do unto others as you would have them do unto you.

That has always been who Americans are. Time and again, we have stepped up for our fellow Americans in times of need; expanded the definition of freedom to include more of us in it; and fended off tyrants seeking to take power away from the people. Once again, we will prove who we are through what we do in this precarious moment. And we can do so through actions both profound and personal. Our democracy depends as much on casting a ballot as lending a hand to a neighbor in need.

Those of us who believe in liberty and dignity, goodness and generosity, must never give in to the forces arrayed against the things we hold dearest. The battle can be exhausting, but it is a battle to which we are called by conscience and by love of country. This is the spirit that has motivated my decades of public service, through moments of great progress, great pain, and even great peril. Through it all, what kept me going were those lessons I learned as a child in Baltimore: to sow love and to help others. Those are unshakable responsibilities that all of us, as Americans, share. And as I soon begin my final year in Congress, I believe as fervently as ever that this must be our path forward.

America has always been a long-standing promise and an ongoing project. Decades of peace and prosperity made it tempting to believe that our democracy was self-sustaining--but in fact, it must be constantly tended to, strengthened, and defended. Democracy has been described as a horizon: unreachable, because inevitably our ambition for more freedom always grows.

So just as patriots launched a revolution against a king, turned the tide at Gettysburg, stormed the beaches of Normandy, and marched across the Edmund Pettus Bridge, we, too, must be patriots for our time. That means not just holding on to the rights and freedoms our fellow Americans have fought for, but refusing to surrender the courageous spirit that inspired them.

Yes, the times have found us once again. But generations past have always prevailed, and so shall we, for our faith in the goodness of America, and our commitment to the freedom we owe to our children, is what will always give us hope.
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American Suburbs Have a Financial Secret

Municipal bonds have become an unavoidable part of local governance--and their costs divide rich towns from poor ones.

by Michael Waters

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




One Sunday morning in March 1949, a group of nearly 300 people, clutching deck chairs and sleeping bags, lined up to buy new homes in what had, until recently, been a stretch of potato fields in central Long Island. They hoped to move to "fabulous Levittown," as its developer, William J. Levitt, had branded his creation: more than 17,000 gleaming houses in an all-white community with freshly dug wells and newly paved roads. But that was the extent of the neighborhood--Levitt's profits were in home sales, not city planning. In fact, his namesake had hardly any public infrastructure, and Levittown's new political leaders needed to come up with money for maintenance, trash, and schools. So they took a gamble and decided to enter the municipal-bond market.

Selling bonds--essentially issuing buyers an IOU, plus interest--is a quick way for a government to raise funds. You, or someone you know, probably own a U.S. Treasury bond. But institutional investors--a mix of insurance companies, mutual funds, and private-equity firms--buy bonds too, including from local governments and school districts. Cities get money up front, and buyers are assured that they'll turn a profit; this win-win proposition made many postwar suburbs take the plunge into the bond market. Throughout the 1950s, as private developers rapidly constructed new suburbs, school districts in Nassau County, where Levittown is located, increased their debt load by sixfold to meet the needs of their new residents. The problem was: Not every town and city was treated the same. Credit-rating agencies saw richer locales as very likely to repay their debts and gave them sweet deals on interest rates, which meant that these towns owed less to those who'd bought their bonds. The poorer places got shortchanged.

Municipal debt is a secret American pastime, defining--and dividing--suburbs across the United States. In his new book, Cracked Foundations: Debt and Inequality in Suburban America, the urban historian Michael Glass looks behind the marketing that attracted flocks of Americans to places like Levittown and uses debt as a lens through which to understand suburban disparities. The U.S. is one of the only countries in the world where municipalities raise money primarily through bonds, and their differential treatment on the private market has quietly driven inequality across the nation. Saddled with higher interest rates on their bonds, people in poor cities and towns today pay double the amount in property taxes, often suffer higher home-foreclosure rates, and wield paltrier education budgets compared with their wealthier counterparts. Major cities face the consequences of municipal bonds, too--Chicago famously leased its parking meters to investors in order to pay off its debts--but they employ teams of bond experts to negotiate the best terms. Small cities and towns, whose bond coordinator is often a single financial manager juggling dozens of other tasks, can do less to protect themselves from high interest rates.

Read: Liberal suburbs have their own border wall

America's cities have been taking on debt for more than 200 years. New York City issued one of the first municipal bonds in 1817 in order to bankroll the construction of the Erie Canal. Soon after, selling bonds became a popular way for new cities to attract railroads: They would offer to subsidize the cost of building a new train stop, but they needed cash to do it. By the 1950s, as Glass shows, neglectful developers left new suburbs with little choice but to fund their expansion via the bond market. Cities have only become more reliant on that debt since--especially after President Richard Nixon slashed federal aid to cities in the early 1970s. Although municipalities in other countries can borrow from their national government--Canada regularly provides localized loans to stimulate housing construction--American cities and towns usually don't have that luxury. Instead, they have found themselves playacting as entrepreneurs, courting private investment to fund basic services.

Over the course of a 30-year term, Glass estimates, the fees and interest on bonds add 30 to 60 percent in costs beyond the original borrowed amount. Every town pays extra, but some pay more than others. The math is both simple and opaque. Whenever a local government offers a bond for sale, the three major credit-rating agencies--Moody's, S&P, and Fitch--assess the government's likelihood of repayment. A municipality that seems certain to repay gets a high score; one with shakier prospects gets a weaker score. Investors then set interest rates based on these assessments. Think of the grade as a credit score for your city: The worse it is, the higher your interest rate, and the more you end up paying for pretty much everything.

Credit-rating agencies claim that they measure objective conditions, but they base their grades on factors--including median household income, tax revenue, and homeownership rates--that reward already-wealthy communities, and can create disparities based on the demographics of their residents. The UCLA professor Justin McBride, for example, recently sampled the credit ratings of small cities and towns across California, and concluded that the larger the white population was in a municipality, the better the credit rating that municipality received. Back in 1949, when Levittown first issued municipal bonds to fund its school system, Moody's analysts dismissed it as an "unseasoned residential area" with "an element of insecurity," Glass writes. Moody's assigned Levittown a "Baa" rating, which meant that the city was a "lower-medium grade" risk that warranted a 2.7 percent interest rate.

Meanwhile, Glass goes on to show, Moody's assigned nearby Great Neck, a wealthy enclave and the site of a major manufacturing plant, an A rating, resulting in an interest rate of 2.3 percent. Nearly a decade later, when Levittown officials issued bonds yet again, Moody's warned investors that the city was a "hazardous investment environment," and Levittown bonds were purchased at 4.3 percent. A few months later, Great Neck once again got a better deal--bonds at 3.5 percent. These minor rate differences continued to grow over time. On, say, a 10-year, $5 million bond, Levittown might theoretically end up paying close to $600,000 more to its creditors than Great Neck would.

Levittowners weren't naive. School officials wrote to the state of New York to request public aid for construction, Glass discovered in the state's education-department archives, but they received little support, which pushed them toward selling bonds to private buyers. By 1957, Levittown was spending 16 percent of its annual school budget on debt service, more than the salaries of all of its junior-high and high-school teachers combined. As Glass writes, "With each bond issue, Levittown and Great Neck grew further apart."

Read: What the suburb haters don't understand

In Long Island, Levittown--a mostly white, middle-class area--was far from the worst off. In 1976, the majority-Black hamlet of Roosevelt issued bonds to fund its schools. Roosevelt agreed to pay 11.25 percent in annual interest at a time when the median interest on other bonds was less than 7 percent. The money was a lifeline in the short term and devastating over time. To meet its debt payments, Roosevelt expected to raise its property taxes by 10 percent over the following decade. Many residents were forced to move out. Others, unable to pay, defaulted on their home. By 1980, people in Roosevelt were paying 11 percent more in property taxes than their neighbors in Great Neck were, even though Great Neck had four times more wealth. Persistent debt has only widened this gap in the decades since. Today, Glass notes, Great Neck has eight times more wealth than Roosevelt has, yet its residents pay 51 percent less in property taxes.

Debt is still quietly shaping the fortunes of small cities and towns across America. Public schools in particular have become so reliant on bond sales to fund salaries and services that overall school debt more than doubled from 2002 to 2019, rising to $500 billion. These bonds can take decades for a district to pay off: In one extreme case, a California school district ponied up $34.3 million in lifetime payments on a $16.7 million bond that it had taken out in 2005--more than double the amount it originally borrowed.

Disproportionately high property taxes are one telltale sign of a city trapped in a cycle of municipal debt, and so are weak public services--underfunded schools, underpaid teachers, aging recreation centers, sewer systems in need of an upgrade. Even overpolicing is downstream of these bonds. Consider, for instance, Ferguson, Missouri, which took on millions of dollars in debt in the 1960s and '70s to fund new infrastructure projects. Those payments proved incapacitating, and within a few decades, many of Ferguson's white citizens had fled, leaving a cohort of newly arrived Black residents to foot the bill. The city soon relied on a new revenue stream--aggressive ticketing, which so disproportionately affected Black residents that the Department of Justice investigated and, in 2015, found the practice discriminatory.

Read: The suburbs have become a Ponzi scheme

This bond debt is part of an American tradition of leaving public-service funding to private actors--and has become a primary vehicle of suburban inequality. In Disillusioned, published last year, the journalist Benjamin Herold tracks how the school district in his middle-class Pennsylvania suburb of Penn Hills ended up $172 million in debt, leading to mass furloughs, service reductions, and, inevitably, higher property taxes. Although Herold blames, in part, the "magical thinking" of the school board that approved the huge bonds in the first place, these administrators had only so many choices: Private debt has become an unavoidable part of local governance. As a solution, some advocates have suggested that the Federal Reserve lend money to school districts and municipalities at no interest (the Fed has, in the past, said it doesn't have the authority to do this). But until other options become available, poor cities and towns will just end up further and further behind, making bets they can never win.
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Three Rules for a Lasting Happy Marriage

To keep the flame alive, put love at the center of your life.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

One of the Beatles' most beloved songs is "When I'm Sixty-Four," the second track on Side 2 of their groundbreaking 1967 album, Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band. It features a 24-year-old Paul McCartney singing to his lover, asking whether she will still love him in the distant future, when he is a hopelessly ancient and decrepit 64-year-old.

When I get older, losing my hair
 Many years from now,
 Will you still be sending me a valentine,
 Birthday greetings, bottle of wine?


This humorous, slightly schmaltzy ditty nonetheless poses a profound question for every long-term couple: Will you, in fact, find me attractive when we're old? I had this very question in mind recently, as I contemplated the 34th anniversary of my own wedding. My wife wondered the same thing.

Neither of us is quite 64 yet (getting close), but I'm confident the answer for us both will turn out to be yes--though not for the things that attracted us to each other when we married, at 27. What keeps people in love is not what makes them fall in love in the first place. Understanding this might just keep your partnership intact until you are 64--and beyond.

The notion that romantic attraction is purely a function of social and cultural forces is a common assumption. These factors do matter, but evidence from psychology and biology suggests that our amorous impulses owe more to nature than to nurture. One expert on the matter is David M. Buss, an evolutionary psychologist at the University of Texas. In his influential 1994 book, The Evolution of Desire, based on his study of some 10,000 people from cultures all over the world, Buss reported that, initially at least, heterosexual males are most attracted to fertility cues in females (attractiveness, health, youth), whereas females are attracted to resource cues (status, ambition, wealth).

Joe Scarborough: How Paul McCartney ran to the top

Buss does not assert that these are the only traits that matter to men and women. Both sexes want someone who is kind, honest, and respectful. In other ways, people's preferences vary a lot. But the general pattern is clear, as most people have probably experienced and would confirm, and this finding has been replicated many times by other researchers. For example, as an international team of academic researchers reported in the journal Evolution and Human Behavior in 2018, when men and women were shown photos of the opposite sex alongside information about their earning status, "ratings of attractiveness were around 1000 times more sensitive to salary for females rating males, compared to males rating females."

When my wife and I met, I had approximately zero dollars in my bank account and, working as a musician, was barely making rent. Presented with the evidence above, my wife concluded that she must be an evolutionary outlier. Not so, it turns out. Researchers in 2017 found that women also regard high creativity in men as attractive, perhaps because this acts as a cue for intelligence and, therefore, future resources. Apparently, playing the French horn well can stimulate a prospective mate's limbic system to sense that someone might have a path to good repute and financial stability.

Once a couple is past the early stages of romance, however, attraction starts to change. For example, writing in the journal Personality and Individual Differences in 2008, five researchers found evidence that once men are "restricted"--that is, in a committed relationship--they show a significantly weaker preference for lower body-mass index and lower waist-to-hip ratios in women (which are both common fertility cues). Similarly, researchers writing in 2021 showed that, with the passage of time, the physical attractiveness of mates becomes less important to men. This study noted that what does become more important over time, for both sexes, are two personality traits: openness and mutual trust.

Many other studies show the same pattern. For example, Buss notes that long-standing couples place a growing value on loyalty and dependability. Personality matters, too: In 2020, researchers who followed 87 couples who'd been married for at least 15 years (many of them for much longer, in fact) found that the success of their partnership was largely thanks to developing a high degree of positive emotional behavior. Humor, enthusiasm, and validation--understanding and accepting each other's feelings and perspectives--were especially important. Another experiment, which studied the marital success of child-rearing couples over the first six years of marriage, demonstrated that the couples happiest over time have a high level of fondness and admiration for each other.

I'd add one other factor, too: the spiritual dimension. As I have written previously, research has found that couples of faith are happier if they grow more religious over the years and practice together. What's good for your soul is also good for your marriage, it turns out.

None of this is to say that by the time they've reached their mid-60s, spouses don't care anymore about good looks or abundant resources. On the contrary, we all like an attractive spouse, as well as someone who can support the family. As Buss notes in his work, these are the qualities that people will flaunt at all ages if they find themselves unexpectedly single or are seeking to switch mates. But in general, if you're hoping for a lifelong union, you'd be making a mistake trying to keep your mate by offering only what attracted them in the first place. In a long-term partnership with one person that sustains companionate love, you should shift your effort toward nurturing qualities in yourself that are less superficial than looks or money. Here are three evidence-based rules to keep in mind.

1. Slap on the cuffs.
 When I married in Spain, where I was working in an orchestra, I remember the advice I received from one of my colleagues to think carefully before my wedding, because the Spanish word for "wives" is the same as that for "handcuffs" (esposas). That seemed like a pretty dumb joke to me at the time; Spanish humor can be a bit on the nose for my taste. But since then, I've thought about that double meaning with more fondness: Far from being shackled, you can cultivate dependability and complete loyalty. This fosters a happy feeling of being almost physically attached to each other, in a way that endures.

2. Stay positive.
 A toxic habit that plagues many marriages is bringing all of one's negative emotions home because that is where it feels safe to express them. The result is that partners impose a deep negative burden on the one relationship that should bring them the most joy. The research findings cited above clearly show that a strong long-term pair bond relies on abundant positive emotionality, whereas negativity weakens it. Being positive does not occur spontaneously: You must resolve to bring your happiness home, not just your unhappiness, and endeavor to share it.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be happy growing older

3. Grow in spirit--together.
 Many long-term couples with a spiritual or religious bent describe their partnership as something like an antenna that makes them more receptive to the supernatural, an effect that becomes more powerful over time. For example, aging Hindu couples sometimes practice vanaprastha, the third of life's four stages according to Hinduism, in which one focuses less on worldly things and more on theology by sharing in charitable activities, spiritual study, and pilgrimages. I obviously can't verify by scientific means whether this connection to the divine is real, but a lot of research suggests that prayer and worship with another person can increase the emotional resonance of the practice and deepen the trust that a couple has in each other. For nonreligious couples, some research has also shown an increase in closeness when practicing certain kinds of meditation together.

Life provides no guarantees, including guarantees about love. People may change and plenty of disappointments can occur, including in relationships. But you and your beloved can do a great deal to tilt the odds in your favor that when you each turn 64, you're still together and in love.

This starts by understanding that neither your physical beauty nor your worldly ambition are most important over the long haul. What truly matters is your virtue, your heart, your character, and your soul--all dedicated to your true love and expressed in both the big and the little things of life. McCartney seemed to sense this truth even as a young man. As he imagined a happy old age lived together, he wrote:

I could be handy, mending a fuse,
 When your lights have gone.
 You can knit a sweater by the fireside,
 Sunday mornings, go for a ride.


Maybe that sort of companionship sounds tame and dull when you're a hot, hard-charging 24-year-old. But trust me and Mrs. Brooks, as we mark our 34th wedding anniversary: It's great.
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The Catholic Church and the Trump Administration Are Not Getting Along

The religion's call to radical love can't countenance this much cruelty.

by Elizabeth Bruenig

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

In mid-October, Catholic clergy arrived at the doors of the makeshift ICE detention center in Broadview, Illinois, in hopes of bringing the Eucharist, the central sacrament of the faith, to those inside. As Father David Inczauskis walked alongside the procession, he felt a spark of hope: Maybe ICE really would allow a delegation from their group to offer Communion to people in federal custody. Hundreds of people walked with Inczauskis and fellow clergy, bearing signs invoking scriptural themes alongside images of the Virgin of Guadalupe, a dazzling icon of the Virgin Mary as she appeared to an Indigenous peasant in the 16th century in what is now Mexico. Some helped hold aloft the gold-and-white canopy that protected the monstrance, a vessel for displaying the body of Christ.

Catholics believe that the Eucharist is not a mere symbol but the actual flesh of Jesus, which appears to have meant nothing to ICE. "We had done all of this preparation for weeks. It seemed like we had done all the right things. We just prepared for every scenario," Inczauskis told me. "And we were told no, and we had to sit with that and the humiliation of that." On Saturday, Inczauskis walked with another procession to the same location--only this time minus a worshipper, he later told me, as ICE had in the meantime arrested one of the people who had held up a banner depicting the mother of God.

Luis Parrales: What the border-hawk Catholics get wrong

The procession was one of many such actions carried out by Catholics across the country, a sign of both Catholic solidarity with the targets of the Trump administration's deportation regime as well as the expanding conflict between President Donald Trump's policies and the Catholic faith. Although the MAGA movement is home to its share of outspoken Catholics (J. D. Vance, Steve Bannon, and Jack Posobiec, for example, as well as recent influxes of young converts) its anti-migrant attitude directly contradicts Church teaching about the dignity and love that the faithful owe to foreigners and refugees. Because the expulsion of immigrants is as central to the MAGA movement as the Catholic Church's insistence on universal human dignity is to its very Catholicity, the conflict between the two philosophies is significant and rapidly deepening. But the clash is not merely abstract; in Trump's America, it is now playing out on streets, in courtrooms, and in churches--directly affecting whether people are treated humanely or cruelly, whether their dignity is respected or brazenly denied.

Catholics nationwide have pushed back against Trump's immigration agenda, showing up at demonstrations and prayer vigils outside ICE facilities and continuing charitable work with migrants and refugees. Catholic clergy have become especially visible members of this resistance. Anna Marie Gallagher, the executive director of CLINIC, a Catholic immigration-law organization serving hundreds of thousands of immigrants a year, told me that priests and others have been accompanying immigrants to court check-ins, which ICE has used as an opportunity to round people up for summary deportation. In "some of our parishes or dioceses across the country," she said, "bishops and priests are going to court with people. And what we're seeing is that ICE is not necessarily detaining in high numbers in situations like that."

Some of these encounters have grown tense. Father Fabian Arias, a New York City priest who has joined immigrants in court for the past 20 years, was present on September 25 when an ICE official shoved a woman to the ground as she pleaded for answers about her husband, who had just been apprehended. Arias was disturbed by the scene, later telling Scripps News that he worries for the safety not only of the immigrant families he works with but also of their supporters.

Leaders higher up the Church hierarchy have likewise rejected Trump's anti-migrant mission and are fighting it. Earlier this year in San Diego, Bishop Michael Pham led a delegation of faith leaders to immigration court on World Refugee Day, after offering a homily explicitly addressing the Trump administration's treatment of migrants and refugees. "I believe most refugees, immigrants, and migrants over the years, whether documented or undocumented, come to the United States seeking opportunities for a better life and success," Pham, whose family fled South Vietnam in 1980, said. "It is concerning to observe the current situation in the United States," he added, noting that "families are being separated as a result of policy aimed at deporting people who are called criminal." Church officials have also adjusted spiritual expectations for Catholics facing the threat of deportation. Since ICE has been capturing people exiting churches after services, the Diocese of San Bernardino released its faithful from the obligation to attend Sunday Mass to help protect them from detention.

These are not the actions of a few rogue believers, but rather reflections of Church teaching. During the 12 years of Pope Francis's papacy, he repeatedly stressed themes of love and respect for migrants, making a point at the end of his life to address Trump's position on migration head-on. "I exhort all the faithful of the Catholic Church, and all men and women of good will, not to give in to narratives that discriminate against and cause unnecessary suffering to our migrant and refugee brothers and sisters," he wrote in a letter to the American bishops. "With charity and clarity we are all called to live in solidarity and fraternity, to build bridges that bring us ever closer together, to avoid walls of ignominy and to learn to give our lives as Jesus Christ gave his for the salvation of all."

Francis X. Rocca: The papacy is forever changed

Conservative Catholics hoped Pope Leo XIV would be a better ally to the right wing than Francis had been. But Leo has powerfully reaffirmed Francis's position on welcoming migrants and treating them with respect. "Someone who says I am against abortion but I am in agreement with the inhuman treatment of immigrants in the United States, I don't know if that's pro-life," Leo told journalists in September, suggesting that animosity toward immigrants is a violation of one of Catholicism's most sacred codes. Leo has since encouraged the American bishops to fiercely defend the dignity of newcomers to this country, and warned in an address late last month at the Vatican that "with the abuse of vulnerable migrants, we are witnessing, not the legitimate exercise of national sovereignty, but rather grave crimes committed or tolerated by the state."

Earlier this week, the pope had even harsher words for Americans carrying out Trump's agenda. "I think there's a deep reflection that needs to be made," he said, lamenting the fact that "many people who have lived for years and years and years, never causing problems, have been deeply affected by what's going on right now." Leo also insisted that American authorities allow pastors to see to the spiritual needs of detainees--a sign of support for initiatives like the Eucharistic procession to the Broadview detention center. (A journalist later solicited the White House for comment on the pope's statements, and was reportedly told that "the pope doesn't know what he's talking about.")

The Trump administration has rejected the Church's message altogether. In January, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops issued a statement condemning the administration's stated intention of pursuing immigrants at churches and schools, contending that "turning places of care, healing, and solace into places of fear and uncertainty for those in need, while endangering the trust between pastors, providers, educators and the people they serve, will not make our communities safer."

Confronted with their remarks on an episode of CBS's Face the Nation that same month, Vance accused the bishops of merely scheming to enrich themselves. "I was actually heartbroken by that statement," he said. "I think that the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops needs to actually look in the mirror a little bit and recognize that when they receive over $100 million to help resettle illegal immigrants, are they worried about humanitarian concerns? Or are they actually worried about their bottom line?" When Vance defended the administration's position on immigration during a Fox News interview in January, he invoked the ordo amoris, a Catholic concept that he said justifies loving immigrants less than Americans. Francis specifically chastised Vance in one of his final missives, writing, "The true ordo amoris that must be promoted is that which we discover by meditating constantly on the parable of the 'Good Samaritan,' that is, by meditating on the love that builds a fraternity open to all, without exception."

Elizabeth Bruenig: 'A very Christian concept'

Francis's pointed remarks pared the dispute down to its spiritual core: The Catholic faith in particular is explicitly meant to belong to everyone, regardless of ethnicity or nationality; the Church takes itself seriously as the body of Christ, which unites the faithful in a mystical blood relation. These bonds, and the universal offer of kinship, are the foundation upon which Catholic politics are built. Historically, critics of Catholicism have questioned whether American Catholics could be trusted to serve both Church and country, or whether they would privately maintain primary loyalty to the pope. (Thus John F. Kennedy swore in a 1960 address to the Greater Houston Ministerial Organization that he believed in an America "that is officially neither Catholic, Protestant nor Jewish; where no public official either requests or accepts instructions on public policy from the Pope, the National Council of Churches or any other ecclesiastical source.")

This notion has generally been treated as an anti-Catholic slander, but it's also more insightful than its originators may have known. Observant Catholics do have dual loyalties, and it seems obvious to me that one's religious duties preempt and surpass those due to one's nation or tribe, for the simple reason that one's place in eternity takes priority over one's place in this temporal world. The hope of any Catholic should be that the two sets of duties never conflict, and for everyday people they generally do not. But the Trump administration's "America First" philosophy actually has arrayed the demands of the faith against the intentions of the law of the land--and if America is first, then Christianity is second.

Christianity is a love story, and the love Christians are called to show their neighbors is not perfunctory and pale, but passionate and sincere. This is a tremendously difficult discipline--punishing, even, because tribalism comes so naturally to human beings, as do hatred and violence. Catholicism does not mandate open borders, but the scale and brutality of Trump's crackdown leave little for Catholics to endorse, and point toward a deepening rift between MAGA philosophy and Catholic belief, with heightening stakes and no clear terminus. Leaders inside the Church already recognize this, though conservative elected officials are doing their best not to. Speaking during a recent roundtable, El Paso Bishop Mark Seitz, an ally of Leo's, recently suggested that the time will come when Catholics considering cooperation with Trump's deportation regime will "have to make that difficult moral choice to say in conscience, 'I can no longer do this.'"
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We Are Not One

A short story

by George Packer
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When it came into view, Doctor Rustin was struck by its size. The platform rose on six-by-six wooden posts at least 12 feet off the ground, with enough room up top for a small deck party, and the staircase from the sidewalk was a steeply pitched ladder. This gallows had been raised to last--built not only by children but for them, since few adults would have the agility and daring to reach the top. Its height and solidity gave the sense of a play structure, the crossbar that loomed above the platform a climbing feature for the truly fearless, and the rope noose perfect for swinging and letting fly if only the gallows had been built over water.

A drop by the neck from 12 feet into midair would not be play. The designers of the Suicide Spot had been impressively serious. Rustin ran his hand over his own neck and forgot his mission.

About 30 people were gathered around the base, spilling from the sidewalk into the street. Most were teenagers skipping school, though there was a scattering of grown-ups and a couple of families with younger children. High up on the platform, two girls in yellowish-gray clothes stood on either side of a boy. He looked a year or two older than Rustin's daughter, Selva, with a wild thicket of hair and a tough face. He was tugging at the rope as if to test its strength, eyes narrowed, lower lip jutting out in a kind of defiance, while the two girls leaned close and spoke to him in voices so quiet that Rustin, keeping back and half concealed under the red awning of a tavern called the Sodden Spot, couldn't make them out.

But he knew they were Guardians--specially trained peers, there to help confused young people break free from life as they'd known it before the Emergency, in particular from their parents, and become unconflicted agents of Together. Mere weeks after the empire had collapsed, that word appeared on posters glued to the walls of public buildings and on banners strung from lampposts along the central avenues. What Together meant as a philosophy or program, Rustin wasn't sure, but as a passion, it had quickly spread among the city's Burghers, especially its youth, and created hairline fractures in his family. The Rustins were no longer the tight foursome that played word games at dinner. Selva no longer returned on the tram after school, but instead disappeared into the city, attending the daily gathering in the main square called We Are One, staying out for hours. This morning, Rustin--marooned at home since being exiled from the hospital in disgrace--had followed her through the streets until he lost her in the Market District.

In front of him a bickering couple, huddled under an umbrella--though it wasn't raining--made it even harder to hear what was happening on the gallows.

"You didn't have to come," the woman said. "I could have come by myself."

"You were afraid to. 'What if one of them really does it?' " the man said, mimicking her panic.

"I never said that."

"Shh!" Rustin hissed. The Suicide Spot belonged to the young, and he didn't want to be associated with the disrespect of the middle-aged.

The boy's shoulders rose and fell. He looked down to check the position of his feet over the trapdoor, then draped the noose around his neck. A murmur that sounded almost like satisfaction passed through the audience.

A Guardian placed her hand on the lever connected to the trapdoor. In a voice clear enough to carry over the crowd, she asked: "Do you want to leave this world?"

Rustin saw the boy's face tighten. His eyes twitched in rapid blinks, his lips disappeared as if cold fury were coursing through his body. Then his features crumpled and he exploded in tears. He sobbed openly, without shame, like a little child, his whole body shaking. Several times he tried to master himself, but he couldn't stop.

Keeping a hand on the lever, the Guardian reached with her other and touched the boy's heaving shoulder. "Hey--we're here with you. We're suffering with you. We love you."

The boy buried his face in his hands, and the thick nest of hair shook as if in a wind, and the sobs, though muffled, grew louder. Sighs of pity rose around the gallows.

"What do you want to say to your parents?" the other Guardian asked.

The boy looked up mid-sob, startled. "My--I--"

"If they were here, what would you say to them?"

He opened his mouth but no words came out, only a stuttering sob.

"This is pointless," the woman under the umbrella said.

"You were the one that wanted to come," the man said.

"Why don't you both leave?" Rustin asked. They turned around to glare, but their talking stopped.

"Mama!" the boy suddenly cried out. "I'm sorry!"

"You have nothing to apologize for," said the first Guardian, her hand still gripping the lever.

"Do it!" the boy wailed.

The Guardian didn't move.

"Talk to us," the other Guardian said. "We don't want to lose you."

"Shut up and do it!"

"Talk to your parents. Why are you sorry? They should be sorry."

"Mama will be when I do it!"

The Guardian on the lever, who seemed to be leading the session, nodded.

"Oh, Mama will be sorry. But what about us? You're gone, and we needed you. Do you know what's on the other side of that door?"

The boy looked down at his feet. He shook his head.

"A great big empty hole. When you went through that door, the hole got bigger than you can imagine. That hole is bigger than this city."

The crowd drew in its breath as if the boy was already dangling broken-necked from the noose.

Rustin tried to imagine this girl and boy talking in someone's bedroom, which was where teenagers used to have difficult conversations. Talking face-to-face in private was supposed to allow you to open up, but maybe it wasn't true. Maybe it was easier to say everything like this, with a crowd at your feet and a rope around your neck.

"Please just do it," the boy said in a voice strained from sobbing, but softer, losing conviction.

"And we were about to try something that has never happened before," the Guardian went on. "We were going to make a new city! Make ourselves new, too! We were young and dumb enough to think we could do it. How can we now without you?"

The boy murmured something Rustin couldn't hear.

"And what about your Better Human? All that work you did. What's going to happen to him now that you're gone?"

The woman under the umbrella tugged at the man's coat sleeve. "What did she say? Better what?"

"How the hell should I know?"

Rustin didn't understand either.

The Guardian went on talking while the boy listened. He began to nod, and after a few more minutes he lifted the noose off his neck. She let go of the lever, and the crowd broke out in cheers and applause, as if its team had scored a winning goal. Startled, the boy looked down at his new fans. No adolescent defiance or child's anguish was visible on his face now. Wide-eyed, grinning, he climbed down the ladder like a boy who never in his life had expected to win first prize.

The ground was undulating under Rustin's feet, the tavern awning about to collapse on his head, the gallows the only fixed thing in sight. He had seen enough.

As he turned to go, a girl began to mount the scaffold. She wore the same clothes as the Guardians, with a bag slung over her shoulder and goggles dangling from her neck.

Found you! was his first thought, and then: She's going to replace a Guardian. That's how it works--short shifts. He watched his daughter come out onto the platform. She took her place between the two girls and planted her feet apart. Then, with the same decisiveness he'd seen from the moment she left the house, Selva reached for the noose and draped it over her head.

His stomach dropped as the trapdoor opened beneath him, plunging him into a void of air. No! He must have said it aloud, because the couple under the umbrella turned around: "Shh!" His neck was tingling, his knees barely held him upright.

"Do you want to leave this world?" the Guardian asked.

No! This time a silent cry. He would run to catch her legs before the rope went taut, but she would be just out of reach, her head listing forward in the choke hold of the noose.

"Possibly," Selva said.

"What do you want to say to your--"

"Listen, Papa," Selva said before the Guardian could finish. "The other night you asked why I'm angry."

She was speaking in her debate voice--quick, strong, a little tremulous with effort. He knew that she had carefully prepared what she was going to say, and from his hiding place under the awning, he was listening. He had never listened so closely to anyone.

"As usual, I didn't think of an answer fast enough. Well, here's my answer, Papa: because you never believed the world could be better or worse than the one you gave me. And that breaks my heart."

A rumble of approval from the crowd.

"Oh, this one's good," the woman under the umbrella said to the man.

That's my girl up there, Rustin wanted to tell her. Our pride and joy. It had been a favorite phrase of his, until Pan came along and Annabelle asked him to stop using it, but sometimes he couldn't help himself, because even Selva with the noose around her neck was exactly that. Those eyes! Their intelligence shone all the way from the gallows. And didn't she have a point? Even here at the Suicide Spot he couldn't imagine any life for his daughter other than the one that had always awaited her under the empire.

"The world was worse than you ever knew, Papa. Remember the exams?"

He would never forget them. Every year in May the whole empire came to a stop for three days while 14-year-old Burgher kids sat for their comprehensive exams. In the city by the river the authorities raised banners across buildings and lampposts to proclaim pride in their children and wish them luck. The rituals were ancient, unchanged since Rustin had sat for his. The night before, Annabelle had made the traditional meal of baked rabbit, asparagus, and custard. Rustin drilled Selva one last time on complex equations and imperial history. Pan touched his sister's forehead with a sprig of rosemary, and the family held hands around the table and solemnly recited the Prayer for Wisdom and Success: "If it cannot be me, then let it not be me. But let it be me."

The next morning, Burgher parents--oblivious to the fighting that had broken out in the capital--had lined the walkways and cheered as their children filed into schools with pencils and notebooks and tense faces, some bravely managing a smile, others rigid with fear. A few of Rustin's colleagues were on hand in their professional capacity in case a child fainted. As Selva walked past her parents, she kept her eyes fixed straight ahead. "Look at her," Rustin whispered to Annabelle. "She's going to murder it."

"I had to place in the top 5 percent," Selva went on from the gallows. "Not just to qualify for provincials and have a shot at the Imperial Medical College. But for you to still love me."

Someone in the crowd loudly booed.

Selva, no! Not true! 

"I didn't look at you, because I was afraid I'd see it in your eyes. Being your daughter, I did what I had to."
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As always, the results had been announced in the main square two days after the last exam, with practically the entire city in attendance. It was a gorgeous spring day, dry and fragrant, lilac and chestnut trees coming into bloom. One of the old councilors mounted a temporary stage erected in the middle of the square, next to the statue of a historic Burgher that stood on a pedestal surrounded by a gushing granite fountain, and for an hour he read from a long scroll of paper, while the children who had taken the exams lined up at the foot of the stage facing out toward the crowd. When they heard their name called, they stepped forward and shouted, "Here for city and empire!"

The names were read out in order from first rank to last. The family of Selva Rustin did not have long to wait. Out of 179 children, she was third.

"You beat your papa and your grandpa," Rustin had said that night over the most expensive bottle of wine he owned. "What a day for the Rustins." On their coat of arms, in the quadrant with the caduceus, next to his own initials he carved SR, welcoming his daughter into the family guild. She was set for life. And as he stood now in the shadow of the gallows, he thought: We sat around the kitchen table and sang our favorite songs. You pretended Zeus was your patient. Was that world so bad?

"The next day, the boy who sat beside me in class wasn't there," Selva continued. "We all knew why. He was down around 170."

Everyone in the square had been keeping a rough count as the councilor approached the bottom of the list. Burghers with no family interest in the results were there just to see who had fallen into the bottom 10 percent--that was a bigger draw than honoring the top 5 percent, who would sit the following month for the provincial round. Even if you lost track of the count, the cutoff point became clear as soon as the shouts of "Here for city and empire!" started to come out weak and choked. A few children didn't even answer when their names were called.

"Iver was an Excess Burgher."

Everyone knew what future lay in store for the bottom 10 percent. They, too, were set for life. No prohibition had been announced, but they would never be allowed to join a guild. They would finish the school year and then look for work. The lucky ones would find a job in one of the markets, or learn a trade in the Warehouse District, or, with the right family connections, go to work for the city as a street sweeper or trash collector. Some of the girls were hired as servants in the homes of higher-status Burghers, though Rustin refused on principle to consider it. A few sank into the underworld of prostitution.

But the great majority of Excess Burghers would end up like the ones who drank and fought all night at the Sodden Spot, lay around the main square asleep at midday, and spent most of their foreshortened adulthood in the city prison. Rustin's next-door neighbor thought they should be sent directly from school to compulsory work gangs. Some disappeared from the city and were swallowed up in the Yeoman hinterland. Most Burghers considered it more respectable, more in the natural order of things, to be a Yeoman than an Excess Burgher.

When Rustin was a boy, there had been no such people as Excess Burghers. Every child in the city was admitted into a guild--of course, some at lower status than others. But around the time he was studying at the Imperial Medical College, he'd heard that children who had not done well on their exams were leaving school and falling out of view. No ordinance was passed that declared the bottom 5 percent of Burgher children (later raised to 10) superfluous, but this was the beginning of a long period of economic contraction throughout the empire, and competition for a dwindling supply of guild positions became intense. That was when the practice began of parents withholding food from children who performed badly on their pre-exams as an incentive to study harder. (Rustin personally thought this was taking things too far, though he kept the opinion to himself.) The first accounts of cheating and payoffs during exam week surfaced--a blow to the belief in fairness on which the whole system of guilds depended. Excess Burghers became a fixture of imperial life, the answer to a chronic social problem, the unfortunate result of simple arithmetic.

"Do you remember what you said that night?" The tremble in Selva's voice was thickening; she was coming to her purpose. "I told you about Iver, and you said--"

That's just the way it has to be, Sel. She had come home from school troubled, and he'd wanted to comfort her. He hadn't wanted poor Iver's fate to take away from her magnificent achievement. She hadn't replied, but a cloud had passed over her face.

"That's just--the way--it has--to be." Selva raised her chin, causing the length of rope above the noose to go slightly slack. She closed her eyes and shook her head and stamped her foot on the platform just as if she'd reached the end of endurance during one of their arguments that had escalated far beyond his wishes. When she opened her eyes, they pierced his chest. "Why?" she cried. "Why was that just the way it had to be? Why in the world did you ever think that was just the way it had to be?"

More approval from her audience, shouts of "Why? Why?"

"Here's what you should have said, Papa: 'I'm sorry, sweetheart, but our whole life is a stinking pile of shit, that's how it is, we live on it, we eat it, we fuck on it, we'll be buried in it, but I love you so let's not talk about it anymore.' "

The shouting grew wild. Even the two Guardians were shouting--they had become part of Selva's audience. Her color rose and her throat quivered inside the noose and her lips tightened in expectation of a response that he wasn't there to give. He felt as if he were letting her down by not standing beside her on the platform to receive the full force of her indignation, to coax out the last glimmer of her brilliance. One word of his and she'd finish him off, cut him to pieces. He was witnessing one of the greatest moments of her life, as great as that morning in the main square. That's my girl, he thought again--but also: It wasn't just me! Everyone believed it. In the old days beggars were drawn and quartered in that square. It sounds terrible now, but four months ago Excess Burghers were normal. You'd be surprised what people can get used to.

"If you'd said that, it would have helped me. But you didn't have the courage." Selva dropped her chin and lowered her voice. "So I kept going. I started cramming for provincials. My dream was to reach the imperial round. Instead, we had an Emergency."

A cheer rose, half-heartedly--they weren't sure where she was headed.

"That was the end of exams. To be honest, it felt like the end of me. I actually, literally, didn't know who I was. Without the next round, why get up in the morning?" She gave a hollow laugh. "Then Together came, with the six principles. Suddenly people seemed happier, they started talking louder and laughing, even with strangers. The rules of Good Development came from the empire, from on high, but Together was our own creation. I thought: Okay, I'll do that. I'll join a self-org committee--even Iver's in one. I'll be the best damn Together girl in the city."

Someone laughed too loud. Rustin knew from the tremolo in Selva's voice that things were going wrong.

"Except Together wasn't about that--it was the opposite of that. 'I am no better and neither are you'--that's the second principle!" Selva brought her hands to her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut as if a massive headache had just come on. "So here I am. I don't have the right thoughts, I keep thinking things I don't want to think, they go around and around and I can't make them stop. I can't stop being your girl!"

The woman punched the air with her umbrella. "Oh my God, she's great!"

The Guardians spoke to Selva as they'd spoken to the boy, telling her what it would mean to leave the world, reminding her to think of her Better Human, but none of it worked, her silence was too strong for them. She stood there in the grip of unuttered answers that would have defeated their philosophy, and her father knew that she was struggling with the decision. But before she reached it, the Guardian released the lever and the second Guardian embraced Selva. She removed the noose from her own neck and descended the ladder into a swarm of cheers with failure in her eyes.



* Lead illustration sources: Mads Perch / Getty; Westend61 / Getty; MirageC / Getty.

This excerpt was adapted from George Packer's novel The Emergency. It appears in the December 2025 print edition. 
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The Missing Kayaker

What happened to Ryan Borgwardt?

by Jamie Thompson

Thu, 06 Nov 2025


Big Green Lake at night, September 28, 2025 (Caleb Alvarado for The Atlantic)



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

On the afternoon of Sunday, August 11, 2024, a few hours after attending church with his wife and three children, Ryan Borgwardt, a 44-year-old carpenter, left home with his kayak, tackle box, and fishing rod and arrived at Big Green Lake, one of the deepest lakes in Wisconsin. The Perseid meteor shower was expected to peak that night, one of the best times of the year to see shooting stars. Stargazers could glimpse dozens an hour, golden streaks that appeared to fall from the constellation Perseus.

At about 10 p.m., Ryan pushed the kayak into the inky-black water. He glided past the water lilies and cattails and headed toward the lake's deepest part, near its western end. It was so dark, he could barely see beyond the kayak's nose. Above him, the night sky sparkled.

The Day of the Disappearance

A little after 6 o'clock the next morning, Matthew Vande Kolk, chief deputy of the Green Lake County Sheriff's Office, kissed his wife and daughter goodbye and stepped out of his Victorian farmhouse.

Vande Kolk, 47, was second in command of the department. Just back from a week's vacation, he was hoping for a quiet day to catch up on paperwork. As Vande Kolk pulled onto a two-lane road, he alerted dispatchers that he was signing in for duty. Then he drove the roads he'd traveled since he was a boy, across prairies ripening with sweet corn and soybeans, gently sloping fields that met blue sky at the horizon.

Green Lake County's 19,000 residents are predominantly white, churchgoing, and Republican, many of them farming, or working at gas stations and grocery stores, restaurants and lakeside resorts. To Vande Kolk and the other deputies, Green Lake was a place where people knew their neighbors, compared tractor sizes, and valued common sense above book smarts.

Although murders were rare in the county, deputies handled traffic crashes, child abuse, burglary, fraud--but at a much lower volume than in big cities. They also handled calls more typical of the rural Midwest: trespassing coyote hunters, missing snowmobilers, pickup trucks that had fallen through ice. Deputies knew many of the people they detained. Arrest Frank for a DUI on Monday, and you might find him ringing you up at the Dollar Store register on Thursday.

From the April 2018 issue: The perfect man who wasn't

It wasn't Mayberry, but it was close. Many of the sheriff's deputies had grown up in the area, the older among them driving tractors and milking cows. All of them knew how to skin a deer. All of them had chased suspects into cornfields, a reliable way to evade arrest in Green Lake.

As Vande Kolk headed to the office, he heard deputies on the radio talking about a kayaker who'd gone missing on Big Green Lake. A woman had called 911 at 5:24 a.m. to report that her husband had not returned home the previous evening. He'd last texted from the lake, where he'd gone to fish and stargaze.

Around 5:45 a.m., deputies had driven to public boat launches, searching for the family's minivan, a gray Grand Caravan. In a back lot at Dodge Memorial County Park, a deputy spotted a car fitting that description. He tried the handles--all locked. He peered inside with a flashlight, looking for a note, clothes, anything. He saw a water bottle with Dad written on it. He walked around the car, looking for signs of damage or evidence of a struggle. Everything appeared intact.

Vande Kolk pointed his pickup truck toward the lake, known for a color that could shift from deep forest to nearly jade in different lights. Formed by the retreat of ancient glaciers that left a hole seven miles long and two miles wide, Big Green Lake is 236 feet deep at its cold, dark center. Large muskies, prehistoric-looking fish with canine-style teeth, lurk there. Vande Kolk had spent years on the lake trying to catch one. The shore is lined with multimillion-dollar homes, many of them owned by wealthy out-of-towners who swell the county's population each summer. About once a year, someone drowns. Because of the depth, bodies are hard to find.


From left to right: Green Lake County Sheriff Mark Podoll, Chief Deputy Matthew Vande Kolk, Detective Sergeant Josh Ward, and Detective Jeremiah Hanson, on a dock at Big Green Lake (Caleb Alvarado for The Atlantic)



Two deputies were searching the lake in a 21-foot Boston Whaler. Around 6:30 a.m., they pulled alongside a fisherman who said he'd spotted a kayak floating upside down near the middle of the lake. They sped that way, slowing as they caught sight of a kayak, its back half submerged. They flipped it over to see if anyone was trapped beneath. Nothing. One of the deputies marked the exact coordinates. Then they towed the kayak to shore.

Vande Kolk pulled into a parking lot where Sheriff Mark Podoll had recommended they gather. He stepped out of his truck and walked toward the lake glittering in the morning light, a thousand diamonds flickering back at him.

Detective Sergeant Josh Ward sat in his car near the water and called the kayaker's wife, Emily Borgwardt. She answered quickly, sounding worried.

Emily told the detective that Ryan had left their home in Watertown, about an hour from Big Green Lake, at around 4:45 p.m. the previous afternoon. He'd driven the family minivan to a friend's house to pick up wood pellets for his stove. Before setting off, he'd mentioned that he might drop the kayak in the water somewhere on his way home, and attached an enclosed trailer with the kayak. He'd told Emily over the weekend that he wanted to fish on Big Green Lake, which would be roughly on his way.

Emily told the detective she'd texted with Ryan the previous evening. She forwarded screenshots of their exchange.

At 10:12 p.m., Emily had written, "Night. Love you." About 15 minutes later, she'd texted again, telling him that their older son, 17, was spending the night at a friend's house.

Five minutes later, Ryan texted back: "I may have snuck out on a lake."

Emily: "That would have been nice to know...I was beginning to wonder why you weren't home."

Ryan apologized, but then added: "Temperature is perfect."

Emily: "Nothing new. I should be used to it by now. So many nights I have no idea where you are when it's late."

Ryan: "The meteor shower is awesome in the dark."

Emily asked Ryan to turn on his location-sharing in the Life360 app, which he did.

Emily: "Again, no communication. Would have been nice to know."

Ryan: "I'll work on this communication thing."

Emily: "It sucks going to bed not having any idea where you are. Just saying."

Ryan told Emily he'd forgotten his paddle and was instead using a fishing net.

Emily: "No paddle is dumb."

Ryan: "I love you...goodnight."

Emily: "Night. Love you too. Be safe."

Ryan: "I'll start heading back to shore soon."

Emily: "K."

After her last text, at 10:49 p.m., Emily said she fell asleep. When she woke around 5 a.m., Ryan still wasn't home.

Emily texted him at 5:12 a.m.: "Where are you?????"

Then, at 5:16 a.m.: "Babe?????"


Ryan Borgwardt's kayak, photographed by the sheriff's office the day he was discovered missing (Green Lake County Sheriff's Office)



To Sergeant Ward, Emily seemed earnest and cooperative. No, Ryan didn't have any mental-health issues. She definitely didn't think he was suicidal. He was an experienced kayaker, as well as a decent swimmer.

Ward asked Emily to send him screenshots from the Life360 app, which showed Ryan heading northwest toward the center of the lake and then moving eastward. After that, the app showed him taking a hard 90-degree turn north. At 11:55 p.m., his trail stopped. Ward wondered if Ryan had had an accident trying to paddle with the fishing net.

Deputies had blocked off part of Dodge Memorial County Park and were asking fishermen to keep an eye out. In the lot, they parked the county's mobile command center, a large RV with computers and air-conditioning, along with a trailer that carried a search drone and had a big outdoor television on one side. Deputies watched live footage from the drone as it flew across the lake.

Chief Deputy Vande Kolk spent much of the day standing on the bow of the Boston Whaler, looking into the water. It was so clear that he could see at least 10 feet down. Unless Ryan had gotten tangled in the weeds near shore, Vande Kolk felt confident that they'd find him.

The Life360 app, and the location of the minivan and the kayak, had provided clues about where to look. But Ryan might have tried to swim to shore and gotten tired along the way. In the dark, disoriented, he could have headed in any direction.

If Ryan had drowned, his lungs would have filled with water, sinking him to the lake bottom. He'd remain there until his decomposing body built up enough gases to float back to the surface. In aquatic-rescue parlance, this is known as "the pop." The depth and water temperature determine how long it takes for a body to pop to the surface--anywhere from days to weeks.

Below a certain depth, however, pressure prevents gases from building up, and keeps the body from rising. If Ryan had drowned anyplace deeper than about 100 feet, he might remain in Big Green Lake forever, unless divers or sophisticated sonar equipment were deployed to find him.

As Ward updated Emily throughout the day, he could tell she was struggling to get her mind around the idea that her husband was never coming home again, that she'd be raising three children alone. She was fiercely religious and had begun to say things like "Ryan loved the outdoors. If he had to meet God, that's the place I would have picked for him."

At sunset, the sheriff's deputies called off the search for the night. When Emily asked Ward how long they would continue searching, he sensed she was worried that they would stop too soon, leaving her trapped in a sort of purgatory, trying not to hope but still hoping.

They resumed at daybreak. Around 9:30 a.m., a fisherman called to say that he'd hooked a fishing rod while trolling in about 20 feet of water. It was in the same area where Life360 had shown Ryan's 90-degree turn north. Sergeant Ward sent a picture of the rod to Emily. She showed it to her younger son, who often fished with his father. He confirmed that it was his dad's.

Around 2:30 p.m., another fisherman alerted deputies that he'd found a tackle box floating near the Heidel House, a resort on the lake's northeastern shore. A deputy retrieved it and brought it to the mobile command center. Ward opened the gray box. The stench of rotted catfish bait filled the air. The deputies, obsessive fishermen, leaned in to study the lures, to see what kind of man the tackle box belonged to. His was a random assortment, the stuff of Walmart value packs, including the clip-on bobber balls that amateurs use. They also saw two sets of keys and a brown wallet. Ward removed the wallet, flipped it open, and found a driver's license. He read the name: Ryan Borgwardt.


Evidence photos from the Green Lake County Sheriff's Office. From left to right: Ryan's life vest and water bottle, fishing rod, and tackle box. All were found in different parts of the lake. (Green Lake County Sheriff's Office)



Judging by the fact that the kayak was found approximately three-quarters of a mile northeast of Ryan's last known location, and that the tackle box had shown up farther northeast, about where they would have expected after two days of drifting, the deputies' best guess was that Ryan had fallen out of the boat, picked the wrong direction to swim, and drowned.

Deputies discussed whether to enter Ryan as a missing person, which would have triggered checks in state and federal databases to see if he'd been in contact with authorities in other jurisdictions. They decided against it; Ryan wasn't a missing person--he was somewhere in the lake.

Green Lake County Sheriff Mark Podoll believed that the best hope of finding Ryan was Keith Cormican, a search-and-recovery expert who lived a couple of hours away in Black River Falls. He arrived within a few hours, driving a Denali pickup truck hauling his 22-foot search boat. He believed he would quickly find the kayaker, partly because he knew Life360 data to be extremely accurate. He drove to the area of the lake where the last signal had come from and lowered his "towfish"--a four-foot-long, 65-pound device that emits sound waves, which bounce back from the bottom of the lake to create an image the way an ultrasound captures pictures of an unborn baby. Cormican had spent thousands of hours studying sonar images that looked like the desertscapes of Mars, and could quickly discern if a tiny blip was a log or a body.

Cormican and sheriff's deputies spent that afternoon traveling back and forth across the lake at about four miles an hour, as if mowing a lawn, pulling the towfish on a cable behind them. The sonar produced video of the lake bottom, which Cormican squinted at on a small screen. Every so often, deputies would think they'd seen something significant--a round object that looked like a head--and Cormican would quickly dismiss it as a rock or a beer can. Several times when deputies were especially convinced that they'd found a clue or a body part, Cormican lowered his underwater drone, which retrieved the object with a mechanical claw, confirming his assessment.

Once, in the late afternoon, Cormican pointed out a sonar image that looked like an arm and a leg. Word traveled quickly across the lake that they might have found the kayaker. Cormican lowered his drone, navigating it through the water with a remote control, and moved in for a closer look. It was a forked log.

By the end of the second day, Cormican was puzzled. He'd driven the search area dozens of times. With a lake bottom as clean as Big Green's, the kayaker's body should have been easy to find.

Cormican told the sheriff he was expected in Green Bay the next morning, for another water-recovery mission. But he promised he'd come back in a few days. Before they expanded their search area, though, Cormican recommended that the sheriff take another look at the kayaker's history. "Just make sure he's not drinking margaritas on a beach somewhere," Cormican said.

Five Days After the Disappearance

On Saturday, Sergeant Ward went to meet Ryan's wife and children at their one-story ranch house on an acre of land in Watertown. Emily greeted him with a warm smile. She introduced Ward to her parents and children, who sat on a couch and chairs in the living room.

Detectives had already scoured the couple's social media, trying to get a sense of who the Borgwardt family was. Emily taught first grade at a Lutheran school. On Facebook, she'd shared a recipe for coleslaw orzo salad with toasted almonds and dried cranberries, displaying a photo of how she'd packed it in Tupperware for the coming week. She posted about baking homemade chocolate-chip scones, gardening, laundry. "Whoever invented the delay time feature on my washing machine is my favorite person this busy week! Set the timer now and my laundry will be ready for the dryer when I wake up!"


Ryan and Emily before Ryan's disappearance (Facebook)



Emily, who was 44, described Ryan, her husband of 22 years, as a family man, a devoted father. He was a volunteer firefighter who served as an usher at their Lutheran church. He owned a woodworking shop, where he built custom cabinets and furniture. He did not drink much. Emily said Ryan rarely had time to himself and had probably been craving some solitude on the lake.

Ward asked if the family had any financial issues. Emily said Ryan did seem stressed about money at times and complained about not making as much as he'd like. She said he'd recently accumulated some credit-card debt, the details of which she did not fully know.

Ward asked the family about Ryan going out onto the lake so late without a paddle--did that strike them as odd? Not at all, the family said. Emily's father said he believed Ryan had attention deficit disorder; his son-in-law often lost track of things and started projects that he didn't finish. Emily's father didn't say it in a disparaging way--more like That was just Ryan.

Ward asked to speak with Emily alone so he could inquire about their marriage. Emily said their relationship was strong. She had a few gripes--Ryan was not good at communicating, nor was he good at gauging how long a task would take to complete. Ward asked if he'd had any recent health issues or medical procedures. Emily mentioned that he'd gone to the hospital six or seven weeks earlier for a reverse vasectomy. She said he'd ended up being "part of that 2 percent" who had pain after the original procedure. Ward asked Emily if he could look at Ryan's laptop, and she readily provided it. He pulled up Ryan's browser history--nothing unusual.

Ward came away with the sense that the Borgwardts were solid, decent people. The time he spent with them had strengthened his determination to keep searching, because they deserved a proper goodbye.

Six to 52 Days

Cormican kept expanding his search area. It was tedious work, lowering the towfish into the water, driving slowly, returning home at dark with nothing. He got tired of Big Green Lake. Every time he left town, he hoped not to return. Then Sheriff Podoll would call and tell him how nice the Borgwardt family was and how Cormican was their only chance for closure. And he would climb back into his truck and return to the lake that did not seem to want to give up its dead kayaker.

At the sheriff's office, Sergeant Ward had hung a color-coded map of the lake on a wall. He'd highlighted in orange any areas that were less than about 80 feet deep. If the kayaker had drowned in those spots, he already would have surfaced. The deeper parts of the lake, highlighted in pink, were what Cormican called the "hot zone." Day after day, Ward and Cormican went out onto those parts of the lake, crisscrossing them to capture images from multiple angles.

From the November 2024 issue: Jamie Thompson on the carjacking crisis

Cormican didn't find everyone he searched for, but he found most of them. He'd recovered his first body in the 1990s, after two men who'd been drinking tried to swim across a Wisconsin pond. One disappeared along the way. Cormican, then in his 30s, put on a wetsuit and a scuba mask and tethered himself to his older brother, Bruce, a volunteer firefighter in Black River Falls. Groping through the muck with his hands, he found the body in about 10 feet of water. It was terrifying, but also gratifying to bring closure to the family.


Sergeant Ward ( left) and Keith Cormican on the boat that Cormican uses to conduct searches (Green Lake County Sheriff's Office)



To find the bodies of those who drown in Wisconsin's more than 15,000 lakes, searchers used to drag large grappling hooks across lake beds, but this technique disfigured corpses. The gruesomeness bothered the Cormican brothers, so they assembled a volunteer dive team and worked to devise better methods.

In 1995, an emergency page went out in Black River Falls. A father had drowned while canoeing in Robinson Creek with his daughters. On the third day of their search, as Bruce waded into the water holding a safety line, feeling for the man with his feet, swirling currents swept him away. When rescuers were able to reach Bruce, he'd been too long without air. By the time they got him to the hospital, he was beyond saving; they took him off life support the next day. He was 40, with a wife and two children. Keith Cormican drew some consolation from not having to leave Bruce's body in the cold river, unclaimed. The experience deepened his commitment to his work; he now understood viscerally that the ritualized ways we say goodbye are essential for processing grief.

Cormican closed his landscaping business, invested in cutting-edge sonar equipment, and bought a boat. In the years since, he's become one of the world's most sought-after water-retrieval experts, pulling the dead out of lakes and rivers from Romania to Panama to Nepal.

After searching Big Green Lake for so many days, Cormican was asking himself, Why can't I find this guy? Am I losing my touch? He'd wake at 3 a.m. and click through sonar images on his computer, zooming in on every speck.

What haunted Cormican most about finding drowned bodies was the faces--eyes opened unnaturally wide, mouths frozen with what Cormican could only describe as the fear of God. But for him, the one thing worse than finding drowned bodies was not finding them.

53 Days

On Friday, October 4, 2024, Chief Deputy Vande Kolk was steering the boat while Cormican monitored the equipment. The leaves were turning. Before long, the lake would freeze.

The whole town seemed weary of the search. Many residents were beginning to think the body would never be found. He's not in the lake, the retired guys who gathered at the local coffee shop each morning kept saying. Sheriff's deputies, feeling defensive about the time and money they were spending, would tell people that the family needed closure. "We're going to keep looking," they said.

Navigating along the surface, Vande Kolk maintained a consistent speed as the boat moved north to south in a grid pattern. The towfish needed to stay 15 to 20 feet from the bottom to capture good images. Drive too fast, and the towfish would rise too high. Too slow, and it might hit the bottom. Any miscalculation would leave gaps in their search grid and potentially damage a $60,000 piece of equipment.

Later that day, the men returned to shore. Cormican had spent 20 days on the lake. "I've searched this lake like I've never searched another body of water," Cormican told the sheriff. "You've got to start looking elsewhere."

56 Days

The following Monday morning, Sheriff Podoll declared that it was time to investigate new angles. Detective Jeremiah Hanson reached out to the Mid-States Organized Crime Information Center, a group of nine states that shared law-enforcement data, and asked for a historical record of every time someone had searched Ryan's name--during a traffic stop, for example. If Ryan had been involved in criminal activity in another town, the report should reveal that. When Hanson received it, he sent a copy to Sergeant Ward.

Ward saw some recent entries that made sense--a number of searches after Emily, Ryan's wife, had called 911. But an additional entry caught his eye: Canadian authorities had searched Ryan's name at the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel, an underwater highway that connected Detroit to Windsor, Ontario, at 12:30 a.m. on August 13, 2024--the day after he'd disappeared. That was odd. Ward talked with a U.S. official at the border, asking him if he knew why the Canadian authorities had run Ryan's name on that date. The official said he'd look into it. Ward hung up and sat in silence for a few moments.


Sheriff Podoll in his Green Lake County office (Caleb Alvarado for The Atlantic)



He and Hanson walked down to meet Podoll and Vande Kolk in the chief deputy's office. "You guys are going to want to sit down," Ward said. Then he told them that Canadian officials had searched Ryan's name on August 13.

"What?" the sheriff said.

"His name was run at the Canadian border the day after he disappeared," Ward said. He watched his colleagues absorb what that meant.

"Well, holy shit," the sheriff said.

Vande Kolk slammed his fist on the desk. "Motherfucker!"

They'd spent almost two months searching the lake.

Vande Kolk took this the hardest: Weeks earlier, he'd told Ward not to enter Ryan as a missing person, which might have triggered the search earlier. He started cursing so loudly that the sheriff had to tell him to calm down.

Still, all they knew was that someone in Windsor had searched Ryan's name shortly after he'd disappeared. Maybe a police officer there had simply been curious about the case and looked him up. Or maybe someone had stolen Ryan's identity.

Vande Kolk contacted an agent with ICE, who told him that Ryan had obtained a passport in 2017. Ward texted Emily and asked if she knew where her husband's passport was. A couple of minutes later, she texted Ward a picture of it. It had the same number as the one Ryan had been issued in 2017.

Then ICE told Vande Kolk something new: Ryan had reported his passport as lost or stolen around April 30, 2024--about four months before he'd disappeared. A replacement passport was issued on May 22, 2024. That was the passport that had been run at the Canadian border.

Detective Hanson kept calling an official who worked at the border, hoping to learn if it was actually Ryan who'd crossed there, not someone else. "Dude, please," Hanson implored, pleading for any information. The official apologized, explaining that he wasn't authorized to say anything.

"But if I were you," the official told him before hanging up, "I'd stop looking in the lake."

58 Days

On October 9, 2024, Podoll and Ward met with Emily. The officers still didn't know exactly what had happened, but they were growing more convinced that Ryan had duped them, and they found it hard to believe that he could have pulled this off alone. Had Emily been in on it?

Around 11:30 a.m., as the men took a seat at Emily's dining-room table, they noticed a painting hanging on the wall, which appeared to be an image of Jesus and Ryan, holding hands as they walked away together along the water. You have got to be kidding me, the sheriff thought.

"We've got some information we're going to share with you," Podoll told Emily. "It's very important that this information stays right here at this table."

Emily nodded.

"We're changing the direction of our investigation," he said.

"What?" Emily asked.

"We don't believe Ryan is in our lake," he said.

Emily looked confused. "What?" she asked again.

"We believe Ryan is still alive."

The men studied Emily as she absorbed this information. Her face turned so pale, they worried she would pass out.

Warning her that what he was about to say might be hard to hear, the sheriff told her that they believed it possible that Ryan had faked his own death and abandoned his family.

He felt as if he could read Emily's feelings as they passed across her face: relief, then confusion, then anger, then doubt. Tears slid down her cheeks.

"I don't know what's worse--him dying, or knowing that he's alive," she said. Ward and Podoll had the same thought: She's not faking this.

"What about our kids? How could he do that to them?" she asked. "Was my marriage really that broken, and I didn't know?" Her disbelief seemed to be growing. "Ryan would not do that to us."

Podoll told Emily what they'd learned about the passports and the Canadian border, but acknowledged that they did not know where her husband had gone or if he was actually still alive.

"This is what I need you to do," he said. "You cannot say anything to anyone." They didn't want to suggest publicly that Ryan had deceived everyone until they knew for certain. And a media circus would make their investigation more difficult.

"I will do whatever you need," Emily said. The sheriff worried that, in asking her to carry this secret alone, he was imposing an impossible burden.

"What about the church?" she asked as the officers prepared to leave. "What about all the people who prayed for him?"

About an hour later, Emily sat in the auditorium of her older son's high school for the annual talent show. A piano melody filled the room as her son stood onstage beneath a spotlight, holding a microphone and singing a duet with another student.

Emily had driven to the school in a fog. She'd considered not going, but her son was expecting her, and how would she explain not being there? She'd taken a seat in the auditorium, struggling to mask her emotions behind a cheerful-mom look. After the teens hit the first verse of the chorus--"Ain't no mountain high enough!"--the crowd began to clap to the beat. Emily felt sick.

She had grown up in Lutheran schools. She spent her days teaching first graders. Raise your hand, be polite, Jesus loves you. She lived in a concrete, simple world where Tuesday follows Monday and two plus two equals four.

She thought back to the morning she'd learned that Ryan had disappeared. She'd been awakened by their puppy, and had been annoyed at Ryan, who hadn't gotten up early with the dog like he was supposed to.

She thought about the look on the face of her older son as he arrived home early from a sleepover that morning, having been told there was a family emergency, to find a patrol car in the driveway. The teenager was crying, hugging his sweatshirt to his face. Mom, what's going on? he'd asked. Buddy, your dad is missing, she'd told him. Family and friends had crowded into the house as they waited for information. By nightfall, Emily had accepted that Ryan had drowned in the lake. A devout Christian, she believed that Ryan's death must have been part of God's plan, and that he was now in heaven.

As the search stretched on for days, then weeks, Emily had kept her cellphone near, waiting for news about Ryan's body. Along with managing her own grief and that of her children, she was taking on the tasks her husband used to do: paying the bills, making sure the garbage cans got to the curb. Every time she felt overwhelmed, people showed up to help. A retired police deputy mowed her lawn every week. Several dozen volunteer firefighters from the station where Ryan had worked came over to trim trees and stack wood. How was she going to explain to them that she was not a grieving widow but ... what? A spurned wife? A dupe?

That night, after the talent show and dinner and homework, Emily lay awake in bed, unable to sleep. The peace she'd felt, surrendering herself to God's plan, had been replaced with a cold unease. She struggled to believe that Ryan would have willingly abandoned the family. Had he gotten himself into trouble, something sinister on the dark web? Maybe, she thought, he'd sacrificed himself to protect her and the children.

Whatever had happened, Emily knew she could no longer attribute it to God's plan. This had been her husband's choice, the actions of a mortal man, one locked in what she could only assume was a terrible battle with temptation and sin.


Emily Borgwardt, October 2025 (Caleb Alvarado for The Atlantic)



At the sheriff's office, Detective Hanson opened Ryan's laptop, which Emily had given them. Hanson, the department's digital-forensics expert, quickly found evidence suggesting that Ryan had deleted his browser history the day before he disappeared. Huge red flag. He sent the laptop to a state lab.

Poring through gigabytes of data on the hard drive, an investigator at the lab found a document labeled "bank questions." The first question read: "From the US to my new bank account in Georgia. What is the most common way people do this?"

Another document appeared to detail Ryan's exit plan. He had listed the number for a burner phone as well as old and new email accounts. He'd switched to a new account with Proton Mail, an encrypted service based in Switzerland, a smart move for anyone trying to elude detection abroad: Executing search warrants on Proton is much harder than on U.S.-based services such as Yahoo.

Hanson prepared search warrants for each email address, phone number, and credit-card number he found on the laptop. Among Hanson's discoveries was a Robinhood trading account, which allowed Ryan to buy and sell cryptocurrency. Hanson learned that Ryan had been flagged by the platform for regularly sending funds to a Russian cryptocurrency exchange--about $20,000 between March and May 2024.

From the August 2019 issue: The con man who became a true-crime writer

Hanson also received a copy of the lost-passport form Ryan had filed in April, on which he claimed that he'd probably lost his during a basement cleanup. Making false statements on a passport application is a felony punishable by significant prison time. So is insurance fraud--and Hanson discovered that on January 16, 2024, Ryan had applied for a $375,000 life-insurance policy. It sure looked like Ryan had taken out the policy while planning to fake his death.

When further digital sleuthing revealed that Ryan had flown from Canada to France on the night of August 13, Hanson contacted an FBI agent assigned to the U.S. embassy in France, who was able to confirm that Ryan had landed in Paris, but did not know where he'd gone from there.

Back when everyone assumed that Ryan was still at the bottom of the lake, Emily's mother, going through his computer to help her daughter pay bills, had discovered about $80,000 in credit-card debt that Emily didn't know about. She, along with Ryan's mother and stepfather, had decided to secretly pay off the debt and not tell Emily. Ryan also owed money to his mother and stepfather.

But perhaps the most notable discovery, this one made by the state investigator Hanson was working with, was this: In the spring of 2024, a few months before he disappeared, Ryan had been exchanging messages online with a woman named Ekaterina Vladislavovna, who went by Katya.

In one message, she'd said: "Good luck. I kiss you very hard."

In another, she'd said: "I just want to be with you!!!"

"Katya," Ryan responded,"I promise to you that I will love you for the rest of my life. I want no one else. I want to share a life with only you."

80 Days

For three weeks, Emily kept quiet about what her husband had done, though the tale seemed to grow more sordid every time the sheriff called--she had learned about the woman abroad and deduced the real reason for the reverse vasectomy, a procedure Emily had driven him to. As she struggled to absorb these terrible truths, not being allowed to tell anyone made her feel lonelier than she ever had.

The last week of October had been particularly hard. School and community fundraisers had raised more than $6,000 for the search for Ryan. Emily asked Sheriff Podoll what she should do about the donations. "Don't say anything," he told her. "Just go with it." Emily told him she needed someone to talk to.

Later that week, on Thursday, October 31, Podoll sat with Emily for 90 minutes at her church, explaining to two pastors what was really going on with the investigation. One of the pastors, who had prayed from the pulpit for Ryan, looked confused, a Bible in front of him on the table. The sheriff told them they couldn't tell their congregants. "I'm not telling you to lie," the sheriff said. "You just can't say anything."

How could he do this to our children? Emily wanted to know. How could he have treated me the way he did on those last days--helping around the house, watching a movie together?

"Okay, I'm going to tell you why he did that," Podoll said. "He wanted to get out of a divorce. He wanted you to remember him how he was on those last days, so you would have good memories of him. Then he was going to move on with his life.

"In my book, he's a piece of shit," the sheriff continued. "I apologize," he said, turning to the pastors, "but he is."

88 to 91 Days

In early November, Podoll felt it was time to start revealing what they'd learned more widely. He invited Emily's and Ryan's families to the sheriff's office on Friday, November 8, where he planned to tell them that Ryan was not, in fact, dead. Then he'd hold a press conference to tell reporters.

Early that afternoon, the officers walked into a conference room where about a dozen relatives--including Ryan's mother, stepfather, father, and three siblings, plus Emily's mother and father--sat in chairs in a semicircle. Podoll looked around the room and said: "We're going to talk about a lot of stuff today, and it's going to be pretty shocking." He told the group that Emily already knew what they were about to hear.

The case, he told them, had taken an unexpected turn. "We don't feel that Ryan is in our lake," the sheriff said. "We believe he is still alive."

Absolute silence. Podoll had never seen so much disbelief on so many faces at once. After about 20 seconds, the silence broke. Emily's father sobbed. Her mother dropped her head and wept. Ryan's brother looked at his wife (Oh my God ) and she stared back (Oh my God ). Ryan's mother looked relieved but confused. Ryan's father said, "This is not Ryan--not the Ryan we knew." Ryan's stepfather sat quietly, appearing shocked and betrayed. The emotion in the room was so palpable that it threatened to infect the sheriff's deputies. Vande Kolk clenched his teeth to avoid crying.

Podoll had also invited Keith Cormican to the meeting. Any thought he might have given to the time he'd wasted on the lake was overwhelmed by the sound of the family's sobs. He'd made all kinds of gruesome discoveries on lake bottoms. But of all the terrible scenes he'd witnessed, he later told me, this was among the worst.

As the meeting was ending, Vande Kolk's cellphone vibrated. He looked down and saw a string of Russian letters. Holy crap, he thought.

Earlier that day, as the meeting with the family approached, Vande Kolk had suggested to his colleagues that they blitz every phone number and email address they'd discovered in an attempt to reach Ryan directly. The sheriff agreed.

After striking out with a few phone numbers, they turned to email, sending notes to Ryan's addresses, and also one to his mistress, Katya, giving it the subject heading "Call us." They attached a photo of Ryan, one of Katya with two young children, and one of Hanson's badge, to emphasize their legitimacy. "It is very important," Vande Kolk wrote. "This is the police in Wisconsin USA." He had sent the email at 9:16 a.m. When he hadn't gotten a response within a few hours, he sent another one.

Realizing this was likely Katya's response, he now stepped out of the room and read the email in translation: "Hello. I do not know who you are and why you contacted me. I know the man in the photograph. His name is Ryan. Over the last year he became my good friend."

Vande Kolk wrote back that he had something extremely important to discuss and could he please have her number.

"Please forgive me, but I do not give out my number to strangers, especially from another country," she replied. "Please explain, what happened?"

"When is the last time you spoke with Ryan?" Vande Kolk wrote back. No response. About an hour later, he sent another email, with the subject line "Urgent." Still no response, so he sent a few more emails, including a link to the sheriff's-office website and a news clip about the case.

At 1:46 a.m. central time, the woman finally responded, and in an email exchange explained that she was struggling to trust an American detective because of the tensions between Russia and the United States. Vande Kolk said he understood, but needed to confirm that Ryan Borgwardt was alive. He asked for a photograph.

The woman wanted assurance that the authorities would not cause her any problems. As far as she knew, she said, neither she nor Ryan had broken any laws.

"Our primary concerns are not whether there were any crimes committed, but to provide some answers to Ryan's 3 beautiful, amazing children," Vande Kolk wrote. "Help us give his children peace. Is Ryan with you now?"

Vande Kolk worried that Ryan had been catfished, lured overseas by someone pretending to be a beautiful woman only to find himself kidnapped and ransomed or killed.

Soon the woman told him that Ryan was trying to email but his messages weren't getting through. Ryan (or someone purporting to be him) and Vande Kolk began sending messages to each other through Katya.

Hoping to verify his identity, Vande Kolk asked a question to which he thought only Ryan would know the answer: the make, model, year, and mileage of the vehicle he'd left at Big Green Lake. The response: "2015 Dodge Grand Caravan. I honestly dont remember the last mileage reading. Maybe 90k. There is no loan on the van. I was pulling a trailer full of wood pellets for my stove. I just picked them up at my friend Adam's house."


A screenshot from the proof-of-life video Ryan sent from his undisclosed location to the sheriff's office on November 11, 2024 (Green Lake County Sheriff's Office)



Definitely Ryan, Vande Kolk thought. He asked him to join a videochat, but Ryan declined. "The truth is I'm terribly afraid to do anything that would help give up my location any more than you or the FBI already know."

"Please tell me what my future looks like," he added. "Am I looking at jail time?"

"There are consequences for what has occurred," Vande Kolk wrote. "Those consequences can be significantly mitigated by your actions going forward."

Ryan responded by saying he was attaching a video to prove that he was not in danger. It showed him in a bland-looking apartment. "Good evening. It's Ryan Borgwardt," he said quietly into the camera. "Today is November 11. It's approximately 10 a.m. by you guys. I'm in my apartment. I am safe, secure, no problem."

Vande Kolk and the detectives watched the video a few times. Ryan looked healthy and surprisingly calm. Wherever he was, he seemed to be there by choice.

Faking one's death is not technically illegal. But the detectives thought there was evidence to support a charge for obstructing an officer--a Class A misdemeanor punishable by up to nine months in jail--because Ryan had planted physical evidence meant to mislead them. Maybe further investigation could lead to more serious charges, such as passport or insurance fraud, but they didn't know if the feds would get excited about investigating an otherwise-law-abiding husband in the throes of a midlife crisis. Furthermore, the detectives suspected that Ryan was in a country that didn't have an extradition treaty with the U.S.

For the deputies, the case had become personal. This guy had fooled them. The idea that he might get to disappear without consequence galled them. If nothing else, he needed to reimburse taxpayers for the more than $35,000 they'd spent on the search. So the detectives wanted Ryan in handcuffs. They also wanted him to own up to what he'd done to his wife and children, and to try to make things right with them.

But to bring Ryan to justice, the detectives had to prove that he had planted evidence to mislead them--and they needed him to return to Green Lake.

91 to 112 Days

Vande Kolk set about trying to figure out why Ryan had gone to such lengths to disappear, and what might get him to come back.

An early possibility revealed itself in an email exchange Vande Kolk had with Ryan about his family. "They are amazing people," Vande Kolk wrote of Ryan's wife and children. "That's because Jesus fills their hearts with love, confidence and hope," Ryan replied. "Their mom did a great job of that with those 3."

"I agree with you," Vande Kolk replied. "I have never seen such love and forgiveness in a group of people, and love like that only comes from Jesus."

The men settled into near-daily communication. Ryan came across as remorseful and polite. He said he really did want to "fix everything possible that I just destroyed about 3 months ago." He apologized for the time the sheriff's office had wasted searching the lake.

Soon, though, another side of Ryan emerged. He told Vande Kolk he was angry that the sheriff's office had made him sound like a "200% dirt bag" in the press conference. He was irritated by the implication that he'd been "living 'large'" abroad. "That couldn't be further from the truth," he wrote. "I truly tried to take as little as possible with me to LEAVE MY FAMILY WITH AS MUCH AS POSSIBLE." Yes, he conceded, he'd moved a "decent amount" of money over before he left, but he said that he'd given it away to people who needed it more than he did, and that now he couldn't even afford a plane ticket home.

Vande Kolk pressed him for information about what he'd done. "If all the people that worked on my case in multiple agencies still don't know how I got to Canada yet," Ryan responded, "I'm not sure I want to say how I did this." But Vande Kolk thought he could sense that Ryan wanted to tell his story. This presented another angle of approach. If you need money for a plane ticket, he told Ryan, you could probably get it from a book or movie deal.

"Yes, I think it's possible the story could make for a decent book or movie," Ryan replied. He said he might consider it to pay off his debts.

Over time, the email conversation had become familiar, even chummy. Vande Kolk could empathize with Ryan's urge to escape his life. He thought about all the hours he himself spent on the lake, away from his family, trying to land a musky large enough to be considered "trophy size."

Still, he found himself becoming disgusted. He'd been married for 25 years to his high-school sweetheart, and they had two children: a son, and a daughter who'd been born with a rare genetic mutation that caused mental and physical delays. They'd stuck it out through some tough things. How could a man just abandon his family like that? Vande Kolk thought. We've messed around with this guy long enough.

Dropping his friendly tone, Vande Kolk wrote that he'd heard Ryan's own father had left the family when Ryan was young. "I cannot understand how you would want to do something like that to your kids," Vande Kolk wrote. Was Ryan really just going to hide from his children? What he was doing to them, Vande Kolk wrote, was worse than a divorce. "You move off to live a new life, and your kids get no support from you financially, mentally or spiritually."

Ryan said he'd had no choice. "I just couldn't handle life anymore," Ryan wrote. He said he was roughly $200,000 in debt, not including his mortgage, and didn't know how he would begin to pay that off.

"My life in the Watertown area is over," he wrote. No one would ever forget what he'd done, even if they ultimately forgave him. "Everything is just so much easier if I'm dead."

Vande Kolk questioned Ryan's faith, suggesting that he was making Christians look bad. "You always talk about how you have this need to help others," he wrote. But "maybe all you care about is yourself." Ryan's daughter had recently gotten into a fight with some kids at school. Ryan's younger son had cried that morning because he didn't understand why his dad wouldn't come home. "These kids did nothing to deserve all this. Come back and make it right before it gets worse."

A day passed with no response. Worried that he'd been too harsh, Vande Kolk sent several recent pictures of Ryan's kids.

"You can fix this," he wrote. "Show them what a man of God does when times get tough. Show them what bravery is. Show them your love."

Coming back would be a terrible idea, Ryan responded. He had nowhere to live, no car, no job, no church. He didn't want to force his kids to visit every other weekend. "I was that kid, that life sucks," he wrote. Soon enough, the kids wouldn't want to spend time with him anyway. "It's how divorce works," he wrote. "I will become the enemy."

But what most concerned him, he said, was being separated from Katya, the woman who had saved him from his loneliness. Without her, "I might as well come home in a box."

Vande Kolk's response was blunt: If Ryan could figure out how to disappear to the other side of the world, he could figure out how to return to Wisconsin. Ryan's parents had each offered him a room to stay in; his mother even said she would welcome Katya.

"For goodness sake Ryan," Vande Kolk wrote. "Your kids."

A few days later, Ryan emailed to say that he could come home for up to three months to "fix" as much as possible, but that ultimately he planned to stay with Katya. He said his was a "semi normal American divorce story"--though that semi was doing a lot of work.

He finally told Vande Kolk where he was: Batumi, a city in Georgia, the former Soviet republic. He liked it there, and had gotten to know many Russians, who were "seriously just like us from Wisconsin."

Vande Kolk kept the conversation light and continued to engage, not wanting to scare off his quarry.

A few days after Thanksgiving, Ryan forwarded a screenshot of his flight confirmation. "Whatever happens now is in God's hands," he wrote.

120 Days

On December 10, 2024, Vande Kolk and Detective Hanson met at the Green Lake County Sheriff's Office at 5:30 a.m. to begin the roughly three-hour drive to Chicago's O'Hare International Airport, where Ryan was scheduled to arrive at 10:10 a.m. They were nervous. Although the Green Lake detectives believed they had a strong case for an obstruction charge, that was only a misdemeanor--not serious enough to merit an arrest in another state. So they were going to have to persuade Ryan to come to the sheriff's office and give a statement voluntarily. If he declined to talk, or decided to leave O'Hare on his own, they couldn't stop him.

After Ryan's plane landed, U.S. Customs and Border Protection escorted Vande Kolk and Hanson to the secure customs area. As a group of passengers moved toward passport control, Vande Kolk spotted a man wearing a hooded sweatshirt. It's him. Vande Kolk wondered if anyone else would recognize Ryan from all the news coverage. No one seemed to.

An agent brought Ryan over. "Welcome home," Vande Kolk said.

A few hours later, Ryan was sitting in an interview room. Vande Kolk was at a metal desk to Ryan's right. Hanson sat in another chair and read aloud the Miranda warning.

During the email back-and-forth with Vande Kolk, Ryan had begun to outline how he'd carried out his plot. Now, over three hours in the sheriff's office, Ryan elaborated.

He first crossed paths with Katya online in December 2023, eight months before his disappearance. "A dating website?" Hanson asked. "Online," Ryan said, declining to specify further. They'd talked once or twice, and he'd promised to contact her again after the holidays. They reconnected in late January 2024 and quickly became good friends, Ryan said.

By February, the friendship had turned romantic. She sent him video messages in Russian, which he translated to English. They began talking about a future together.

At first the notion of faking his death was purely a fantasy, but soon it began to gel into an actual plan. He researched stories of people who'd ostensibly done it, including a German billionaire who'd vanished while skiing. He considered staging his death while duck hunting on the Mississippi River, because people died there all the time, their bodies washing away. But he couldn't figure out how to plan a solo trip that far away without making Emily suspicious. He settled on Big Green Lake, because it had areas deep enough for his body to plausibly never surface.

He ordered an electric bike and two bike batteries for about $1,000 on Amazon, then deleted the account he'd used for the purchase.

By now he was committed to the plan. In the week beforehand, he watched the weather, eventually settling on Sunday. That morning, he went to church with his family, hoping they'd have Communion together one last time. But he got asked to usher, which was disappointing, he said, because he didn't get to sit beside Emily. After church, he went to his shop. One of the things he worked on, he said, was preparing a new laptop for Emily. He explained that he didn't feel confident in his ability to wipe his own laptop, so he'd purchased a replica with a new hard drive for her. He tried to move over financial records and other files to make things easier for her when he was "dead," but apparently he'd copied over "one too many things" and left evidence for investigators. He returned home for a couple of hours, hooked up the trailer, and said goodbye to Emily and the kids. He drove back to the shop, where he pulled the trailer close to the building so security cameras would not record him loading the bike. At a Walmart in Oshkosh he bought a duffel bag, snacks, and a ball cap to conceal his face.

He arrived at Big Green Lake around 10 p.m. He parked the van about 10 steps from the water. He stashed the bike and two bags in high grass among trees. Then he loaded his fishing pole, fishing net, tackle box, and a large duffel bag into the kayak. As he glided into the night, he saw campfires dotting the shoreline.

A tailwind helped carry him toward the lake's center. He'd studied maps of the lake and reached what he believed to be a deep area. One boat passed by, then another. When all seemed clear, he tossed his phone into the water. He used a manual pump to inflate a child-size raft he'd purchased for about $20, and climbed into it. Steadying himself in the tiny vessel, he flipped the kayak, which drifted out of sight. Around midnight, he began paddling. He said he didn't know how long it took to get back to shore, fighting the wind and the waves with the raft's toy paddles, but he thought at least an hour or two.

When he got close to shore, he hopped out of the raft. His first step found solid ground. On his second, he sank into black mud up to his waist. He traveled about 40 feet with the muck trying to swallow him. When he emerged from the water, he ran across the road, deflated the raft, and packed it into one of his bags. Looking at the road, he saw that he'd left muddy footprints. "I thought, There's no way in the world you guys are going to miss these," he said. He tried to pour water on them but soon realized it wasn't much use, and he was in a hurry.

Sometime around 1 or 2 a.m., he climbed onto the bike. He rode through the night, pedaling roughly 70 miles, mostly on back roads, all the way to Madison. He stopped a couple of times, to change into dry pants and eat a granola bar. The sky, he thought, had never looked more beautiful.

Around 5 a.m., he said, he'd thought about Emily, because he knew she'd soon be waking and would wonder where he was. Around 9:15 a.m., he stopped in a densely wooded park, where he left the bike. He tossed his damp sweatshirt and the raft in a garbage can. Then he walked 40 minutes to a Greyhound station. He got there just in time for a 10:05 a.m. bus to Toronto, via Milwaukee, Chicago, and Detroit, switching buses twice along the way.

"I'm on the bus," he said he texted Katya from a burner phone. "So far so good." Shortly after he boarded, the phone stopped working.


Ryan captured in surveillance footage at the Canadian border in August 2024 (Canada Border Services Agency; Green Lake County Sheriff's Office)



At the Canadian border, agents were suspicious because he had no driver's license and his phone wasn't working. But after about 20 tense minutes, they let him through. He arrived at the Toronto airport, where he used his laptop and a prepaid debit card to buy a plane ticket to Europe. He was carrying $5,500 in cash, below the threshold requiring a customs declaration.

The Air France meal was one of the best of his life. After landing in Paris, another plane took him to Tbilisi, Georgia. Katya arrived to meet him. They spent the next few nights at a hotel.

Facing Ryan in the interview room, Vande Kolk thought he seemed different from the man he'd been communicating with online. This version of Ryan was arrogant, unable to conceal pride in his accomplishment. At times Ryan expressed regret, but these moments were overshadowed by his boasting.

Katya hadn't liked his plan, Ryan said. Faking his own death was "pretty bad," she told him, worse than divorce. But faking his death, Ryan said, "checked more boxes."

"Talk to me about that," Vande Kolk said. "Everybody's a little bit perplexed as to why you took this path."

"I guess in the end it came down to the feeling of failure in about every aspect of your life," Ryan said. "Hoping to be remembered for the better things, not all the mistakes."

When Ryan reached the point in the tale where he arrived in Tbilisi, Vande Kolk asked for more specifics about his planning. For an obstruction charge, he needed to get Ryan talking about whether he'd intentionally set out to convince the detectives that he'd drowned. "The amount of hours that I spent trying to disappear would blow your mind," Ryan said. His entire plan, he admitted, had hinged on him dying in the lake. "Obviously the whole idea was to sell the death," Ryan said.

That oughta do it, Vande Kolk thought.

Sergeant Ward was watching the interview on a monitor down the hall. He'd spent the most time on the lake looking for Ryan. He'd watched Emily absorb the news that her husband was dead, then struggle to grasp the news that he was not. With all the money the county had spent on the search, it could have bought a new snowplow and fixed a lot of potholes. One reason he was not in the interview room was because everyone knew he'd have a hard time hiding his disgust.

Some of Ward's disgust was with himself for having gotten played. Of course, he wasn't the only one who'd been duped; Ryan had deceived everyone close to him, along with the general Green Lake County community. Ward liked to say that if you got a flat tire in Green Lake, there would be a traffic jam of people stopping to help. Ryan had exploited that kindness. All because he didn't have the guts to look his wife in the eye and say, "I want a divorce." He'd chosen to make himself a blameless drowning victim in the memories of his children.


Chief Deputy Vande Kolk and Detective Hanson interview Ryan at the Green Lake County Sheriff's Office on December 10, 2024. (Green Lake County Sheriff's Office)



Ward followed intently when Hanson began asking Ryan about the roughly $20,000 he'd taken from his own family in order to help a woman he'd never met. Ryan said he was already in so much debt that $20,000 didn't do much for him. Whereas for Katya, he said, that amount was significant.

But Ryan still owed hundreds of thousands of dollars. Emily, struggling to provide for three kids on her teacher's salary, had begun accepting food stamps.

This is one of the most two-faced criminals I've ever met in 23 years of working in law enforcement, Ward thought.

"Listening to him talk, I get the willies," he told me later. "He's just a really devious person."

After nearly three hours, Vande Kolk told Ryan he was placing him under arrest for obstructing an officer. Ryan seemed surprised and indignant: He'd talked to investigators as soon as they'd contacted him. He'd come to Green Lake and answered their questions. Vande Kolk explained that the obstruction charge was based on what he'd done at the lake, not how he'd handled himself afterward. He asked Ryan to stand and clicked the handcuffs.

Ryan spent that night in jail. The next day, he pleaded not guilty. He was released on a $500 bond. The same week, Emily filed for legal separation, calling the marriage "irretrievably broken." She asked for sole custody of the kids.

337 Days

One morning this past July, I drove along a two-lane road surrounded by cornfields and arrived at the Borgwardts' stone ranch house. Their minivan was parked out front, along with the trailer Ryan had used to take his kayak to the lake. Snapdragons bloomed in flower beds along the front walk.

Emily greeted me wearing shorts and a tank top, her shoulders tanned from working in the garden. We sat in the living room, where we could hear her daughter, 14, and a friend laughing as they swam in an aboveground pool in the backyard. Her younger son, 15, mowed the lawn out front. A basket of laundry awaited folding.

Emily told me that her younger son and her daughter had seen and texted with their father since he'd returned. Their older son, now 18, had refused to speak with him.

Ryan was living with his mother and stepfather in Appleton, an hour and a half away. He was not helping to support the family, Emily said. Since his return, Ryan had been by the house a couple of times. They were now texting regularly, and she sent him pictures of the kids. She described their relationship as amicable.

How is that possible? 

She said that the man who'd faked his death in Big Green Lake was not the Ryan she'd known for 25 years. Not the one who'd played board games with the kids and coached their basketball teams. She still missed that man.

Their life in Watertown had been ordinary, maybe even dull sometimes. But for Emily, it had felt like enough. Looking back, she could see that she and Ryan had become a little more distant over the years, but in ways that she did not think unusual for busy parents.

From the March 2024 issue: Jamie Thompson on stopping a school shooter

Emily had filed for separation on the advice of a lawyer friend who worried that she might be affected by any civil or criminal judgments against her husband, and they were now legally divorced. But to her, their vows were a different matter. "I'm a Christian and I believe strongly in marriage," she said.

I asked if she would consider reconciling. I assumed the answer would be a hard no. I was wrong. Emily said she would be willing to try, despite how much work that might take.

"We all sin," she told me. "Some sins in human eyes are bigger than others, hurt more than others, have more consequences than others. But in God's eyes, they don't. A sin is a sin." She added, "God forgives us for our sins multiple times every day."

If God could forgive, so could she.

She knew some people would find that hard to understand. "He's still the father of my kids," she said, "and I don't want that relationship to be more strained than it already is."

379 Days

On Tuesday, August 26, Ryan sat beside his lawyer in Green Lake County Circuit Court. Judge Mark T. Slate had reviewed the agreement Ryan had made with prosecutors: He would plead no contest to obstructing an officer, spend 45 days in county jail, and pay $30,000 in restitution.

The judge turned to the district attorney, Gerise LaSpisa, who summarized Ryan's ruse: how he'd taken out a life-insurance policy, reversed his vasectomy, transferred money overseas. "Certainly any criminal charge, conviction, and sentence that this court today hands down will not be able to come close to undoing the incredible damage that this defendant, by his premeditated, selfish actions, has done not only to his family, but our community," LaSpisa said.

Ryan's attorney, Erik Johnson, reminded the judge that his client had been charged only with a misdemeanor. "He came back from Europe to take responsibility for his actions," Johnson said. He noted that Ryan had no criminal record and had already paid the $30,000 restitution. (Ryan has declined to say how he came up with the money.)

Judge Slate asked Ryan if he had anything to say.

"I deeply regret the actions that I did that night, and all the pain that I caused my family and friends," Ryan said, looking uncomfortable.


Chief Deputy Vande Kolk escorts Ryan to his court appearance on December 11, 2024. (Morry Gash / AP)



When the moment of sentencing arrived, the judge surprised everyone: Noting that Ryan's fraud had lasted for 89 days, from the day he disappeared until the day Vande Kolk emailed him, Judge Slate sentenced Ryan to 89 days in county jail, almost double what the prosecutors had asked for. Ryan needed to begin serving his time within 60 days.

For someone who'd attempted such an audacious caper, Ryan looked sad and small as he walked out of the courtroom, a middle-aged man scurrying off, bald spot shining, as a reporter followed him asking if he'd spoken with his kids.

380 Days

The next morning, I arrived at the Elsewhere Market & Coffee House in Oshkosh, about 30 miles northeast of Big Green Lake, where Ryan had suggested we meet. When I'd first emailed him, in April, he'd responded that he couldn't discuss what happened, because he feared it would hurt his family. I emailed him again in July. "For the sake of my kids and Emily," he replied, "I wish you'd find something else to write about"; he suggested Jeffrey Epstein or the Ukraine war. Still, we kept emailing, and as the sentencing neared, we got into a regular back-and-forth. He said that he found it almost impossible to talk about why he'd faked his death without discussing his marriage--but that if he did so, he knew it would sound like he was blaming Emily and painting himself as a victim. He laid out the narrative as he saw it unfolding on the news: "1) I'm the 'bad guy' in the story. 2) Absolutely NO ONE will want to question otherwise. 3) I NEED to be the bad guy in the story for my kids."

He suggested that the story could be a cautionary tale for couples about the importance of communication in marriage. He seemed unable to resist shifting blame onto Emily. "Truthfully the very fact I could pull all of this off shows how little interest she had in my daily work," he wrote.

As we sat eating breakfast, his eyes staring into the middle distance, he told me that he believed a spouse should be like a well you can draw from. "I went around thirsty," he said.

What he meant was that meeting Katya had given him "the taste of someone caring again."

Why not just get a divorce?

"Divorce hurts more than people think," he said. "I was trying to protect the kids." He said that his own parents had separated when he was 3.

Although he planned to stay with Katya--and, he implied, marry her--he hoped to repair his relationship with his children, he said. (Efforts to reach Katya directly were unsuccessful.) He'd been angry when the prosecutor announced in open court that he'd reversed his vasectomy, he said, because he worried that the kids would think he wanted to replace them.

"I guess I just didn't feel like there was any other way," he said.

He continued: "Kids grow up, and kids leave."

A long pause.

"I like what I have now."

The day of the hearing, Vande Kolk climbed into his truck and headed home, feeling melancholy.

At times he had wondered whether it might have been better if they'd stopped searching and just let Ryan's story end--at least as far as his friends and family would ever know--there in the lake. But he'd had a job to do and he'd done it.

Vande Kolk thought again about the many hours he'd spent fishing instead of at home with his family. He wondered: Was this his own way of fleeing his life? So many mornings he'd crept out of the house at 4 a.m., leaving his wife and kids so he could indulge his own solitary quest to catch that trophy-size musky. He felt some guilt over that. But he also knew it was part of what made everything else work.

As the sun dropped low over the golden fields, Vande Kolk pulled into his driveway.

"Supper is ready," his daughter texted.

"What is it?" he replied.

"Something amazing," she wrote.

He could smell it as soon as he walked in the back door. His wife, who'd worked at the bank all day, had cooked the family meal: chicken-bacon-cheese casserole. The family sat together in the living room, chatting about their day as Wheel of Fortune played in the background. Later, maybe he'd mow the lawn, then fall asleep on the couch watching the Brewers game. Living an ordinary life that provided, he thought, everything that mattered.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "The Missing Kayaker."
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Will 2026 Be a Fair Fight?

Democrats swept the 2025 elections. But Donald Trump is already laying the groundwork to subvert the next vote.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 06 Nov 2025
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Go ahead, Democrats. Congratulate yourselves on your multiple victories in this week's elections. Enjoy your parties. Indulge in fantasies about how big your tent can be, how many new presidential prospects now seem possible. But after that, brace yourselves, because Republicans may not be playing by the same rules a year from now.

Since President Donald Trump took office for his second term--indeed, since his loss in 2020--he has shown his willingness to subvert the rules of free and fair elections. In various ways, he's used his power to intimidate potential opponents, Democratic donors, and even voters who might oppose him. His administration appointed the election denier Heather Honey to the newly created role of deputy assistant secretary for election integrity. This week's decisive Democratic victories mean that Trump and his allies have no reason to stray from that path as the 2026 midterms approach. As Trump posted on Truth Social just after the Democratic victories were announced this week: "...AND SO IT BEGINS!"

Democrats have started working the refs in response. On the ballot in California this week was Proposition 50, a new initiative to gerrymander the state's congressional districts in Democrats' favor. Governor Gavin Newsom did not advocate Proposition 50 as a way to better reflect the state's changing population or to promote racial equity. Instead the measure was written explicitly as payback. "The people of California, not politicians, should have the power to approve temporary congressional district maps in response to President Trump's election-rigging scheme," it reads. The measure, called the Election Rigging Response Act, passed by an enormous margin. Perhaps it is the temporary emergency measure Newsom billed it as. But once the gerrymandering arms race gets going, it might be hard to stop its momentum.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to our staff writer David A. Graham about the vote this year and next. His December cover story warns that Trump is already laying the groundwork to subvert the next vote. We talk about this week's election as a test run for 2026, gerrymandering, and future possible scenarios of election meddling.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Michael George (from CBS): It was a clean sweep for Democrats last night as the party clinched victories in key races across the country.


Hanna Rosin: Democrats won big. That's the main takeaway from this week's elections.

It's the first time that voters across the country got to voice their opinion since Donald Trump was reelected--and their answer, in this admittedly limited test run, was: "No, thank you." It was blue, blue, blue everywhere.

This was true of the governors' races.

Meg Kinnard (from the Associated Press): The Associated Press has determined that Democrat Mikie Sherrill has been elected as governor of New Jersey.
 Jake Tapper (from CNN): And in the commonwealth of Virginia, Abigail Spanberger, the former congresswoman, handily winning the governor's race.


Rosin: It was true in California's Proposition 50.

Kristen Welker (from NBC): Voters have approved a ballot measure on redistricting that could boost Democrats in next year's midterm elections. It's the theme of the night: Voters turning out, signaling they want change, and they are not happy with the president's party.


Rosin: And it was true in local races all around the country, like, most notably, New York City, where Zohran Mamdani made history as a young Muslim progressive now elected mayor.

(Applause.)
 Zohran Mamdani (from YouTube): So, Donald Trump, since I know you're watching, I have four words for you: Turn the volume up!
 (Cheers and applause.)


Rosin: Democrats are, of course, enjoying their victory parties, measuring how big their tent could get, daring to dream of retaking the House in 2026 to be some sort of check on Trump.

But that is still a ways away. And in the meantime, there's another important election story brewing, which is that the president does not wanna play by the normal rules.

David Graham: Trump is working to make the election system systematically disadvantage Democrats, and make sure that he can win and that Republicans can win.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. That was staff writer David Graham. For the latest cover story of the magazine, he examined how Trump and his allies could dispute and disrupt the election process.

With this week's voting behind us, we're gonna talk about the big one, the one all election watchers are watching, 2026--and just how wild the attacks on the voting system might get.

David, welcome to the show.

Graham: Thank you for having me.

Rosin:  So did anything surprise you about the election results this week?

Graham: I think it's not the results, but the size of them. You look at New Jersey, where Democrats seemed really nervous going in, and there were some polls that showed Mikie Sherrill just a few points up, and she won by nearly as much as Abigail Spanberger did. So it really does look like a Democratic romp.

Rosin: After the election, Trump made this cryptic post: "...AND SO IT BEGINS!" Obviously, we don't know what he was referring to, but what do you think he was referring to?

Graham: (Laughs.) Great question, as always with him. I was just, before we got on here, watching a clip of him saying, you know, If Democrats take power, they're gonna make D.C. a state; they're gonna make Puerto Rico a state. They're gonna do all these horrible things.

President Donald Trump (from Newsmax): You think you have problems? They're gonna do all of the things. They're gonna pick up electoral votes. It's gonna be a very, very bad situation, and it's done as soon as they attain power. Now, if we do what I'm saying, they'll never--they'll most likely never attain power, because we will have passed every single thing that you can imagine that it's good--and all good for the country.


Graham: It sounds, certainly, very threatening. And I think you can connect that to the sorts of seizures of power and attempts to intimidate and sideline Democrats and political opponents that he's been doing all along. So if it hasn't already begun, I'm curious what it might look like now that "it begins."

Rosin: So then is there a chance that the Democratic victory, the decisiveness of it, will kick something up in Trump world, will cause them to view the 2026 election with some new urgency?

Graham: I think that they already view it with a lot of urgency, and I think this is going to make them more worried about it.

And I don't think what they're going to do is moderate their policies. I think what they're gonna do is go even harder on the things that they've been doing--charging Democrats, pressuring the media, pressuring local election authorities, pushing for gerrymanders in Republican-led states--doing anything they can to make the election closer without having to actually change the policies that they wanna pursue.

Rosin: And does this broad category that you're describing--intimidating opponents, intimidating the press--do we call this, what, election disruption? How do you categorize this?

Graham: I think it's hard to describe because it's kind of on a spectrum with typical politicking. Everybody tries to work the refs. And I found it really helpful to think about it as what political scientists call competitive authoritarianism, where you try to tilt the playing field well ahead of the election and just sort of set society in a way that makes it very hard for the opposition to ever win.  Opposition candidates are allowed, but they might be investigated or intimidated or arrested for offenses that don't have to deal with elections. So you do all these things simply to make it really hard for them to really compete, even though they're allowed to exist, and you have this kind of impression of democracy going on.

And so if you look at all the things he's doing together, I think--and using government power to do those things--I think they fit under that rubric.

Rosin: David, the president has repeatedly threatened to pull federal funding from New York City. Republican members of Congress have proposed deporting Mamdani, who was born in Uganda. Are these threats a kind of election interference? Is this the kind of thing that you mean?

Graham: I think the threat to take funding away from New York very much is. It's telling voters, If you vote for this candidate, we will make you suffer for it.

Rosin: So we have no indication that Trump is gonna, say, cancel the midterm elections. So in general, when you talk to election experts, what form of election interference were they worried about?

Graham: They were worried about every kind. The thing that jumped out to me was their concern about the involvement of the military--which is the sort of thing that I thought was maybe just paranoia, but these are people who I don't think are prone to paranoia, and they were very concerned about that.

But they're also concerned about everything else. They're worried about having a media that is cowed. They're worrying about whether the media will refuse to take ads from Democrats because they're afraid of retaliation from the FCC, for example. They're worried about seizure of voting rolls. They're worried about the federal government pressing local officials to do things that are against the law. They're worried about withdrawal of funds for cybersecurity and physical security. They're worried about sowing doubt.

It's this whole smorgasbord of ways that Trump can undermine the integrity of the elections.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. And what were you watching in this election? 'Cause this election is a prelude to 2026, which is where it's really heated up and intense. Did you see anything in this election that indicated some of these shenanigans?

Graham: The thing that I thought stuck out most was the Justice Department announcing that it was sending monitors to New Jersey and to California to take a look at elections. And this is the kind of thing--on the one hand, DOJ monitors elections; it's something they do. But it's really conspicuous in both a race that affects the balance of power in the house in California and in what was considered to be a close race for governor in New Jersey. It looks like pressure on election officials and pressure on voters, and more than that, it seems like a way of sort of testing methods ahead of the midterms.

So first, you send out people to these kinds of things, and then maybe you do more of that in the midterms, and you start using the DOJ as a way to suppress votes or to mess with local officials.

The election officials who I've talked to were less concerned about what would happen in this election than how it's kind of a dry run for a bigger effort in a year.

Rosin: Let's talk about one of the big things that happened, which is the redistricting ballot in California. What do you think [California Governor] Gavin Newsom was trying to accomplish?

Graham: I think two things. One of them was getting attention for Gavin Newsom, which is always a top priority for him. (Laughs.)

But the other one was trying to even the score on this gerrymandering. We've seen Texas, Missouri, North Carolina all redistrict in order to add, basically, safe Republican seats to the house in what we expect will be a close midterm election. And so I think this is Democrats trying to find ways to strike back on that.

And we see Maryland doing the same thing, potentially. We see other states talking about it. But California has the most room to squeeze Republicans and had to do it by a vote of the people because there is a law that sets up independent redistricting already in place.

Rosin: One thing that surprised me about the California ballot was how explicitly it referred to Texas. It talked about attacks by the Trump administration and his MAGA Republicans and a Republican power grab orchestrated by President Trump. This struck me as unusual to include in a state proposition.

Graham: I think that's right. It's really weird. I think it's a sign of how nationalized these elections are that California voters are concerned more about the balance of power in Washington than they are about the specifics of their state. And I think it's particularly glaring in California, where voters passed a law insisting on independent redistricting to avoid this kind of gerrymandering and then, by a wide margin in these elections, basically temporarily reversed themselves.

And this seems like backsliding on a lot of fairness reforms we've seen. And it seems a way in which Trump forces his opponents to become more like him in order to compete, and I think that's a kind of race to the bottom.

Rosin: Right, right. So it's not necessarily healthy for a democracy for redistricting to become this kind of national showdown?

Graham: Right. I think it's really bad for democracy--and it's bad for voters. There are lots of Democrats in Texas and lots of Republicans in California who are going to be less fairly represented because of these changes.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break: If the president is test-running ways to disrupt an election, what would that actually look like in 2026?

[Break] 

Rosin: Okay, David, let's get specific. Play out a scenario for me in 2026 that's reasonably plausible.

[Music] 

Graham: So let's imagine that it's election night. The ballots are being counted. And as the night closes, Republicans are up in a couple of these races, but we still have a lot of ballots left to count, as we saw in 2020.

So Trump declares victory. He has a White House address. He says the GOP's held the House, but warns the Democrats are gonna try to steal that. He immediately starts concentrating all of the firepower he can on making sure that voting stops and that the elections are called that way. So maybe he has the Justice Department sending letters to Arizona's government, where there are really close races, let's say. He sends the FBI there. He has Republican lawyers filing lawsuits. Even as this happens, ballots are still being counted; Democrats start to pull ahead.

At this point, amid extensive claims of fraud, Trump sends in Marines from a base in Yuma on the basis that there's a national emergency going on in Phoenix. They go in, and they seize the voting machines, so we have already broken the chain of custody on these machines. The FBI arrives. They say that votes have been tampered with, insist that Republicans have won.

So now you have Marines on the street. You have protests going on. Trump is saying that he needs to use the Insurrection Act, that he's gonna send the military out to Democrat-run cities around the country. And it's unclear who has really won.

And I can imagine this going further. Democrats, maybe, are eventually certified as the winners of these races, but a slim House majority of Republicans reject that, they seat Republican candidates, and that helps Republicans hold the House, and the election is rejected by a lot of Americans as being obviously unfair.

Rosin: So this is where you have a gray situation, a lot of thinking and infrastructure in place, and it's ambiguous enough that Republicans could claim they won.

Graham: Right. I think the ambiguity is really important, and that's one reason why you see Trump and people around him talking about, quote, unquote, "election integrity," talking about fraud now: because they wanna lay the groundwork for arguing that the election was unfair once the results have come in.

We see a lot of states being pressured to do things like get rid of their voting machines ahead of the election and get new voting machines. There are questions about the security.

Rosin: Wait, wait, so what's the problem with getting new voting machines? That seems like a good thing.

Graham: It seems like a good thing if you have the money for it and if you have the time to train employees on it. But so many of these offices are working, basically, on a shoestring. The machines they have are basically functional.

And the reasons Trump is questioning whether or not they're up to par don't really have to do with genuine security concerns. They seem to have to do with fomenting conspiracy theories about whether Venezuela or Italy is getting into the voting machines, as we saw in 2020.

Rosin: I see. So fake reasons to have new voting machines, the ultimate result of which is just making it more difficult for elections to go smoothly and everybody to vote.

Graham: Right.This is just another variation on the false claims of fraud that we've seen from Trump since 2016. And they've already also seized voter rolls from local authorities, and they're claiming that there are a lot of people voting illegally.

Rosin: What about Democratic donors and candidates? What are we seeing there, and what could we see?

Graham: We see attempts to basically intimidate them out of participation. You charge somebody like James Comey, you charge somebody like Letitia James with crimes, you attempt to investigate somebody like Senator Adam Schiff--and you don't have to go after everyone. All you have to do is convince some people that it's not worth running, because they're going to become a target, or it's not worth running for a higher office, or it's not worth donating, since the White House is gonna know you gave that money. What if you lose? Is it really worth your while to put your neck out there?And what that does is that starts undermining the party's candidates, it undermines the party's major donors--and you also undermine minor donors by, for example, launching an investigation into ActBlue, which is the heart of the Democratic small-dollar donation machine.

Rosin: And, we should say, James Comey and Letitia James, who you mentioned, have both pleaded not guilty in those cases.

But just to connect all the dots, how does that affect elections? How does something like that, this kind of low-simmering intimidation, ultimately affect a 2026 or any election?

Graham: It means you may get worse candidates; the best candidates may decide that they don't want to run. It means they will be underfunded, potentially, compared to Republican candidates. It means they'll have to spend money on things like legal defense and time on things like legal defense instead of using that time to campaign.

Rosin: Okay, another aspect you've reported on is the Trump administration creating a new position to oversee future elections and then appointing a woman named Heather Honey, who has a history of election denial. So who is Heather Honey, and what effect could she have?

Graham: So Heather Honey was one of these people involved in raising questions about the 2020 election. And now she is the Department of Homeland Security's top official for election integrity.

Rosin: So what could that mean?

Graham: It's a little bit hard to know because--and this, I think, is where a lot of these things get fuzzy. The federal government, in particular the executive branch, really don't have a lot of authority over elections. And what Trump is trying to do is claim that he has power to change things that he doesn't have.

So on the one hand, DHS might try to deem results unfair. We saw, in 2020, Trump saying to top officials at the Justice Department, Just say the election was unfair, and leave the rest to me and the Republican congressmen. And so you can imagine something like that. If DHS says that a tally was tainted, then that gives Trump an excuse to do a lot of other things.

The other problem is separate from Heather Honey. DHS--and in particular, CISA, which oversees cybersecurity and infrastructure--used to be a really important helper for a lot of local election authorities, who, they'd get walk-throughs that would tell them about: "Where do you have physical vulnerabilities? Your power supply. Are your doors locking?" They get help with cybersecurity.

A lot of those things have been cut, so CISA has been cut drastically. And so not only are these local officials being pressured by, potentially, DHS, they're also not getting the help that they've traditionally gotten to make sure that systems are safe.

Rosin: So where does that put us in 2026?

Graham: I think it puts us in a place where we need to be really wary and really nervous, but not a place of hopelessness.

A lot of these things are scary. Something that you hear a lot from elections people is that free and fair is a spectrum. We've never had a perfectly free and fair election. Obviously, if you go back to before 1965, you have segregated Jim Crow elections, which are a very clear example, but there are always issues. But we're moving, potentially, in the wrong direction on free and fair, and in a major way.

And we see the federal government trying to assert powers that it hasn't had. We see people who are trying to, effectively, sabotage elections getting into important positions, both at the local and national level.

All those things are bad. But I don't think they mean that we cannot have good elections, partly because the system is so diffuse that it makes it hard for someone to meddle with it all the way.

And also, if people are paying attention--whether that's officials being ready for interference or voters casting their ballots ahead of time and taking care of what they need to do--there are a lot of ways that an election can still turn out pretty well, despite attempts to tilt the scales.

Rosin: Okay, so let's talk about those ways, 'cause what I hear you saying is election officials, also journalists, are saying, Be vigilant. There's this undercurrent trying to mess with elections. But there are also ways to push back against that.

So maybe we'll start by talking about the courts. In 2020, Trump and his allies filed something like 62 lawsuits contesting the election process and voter certification. Nearly all those were dismissed or dropped or not decided in Trump's favor. So are the courts one of these backstops that we can count on in the 2026 elections and beyond?

Graham: They're a backstop that we need. Whether we can count on them, I think, is an open question, but there are positive signs. We have seen lower courts consistently ruling against things that Trump is doing that he simply doesn't have authority to do.

And there's a lot of concern, especially from liberals, about the Supreme Court. But what I heard from election experts, including Democratic ones, was, look, first of all, most of these things don't make it to the Supreme Court. And second of all, the Supreme Court has been more tempered on voting issues than it has been on some things.

So there is, I would say, cautious optimism from a lot of people in the election space about the court as a backstop.

Rosin: What about state election officials? Because many of them did hold the line in 2020.

Graham: It's a mixed bag. Some of the people who held the line really courageously have been forced out of office. They lost their elections. They were harassed so much, they decided to leave. And they've been replaced by people who are more Trump-friendly, and we don't know how they'll perform in the moment.

Even when you have those people, though, the laws are the laws, and that's something that I think was important in 2020 as well. There were times where officials tried to do Trump's bidding and sort of get out of line, and they were often stopped by courts, which said, Hold on, you have no authority to do that. That's simply not how this works.

Rosin: Interesting. It does seem like a thin line of defense. A local election official who can get leaned on by DOJ or military pressure, it feels precarious.

Graham: That's right. I talked to Stephen Richer, who was an official in Maricopa County, and he said it's just really hard when you're a local official trying to deal with pressure from the president of the United States and from members of your own party. All these people are pressuring you, and to hold the line against that is not easy to do.

Rosin: Okay, so 2026, fast-forwarding to that, where are you gonna be watching? Everyone watches Maricopa County, Arizona, always. (Laughs.) Are there other places where you'll be keeping an eye?

Graham: I think that's the big one for me right now. And it's a little bit hard to know because so many of our districts are still in flux as these states work on these gerrymandering things.

The fact of the matter is there aren't that many districts that are actually competitive. We have already gerrymandered this country so far that we're probably only looking at a couple dozen, three dozen competitive House districts to decide control of the House. And so I think we'll know closer to the election what those districts are going to be.

The other thing I'm watching is just how many of them are really up. So I heard people telling me numbers like if it's a 10-seat difference in the race, it's very hard to steal that race. But if it's three to five races, it's a lot easier to get shenanigans in because there's not that many things to mess with, and you can sort of concentrate your energy, and you can maybe flip a couple of those, flip three of those, and that could make all the difference for House control.

Rosin: David, I would say that you and I've maybe painted a fairly bleak picture of elections to come for Democrats. However, this week was largely talked about as a moment of tremendous optimism for the party, like good news after a year of Trump running wild and doing whatever he wants to do. Do you see any strains of optimism about the upcoming year? How do you balance these two things?

Graham: I think this election is a good sign for Trump critics. It shows that voters are really opposed to him, and it shows that they're willing to turn out even if they have hesitations about the Democratic Party writ large. A really broad margin like this would be really hard for Trump to cheat in 2026.

That said, none of this changes the balance of power between now and January 2027. And so that gives a lot of time for Trump to continue to abuse his powers, including doing things to make sure, or to try to make sure, that the 2026 elections are less fair. So a lot of the danger remains, even if there are some kind of hopeful signs for Democrats.

It's ultimately about democracy, and if people come out to vote, I think that triumphs over almost anything else. And we saw people doing that this week.

Rosin: Well, David, thank you for helping us understand that.

Graham: Thank you.

[Music]

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

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/listener.

Finally, I have a favor to ask. I am interviewing chef and cookbook writer Alison Roman next week. If you have any questions for her--recipe-related, cookbook-related, Thanksgiving-related--send them over. Please email them to us at radioatlantic@theatlantic.com.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Why Venezuela?

The United States is amassing an armada in the Caribbean as Trump figures out his endgame with Maduro.
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President Donald Trump gathered top advisers and military aides around the Resolute desk early last month, then patched in Richard Grenell, his envoy for Venezuela. On Trump's return to office, the president had given Grenell a clear mission: get a deal that would give U.S. companies access to Venezuela's enormous oil and mineral wealth and force tougher action on gangs and drugs. Grenell had made some headway, securing the release of American prisoners from Caracas and the resumption of flights for deported migrants, by working direct lines he had established to President Nicolas Maduro, Venezuela's socialist strongman.

But Secretary of State Marco Rubio had been championing a different approach. The former senator from Florida, who also serves as the president's national security adviser, has a long-standing abhorrence of leftist Latin American dictators and has advocated for Maduro's ouster, a call backed by the legions of Venezuelan and Cuban exiles in Miami. To bring his arguments in line with Trump's domestic priorities, Rubio has portrayed the Venezuelan leader as the head of a narcotics enterprise running drugs into the United States, as well as an agent of the destabilization that fuels migration.

As a justification for using military force, the drug rationale was awfully thin: Venezuela is not an important player in drug production, even though it allows cartels to use the country as a transit point. But by presenting a move against Maduro as a way to combat illegal trafficking, Rubio got the president's attention. In early September, Trump began authorizing strikes on small boats off the coast of Venezuela and in the Pacific that were allegedly ferrying drugs or cartel members, so far killing at least 65 people in 16 attacks.

White House Deputy Press Secretary Anna Kelly told us that the strikes have been "against designated narco-terrorists, as affirmed by U.S. intelligence," and that the president was using his authority to do what was necessary to prevent drugs from reaching the United States. But the administration has offered little evidence to support its claims.

By the time Trump talked with Grenell from the Oval Office, with Rubio nearby, he appeared ready to decide between negotiation and confrontation. In a meandering call, details of which have not been previously reported, he spoke warmly of Grenell's work as the Trump-appointed head of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts and praised him for his willingness to execute orders. He also delivered a blunt message, according to two people familiar with the exchange: Stop talking to Maduro; we're going to try something new.

Read: The U.S. is preparing for war in Venezuela

In the weeks since, the Pentagon has mustered the largest military buildup in the Caribbean since the Cuban missile crisis, in 1962, and the world's largest aircraft carrier is headed there from the Mediterranean. The USS Gerald R. Ford will join eight other warships, some 10,000 troops, fighter jets, sophisticated drones, and a nuclear-powered submarine. The accumulation of such extraordinary firepower has worried some Trump allies, who argue that a military campaign to depose Maduro would be at odds with one of the president's core campaign pledges.

"President Trump ran on an agenda of 'America First,'" one Trump ally who has been working on Latin American-policy issues told us. "Unfortunately, people in his administration are more focused on a 'South Florida First' agenda."

With a U.S. armada floating off Venezuela's shores, Maduro now faces the choice of whether to stay and suffer the potential consequences or to flee. And the United States faces the prospect that Trump, who has criticized America's past "forever wars" and spent much of this year focused on ending major foreign conflicts, might be about to start one in his own backyard.

Since his first term as president, Trump has considered Venezuela a problem: a close ally of Communist Cuba run by a leftist demagogue with support from Russia and China in a hemisphere dominated by the United States. "If the goal is increasingly to have U.S.-aligned leaders, or at a minimum leaders that are not actively aligned with China, Russia, and Iran, then Venezuela sticks out like a sore thumb," a senior administration official told us.

Speaking to Miami's Venezuelan American community in early 2019, Trump suggested that the fall of the regime in Caracas could topple a chain of dominoes: "When Venezuela is free, and Cuba is free, and Nicaragua is free, this will become the first free hemisphere in all of human history," he said.

Ryan Berg, a Latin America expert at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, in Washington, D.C., told us that Trump and his advisers are united in their desire to beat back Chinese encroachment in the U.S.'s sphere of influence, much as the Monroe Doctrine of the 1820s sought to end European interference in Latin America. Hence Trump's threats to annex Panama, Greenland, and Canada. "Trump instinctively understands that if the U.S. is not the top dog in the Western Hemisphere, it can't be an effective global power," Berg said.

Trump has consistently urged his advisers to ensure future U.S. access to the extractive riches of Venezuela, home to immense mineral supplies and the world's largest proven oil reserves. But getting rid of Maduro, who has stayed in power since 2013 through a combination of corruption, repression, and electoral fraud, has proved difficult.

By 2019, Trump and then-Senator Rubio had put their insult-hurling presidential-campaign rivalry behind them and were collaborating closely on Latin America. Like others around the president with ties in South Florida, Rubio, the son of Cuban emigres, had long hoped to see socialist holdouts in Latin America replaced by friendly regimes.

Trump initially threw his support behind the Venezuelan opposition leader Juan Guaido, but the president's hopes of seeing Maduro swept from power soon faded. Trump later derided Guaido as weak, at one point comparing him to Beto O'Rourke, the perpetual Democratic candidate from Texas. John Bolton, Trump's national security adviser at the time, told us that the moniker "was not meant as a compliment."

By the fall of 2020, Trump had authorized Grenell to hold talks in Mexico with a Maduro representative about brokering a managed exit for the dictator. Skeptical that Trump would win reelection and be able to deliver on his end of the deal, the Venezuelans walked away.

Trump returned to office this year with renewed hopes for dealmaking. Days after his second inauguration, the president dispatched Grenell to Caracas to meet with Maduro. The envoy flew home with six American hostages and an agreement that Venezuela would once again accept flights of Venezuelan migrants deported from the United States. Grenell next met with Maduro's negotiator in Antigua in May.

But Rubio, who had beaten out Grenell to become secretary of state, was advancing a more muscular version of the administration's first-term vision, blending the push for more pro-American leadership in the region with the core MAGA objectives of defending the homeland, countering illegal immigration, and cracking down on crime.

Rubio's elevation to the dual roles of secretary of state and interim national security adviser gave him a White House perch from which to promote what he has called a "mature, realistic" foreign policy that elevates hard-nosed American interests. In Rubio's telling, Maduro, like Fidel Castro before him, has used mass migration northward to try to destabilize the United States. And, like his allies in Cuba and Nicaragua, Maduro has given China and Russia an economic foothold that might someday become a military threat. "They would love nothing more than to encircle the United States," Rubio said in 2022.

Quico Toro: Venezuela's grim prospect

Ricardo Zuniga, who helped negotiate President Barack Obama's normalization of relations with Cuba and served as a senior official for Latin America during the Biden administration, told us that Rubio views the issue through the prism of his parents' home island. More than Maduro's fate, Zuniga said, "this is really about Cuba."

Early on, the second Trump administration named a clutch of Latin American criminal groups as foreign terrorist organizations, including Venezuela's Tren de Aragua. Rubio and others assert that Maduro and his lieutenants direct the organizations. A U.S.-intelligence assessment disputed that, leading to the firing of the head of the National Intelligence Council. But tying a gang known for violent crimes in the U.S. to the head of a pariah state gave Rubio a formula to push for a military buildup predicated on curbing the supply of illegal drugs. Trump favored Rubio's argument and used it to up the pressure on Maduro. This summer, the State Department increased the reward to $50 million for information that would lead to his arrest or conviction. Last month, Trump took the highly unusual step of confirming that he had authorized the CIA to conduct potentially lethal activities within Venezuela. On social media, the president has posted videos of alleged drug boats and their crews being incinerated by U.S. missiles.

"These are certainly the type of assets you don't really need to go after fishing boats," Jimmy Story, the U.S. ambassador to Venezuela from 2018 to 2023, told us. "It comes back to the premise of: 'What is this force for in the region?' And I think it's more about regime change in Venezuela than it is about counter-narcotics."

Venezuela has long been a corrupt and near-failing petrostate, where wealth and power come from its oil, not from the production of illegal drugs. U.S. authorities have identified Venezuela as a transit country for cocaine shipments mostly headed to Europe, and for more than a decade, the Drug Enforcement Administration has investigated ties between the Maduro government and cocaine traffickers.

In 2020, the Trump administration charged Maduro and other top Venezuelan officials with "narco-terrorism," alleging that his government has morphed into a trafficking organization, the Cartel of the Suns, that supplies weapons to Colombian insurgent groups in exchange for cocaine.

But very little of the illicit drugs entering the United States--and none of the deadly fentanyl--originates in Venezuela. Its neighbor Colombia is the world's largest producer of cocaine, a drug derived from the coca plant. Because relatively large quantities of the bulky leaves are needed to make cocaine, traffickers process the crop in crude laboratories close to the coca fields. Those laboratories are almost all in Colombia, not Venezuela. Coast Guard seizure records show that maritime traffickers bring most U.S.-bound cocaine through the Pacific, not the Caribbean, where Venezuela's only coastline lies. Colombian President Gustavo Petro last month said the U.S. strikes had opened "a new theater of war" in the Caribbean and alleged that Colombian citizens were on one of the targeted boats--a claim the White House denied. Later, the Treasury Department imposed sanctions on Petro, along with his wife, son, and close associates, accusing them of allowing drug cartels to flourish.

Maduro has denied the charge that he is a drug lord and, suggesting that he remains open to a deal, made his case directly to Trump. "In recent weeks, the false accusations of links with Mafias and drug-trafficking gangs by high-ranking Venezuelan authorities have dominated the news," Maduro wrote to Trump on September 6, days after the first strikes in the Caribbean. "This is the most egregious instance of disinformation against our nation, intended to justify an escalation to armed conflict that would inflict catastrophic damage across the entire continent."

Trump appears in no great hurry to bring the confrontation with Maduro to a head, instead sending mixed messages to close allies about whether the pressure campaign is a prelude to an attempted ouster by military force or an elaborate bluff, current and former officials told us.

The USS Ford didn't set sail from the Mediterranean for 11 days after the Pentagon announced its deployment to the Caribbean, signaling little urgency. And when the Miami Herald last week reported that the Trump administration had decided to move forward with imminent strikes on Venezuela, Rubio denounced it as a "fake story." One person who speaks with both U.S. and Venezuelan officials told us that there are indications that Trump's interest in negotiating Maduro's exit could regain momentum in the coming weeks.

Proponents of resuming negotiations note that attempting to forcibly remove Maduro would be an unpredictable, potentially hazardous move. The military leaders who might take over would have little inclination to hand power to the U.S.-backed opposition, which is led by the Nobel Peace Prize winner Maria Corina Machado. Or they could splinter, generating greater instability. The Trump administration hasn't explained whom it sees taking over from Maduro, preferring a wait-and-see approach.

Maduro would be open to a managed exit if the United States provides amnesty for him and his top lieutenants, lifts its bounties, and facilitates a comfortable exile, people who have dealings with the Caracas regime say. "If there is enough pressure, and if there is enough candy in the dish," the person who speaks to officials in both countries said, "everything is on the table with Maduro."

Listen: America on the brink of war with Venezuela

Although the administration's counter-drug push has found support among Republicans on Capitol Hill, even some of Trump's party allies are growing frustrated with the scant information his aides have provided to Congress about the operation's details and legal basis. The militaristic approach is also generating a backlash from within the MAGA base, as influential figures such as Steve Bannon, Tucker Carlson, and Laura Loomer question the logic of the Venezuela pressure campaign.

Those skeptical of a deal say Maduro has failed to make any serious offers to broker a peaceful path out of power, so the only effective strategy may be military force. "That doesn't mean he can't pull himself out of the hole he's dug, but he's pretty far down the hole," the senior administration official said. By packaging the buildup as a counter-narcotic campaign, Trump can always pull back and declare the threat neutralized without strikes inside Venezuela, even if Maduro stays in power.

The varied objectives of drug interdiction, regime change, and tapping Venezuela's riches can co-exist as long as Trump waits. But ultimately, the president will have to choose. If he backs Grenell and the quest for a deal, it could turn off Latin American exiles in the United States. If the president sides with Rubio to pursue a forced ouster, it could unleash chaos and infuriate his "America First" supporters.

Trump has a history of deploying deception in his dealings with foreign adversaries. In June, the White House announced that he would give Tehran two additional weeks to engage in diplomacy about its nuclear program; three days later, Trump sent warplanes far into Iranian airspace to bomb atomic facilities. He may be employing a similar tactic with Venezuela.

Speaking to CBS News on Sunday, Trump said he doubted he would go to war against Maduro. But he also said that Maduro's days were numbered. "They've been treating us very badly, not only on drugs," he said. "This is about many things."
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'None of This Is Good for Republicans'

Gerrymandering efforts look different after Election Day.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

President Donald Trump's gerrymandering war has never looked riskier for his party.

Prodded by Trump, Republicans earlier this year launched an audacious plan to entrench their congressional majority by redrawing House-district maps to squeeze out Democrats--anywhere and everywhere they could. The gambit was an exercise in political power and, coming outside of the traditional decennial redistricting process, without precedent in modern history.

Yet if Democrats feared not long ago that they would be locked out of a House majority, their decisive victories across the country last night have made them, arguably, the favorites heading into next year's midterm elections.

In California, an overwhelming majority voted to redistrict, essentially canceling out the five House seats that Republicans had thought they gained through redistricting in Texas over the summer. The GOP's steep losses farther east cast even more doubt on the wisdom of its redistricting push. Voters repudiated Republicans virtually across the board, handing Democrats convincing victories for the governorships of New Jersey and Virginia, important judicial and legislative races in Pennsylvania, and, for the first time in two decades, a pair of statewide elections in Georgia. In Virginia, the breadth of the Democrats' win gave them their largest majority in the state House of Delegates since 1989.

Read: The anti-MAGA majority reemerges 

For Democrats, the results were reminiscent of--and in many cases stronger than--the victories they posted during the 2017 elections, in Trump's first term, which presaged the wave that delivered them the House majority a year later. Even if the GOP's gerrymandering advantage nets the party a few additional seats, Democrats will have a narrower gap to overcome next year than they did eight years ago.

Among the constituencies that swung the hardest toward Democrats yesterday were Latinos, who helped power Trump's presidential win last year and were key to the GOP's redrawn congressional map in Texas. The Republicans' chances of flipping five additional House seats there rest in part on their holding Trump's gains among Latino voters. That was a questionable assumption from the start, the longtime GOP strategist Mike Madrid told me. It appears even shakier in light of Tuesday's election results; in New Jersey, for example, the state's three most heavily Latino counties moved sharply back to the left after swinging toward Trump in 2024.

"None of this is good for Republicans. It's all their own doing, though," Madrid said. Latinos in Texas border towns may vote differently in 2026 than Latinos in New Jersey did this year. But the anti-GOP shift in this week's elections could boost the Democrats' chances of winning two and possibly three of the five Texas seats that Republicans redrew in their favor, Madrid told me. It could also open up even more opportunities for Democrats, because to create the additional red-leaning seats, Republicans had to cut into previously safe GOP districts. "The problem is they're spreading their other districts thin as they're getting greedy," Madrid said.

Yesterday's election results could complicate both parties' plans to escalate their gerrymandering tit-for-tat across the country. In addition to their Texas effort, Republicans have enacted newly drawn congressional maps in Missouri and North Carolina that could yield them an additional House seat in each state. Florida legislators are eyeing a gerrymander that could boost the GOP's chances in multiple seats, although the state's significant proportion of Latino voters could pose similar redistricting challenges for Republicans there as those in Texas saw.

Internal opposition, however, has slowed the GOP's drive elsewhere. Ohio Republicans cut a deal with Democrats on revised districts that are more favorable for the GOP but not nearly as aggressive as some party leaders had advocated for. In Indiana, Republicans remain short of the votes they would need in the state legislature to gerrymander both of its House Democrats out of their seats, despite an intense pressure campaign from the White House. And just as polls were closing in eastern states last night, Kansas Republicans announced that they lacked support to call a special legislative session to redraw the House seat of Representative Sharice Davids, the lone Democrat in the state's congressional delegation.

Some Democrats, meanwhile, were emboldened by the success of California's Proposition 50, the ballot measure devised by Governor Gavin Newsom that temporarily redraws the state congressional map to target five Republican-held House seats and strengthen five additional swing districts represented by Democrats. With 75 percent of precincts reporting today, the referendum was leading by more than 25 points. (Republicans immediately filed a lawsuit to block the new California maps, as they had promised to do if Prop 50 passed.) The GOP's "biggest strategy for trying to steal the 2026 election is falling apart before their eyes," Ken Martin, the chair of the Democratic National Committee, told reporters on a conference call trumpeting the party's electoral wins.

Even before Democrats swept Virginia's elections last night, the party's state legislative majorities began a two-year process to gerrymander two or three Republicans out of their House seats in the 2026 elections. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries has pushed Democratic leaders in Illinois and Maryland to similarly redraw their state's congressional maps. But the effort has met resistance from some Democratic lawmakers.

In Maryland, the state Senate president, Bill Ferguson, used the party's electoral success yesterday to argue against an attempt to draw a new map that would likely give Democrats all eight of its House seats. (Republicans currently hold one.) "Tonight's resounding Democratic victory shows we don't need to rig the system to win," Ferguson wrote on X. His comment earned a sharp rebuttal from his counterpart in neighboring Virginia, the state Senate president pro tempore, L. Louise Lucas. "Get our victory in Virginia out of your mouth while you echo MAGA talking points," she posted this afternoon. "Grow a pair and stand up to this President. This is just embarrassing."

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back'

Martin said he hoped Tuesday's election results, and especially the Prop 50 vote in California, would "send a chilling effect to Republicans" who are trying to gerrymander more states. "It's not going to net you enough seats to guarantee that you're going to control the U.S. House next year," he said. "So knock it off now."

There was no signal from Republicans that they planned to abandon their efforts. Although Trump voiced disappointment in the election results, other party leaders dismissed them. "There's no surprises. What happened last night was blue states and blue cities voted blue," House Speaker Mike Johnson told reporters outside the Capitol. "Off-year elections are not indicative of what's to come." (The speaker had a different interpretation of the off-year elections four years ago, when they went the GOP's way: "RED WAVE is coming," Johnson posted then.)

One GOP strategist, who was granted anonymity to candidly assess the party's performance, told me that yesterday's results were "a wake-up call." But the strategist said Republicans remained "full-steam ahead" on their redistricting push in Florida.

Madrid said the elections should send each party a message on redistricting. Republicans should "pause and stop and contemplate. Say, 'Wait a second. Maybe we made a mistake here.'" At the same time, Democrats should understand, he said, that they can win elections at the ballot box without sacrificing the moral high ground on gerrymandering. Madrid wasn't optimistic, however: "There's a lesson for both parties in this, and neither one of them will learn it."
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Can Mamdani Pull Off a Child-Care Miracle?

The hurdles facing the incoming mayor's proposal are as large as its potential rewards.

by Annie Lowrey

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




Zohran Mamdani will be New York City's next mayor. The Queens assembly member has rocketed from local political obscurity to national political celebrity in less than a year, making bumper-stickery campaign promises aimed at alleviating the city's cost-of-living crisis. Fast, free buses. A freeze on rents. Municipal grocery stores. Universal child care.

That last proposal has gotten little attention--perhaps because a relatively small sliver of New Yorkers would directly benefit, perhaps because the proposal hinges on a tax increase Albany would have to approve, perhaps because early-childhood initiatives are so pervasively underemphasized in American life.

When Mayor Bill de Blasio created a universal prekindergarten program and a near-universal 3-K program in New York a decade ago, it was rightly described as a miracle. But in many ways, that undertaking was far simpler than what Mamdani is promising. He aims to provide high-quality, year-round care to toddlers and infants as young as six weeks old, while setting day-care workers' earnings "at parity" with those of public-school teachers. It's a cosmically aspirational set of goals, and it faces a steep set of obstacles. But if he can pull it off, the scheme would transform New York's demography and economy, constituting one of the most radical examples of policy entrepreneurship in recent memory.

I say this as a parent: Day care is great. Good programs enhance children's cognitive development and school readiness, increasing educational attainment and improving health outcomes decades later. There's "a mountain of scientific evidence that the early years are the most important," Philip Fisher, the director of the Stanford Center on Early Childhood, told me.

But unlike other wealthy countries, the United States forces parents to go it alone for the first three years of their children's lives, and more often the first five. Though targeted investments in kids have among the highest returns of all public expenditures, Washington devotes just 0.4 percent of its budget to young children. Some cities offer municipal child-care programs, and some low-income families get vouchers. Still, parents shoulder most of the burden of the cost of child care.

As a result, the United States has a severe child-care shortage, and the situation is especially dire in New York. The city has one licensed spot available for every four children under the age of 3. Close to half of neighborhoods have less than 20 percent of the necessary capacity for kids under the age of 2.

Enrolling in a program is like taking on a second mortgage. In the five boroughs, day care costs, on average, $18,200 a year in a home-based setting, or $26,000 in a center. The federal government holds that child-care costs should eat up no more than 7 percent of a family's income. By that standard, a household in New York has to earn $300,000 or $400,000 a year to have one kid. Wealthy families have the option of hiring au pairs or nannies. Middle-income families commute long distances to drop their kids off before work. Low-income families set up informal arrangements with family members or shift their hours to watch their kids.

In a recent survey of working mothers in New York, 34 percent said that they had declined a promotion or chosen a part-time schedule because of child-care pressures. Nearly as many said they had lost a job. And the cost of child care forces many families out of the city: Households with young kids are twice as likely to leave New York for cheaper pastures as those without.

The lack of affordable child care is a societal and economic catastrophe, not just one afflicting individual households. Parents' caregiving challenges cause the city to forgo $23 billion in economic activity and $2.2 billion in tax revenue a year. Providing a public option would lift mothers' earnings by close to $1 billion annually, the city has estimated. Broadly, the paucity of public spending on early-childhood programs is a central driver of the country's gender wage gap and the low rate of labor-force participation among women.

Even as parents fork over 10, 20, 40 percent of their paychecks to child-care providers, nursery schools and day-care centers cannot afford to pay their workers much. The city's early-childhood workers earn half what workers in other industries do. A quarter live below the poverty line, many earning less than they would at big-box stores and fast-food chains.

Michael Powell: The mainstreaming of Zohran Mamdani

The market is broken and it can't fix itself. Yet policy makers have historically considered universal-child-care systems too high in cost and too low in political benefit to bother enacting. Day care has a narrow constituency: Perhaps one in 15 American households includes an infant or toddler. Although voters might give their warm approval to early-childhood initiatives, not many of them turn out for day care on Election Day or switch their support to candidates that would fully finance Head Start. (That some voters believe children would be better off if their mother stayed at home figures in too.)

The political winds are shifting. The country's affordability crisis has hit apocalypse levels, discouraging couples from having kids and stoking profound disillusionment among young voters. In his campaign, Mamdani spoke directly to that disillusionment; exit polls showed he won a supermajority of ballots cast by New Yorkers under the age of 45. The coronavirus pandemic decimated the child-care system, forcing thousands of day cares to close and requiring millions of parents to watch their kids and do their day jobs simultaneously. The pandemic also spurred many Democrats to recognize child care as social infrastructure, not a niche, nice-to-have benefit.

New Mexico has become the first state to guarantee free child care for all residents, and is in the process of scaling up its system. Connecticut is making it free for families making less than $100,000 a year, and affordable for everyone else. Could New York City be next?

The budget poses the first and central challenge to Mamdani's plans. His campaign has estimated that universal child care would require roughly $6 billion a year. He wants to increase taxes on millionaires and corporations to cover the cost, bumping the city's annual budget up by 11 percent. Albany would have to approve the tax increase.

Governor Kathy Hochul has made child care a priority, sharply increasing the state's spending on grants, paid leave, and tax credits. The issue is personal for her. Decades ago, she quit her job as an attorney for Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan to stay home because the cost of care was so high. "I've had conversations with Assembly Member Mamdani about how we can get to universal child care," she said in a joint appearance with him in Queens last month. "I believe we can."

Read: New Mexico's free-child-care gamble

But Hochul has repeatedly said that she opposes the tax hike, citing concerns about the 50-plus percent marginal rates already applied to the city's wealthiest individuals, and about pushing businesses and families to lower-tax jurisdictions. Hochul is up for reelection next year. Would it be more advantageous for her to approve the tax increase and show solidarity with the city that's home to nearly half of state residents, or to appeal to corporations and moderates by holding tax rates steady? The answer is not clear.

Even if the tax hike passes, the revenue might not be enough to create a truly universal system. The nonprofit Prenatal to Five Fiscal Strategies has estimated that a comprehensive program would cost $6.6 billion a year at prevailing wages, and $9.5 billion if child-care workers made a living wage, as of 2023. (The numbers would be higher now, thanks to wage growth, rent increases, and so on.) Bringing workers' earnings to "parity" with public-school teachers might require even more money. I asked the Mamdani campaign for details on what it meant by "parity." Would compensation be based on education levels and tenure? Would it include benefits as well as salaries? I did not hear back.

Nevertheless, if Mamdani got his $6 billion, it would pay for a tremendous expansion of the city's child-care infrastructure. With the money secured, the real challenge would begin.

Elegant-sounding policy designs for child-care systems exist, experts told me. They just wouldn't work very well in practice. The city could enroll toddlers and babies in public schools. "I don't think anybody thinks that's a great idea," Emmy Liss, an early-childhood consultant and a former de Blasio staffer, told me. Elementary-school classrooms would have to be retrofitted to accommodate six-month-olds and 2-year-olds. The city would risk putting hundreds of providers out of business as parents switched over to the public option.

Alternatively, New York could give all families vouchers, allowing them to choose their own providers. But if the country's public schools are any guide, rich families would use the vouchers to offset their costs while poor families would struggle to find quality care and cover their bills. The system would rely on "providers being incentivized in the private market to just go open new sites" in the places where they're needed, Liss told me, and the city would have little recourse if they did not.

A messy system, combining different models, would actually be a better system.

The obvious first step would be to age the city's 3-K program down: enrolling 2-year-olds and 1-year-olds in public day-care centers, as well as for-profit, nonprofit, and home-based programs, and paying those programs directly. It works for 3-year-olds. It would work for younger kids, too, experts told me. Still, Mamdani will have to repair the city's relationships with providers as he expands enrollment. For years, the Department of Education has antagonized care centers by revoking their leases and failing to make payments on time. Some programs have had to take out loans to cover payroll, and some have closed. "I cleaned our accounts" out, Ingrid Matias Chungata, the executive director of Nuestros Ninos, in Williamsburg, said at a city-council meeting in February. "Fifty-two years of savings, of having a cushion--it's all gone."

Then the Mamdani administration would have to figure out how to turn hundreds of small-scale day cares--many run by women of color in their apartment or house--into municipal contractors. At the moment, the city is not equipped to strike deals with so many vendors, analysts told me. Nor are day-care owner-operators equipped to sign contracts with the city. Mamdani might be able to use New York's family-child-care networks as intermediaries instead.

Mamdani wants to support informal arrangements too, such as grandparents watching their grandchildren. His administration will need to figure out how to apply health-and-safety regulations and compensate these caregivers. New York City will also likely need to provide vouchers to families with uncommon needs, experts told me, such as parents who work the graveyard shift. (That way, the Mamdani administration would not need to include overnight care and other specialty options in its contracts with day care centers.)

Finally, the city would need to take on all that administrative complexity, and give parents a clear set of choices and an easy path to enrollment.

Of course, setting up a universal-child-care system is not the same thing as delivering universal child care.

New York City has 32,917 early-childhood workers. It probably needs 32,917 more to achieve total coverage. Mamdani's proposal to raise wages will spur many individuals to apply for child-care jobs and set up home-based day cares. Still, City Hall might need to offer loan forgiveness and cash bonuses to entice enough workers--all without worsening long-standing staffing shortages in other parts of the school system.

City Hall will also have to make sure that child-care providers offer the kind of slots needed, where they are needed--a problem that has bedeviled the 3-K program. Mamdani might have to build and operate public centers in underserved neighborhoods or pay day-care chains to open facilities in child-care micro-deserts. Similarly, he might need to provide bonuses to centers enrolling infants and kids with health issues and disabilities.

Giving parents the opportunity to stay home with their babies, if they wish, might be the best way to cover the youngest kids. "Other countries solve the infant-care issue by providing a year of paid family medical leave or paid parental leave," Julie Kashen of the Century Foundation told me. Thus far, Mamdani hasn't included six months or a year of leave in his child-care proposal.

Read: The problem with 'affordable' child care

I could write thousands more words on the hurdles the new administration will face and the questions it will need to answer to get to universal child care. Mamdani will have to expand the city's community-outreach, contracting, site-inspection, and workforce-development infrastructure. He will need to decide how to scale up the system, balancing the political need for immediate results with the technocratic need for a slow rollout. And if tax revenue declines or real-estate prices climb or the White House goes after the city's budget ...

These concerns might sound like an argument that Mamdani shouldn't create a universal-child-care system, or that he won't be able to. But they could also be seen as an argument for letting politicians promise the perfect so that their administrations can figure out how to deliver the good. More than 1 million voters propelled Mamdani into office this week, and his victory speech focused on the cost of living and the mayor's mandate to bring it down.

New York City has double the budget of the state of Massachusetts. It educates as many children in its public-school system as the Pentagon commands adults in the active-duty military. It has a history of delivering inferior programs and failing to solve pressing issues, but it also has a history of getting big, tough things done, including the wildly popular pre-K and 3-K initiatives.

New York could show other governments that creating a universal-child-care system might be expensive and difficult, but it isn't impossible. If Mamdani falls short, expanding the number of free day-care spots while raising educators' wages instead--well, it won't be what he promised. But it still sounds like a miracle to me.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/11/mamdani-child-care/684783/?utm_source=feed
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On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about the coming Supreme Court battle over President Donald Trump's use of tariff powers. If the Court endorses Trump's claim that anything he deems an emergency allows him to impose tariffs, Frum argues the United States will face a constitutional crisis unlike any before. The president will, in effect, have staged a "constitutional coup," stripping Congress of its most fundamental Article I powers.
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Then Frum speaks with Quico Toro of Caracas Chronicles about the Trump administration's escalating pressure on Venezuela. They explore what American intervention might look like, the realities of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's hold on control, and whether any foreign power could truly bring his rule to an end.

Finally, Frum closes with a reflection on Lion Feuchtwanger's The Oppermanns and the rising tide of conspiracist anti-Semitism seen on both the left and the right today.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Quico Toro. Quico was the founder and remains the editor of a website called the Caracas Chronicles, which is the best English-language source of information on goings-on in Venezuela. And as the United States seems to be moving toward a war in the Caribbean against Venezuela, I thought it was indispensable to talk to Quico about what is happening: Why is the United States on the verge of war, apparently, with Venezuela, apparently about to carry out air strikes on the South American mainland? How did we get here, and what does it mean? Quico will be the man to enlighten us.

My book this week will be a novel written in 1933 by a writer called Lion Feuchtwanger, and the novel's The Oppermanns, a family saga of a German Jewish family destroyed by the rise of the Nazis.

But before I get to these two subjects, let me open with some preliminary thoughts about something quite different, which is the soon-to-be-heard oral argument in the Supreme Court about President [Donald] Trump's use of tariff powers. Specifically, the court is going to consider whether Donald Trump has exceeded the authority delegated to him by Congress by the International Emergency Economic Powers Act of 1977.

As I hope we all know, the Constitution of the United States vests power over tariffs and trade in Congress. But over the years, since 1934, Congress has delegated more and more of that power to the president. President Trump has chosen to interpret the International Emergency Economic Powers Act--which I'll call IEEPA, which is what most people do, from here on--as a delegation of broad authority over tariffs to him, allowing him to create a one-man tariff show all of his own for almost any reason. And the Supreme Court is going to hear and decide whether that is valid.

The key word in the act is the word emergency--that is, these are powers that the president would not normally have; normally, the power to create tariffs rests in Congress. He would not normally have these powers, but in an emergency, the president can use them. That's what Congress wrote in 1977 when they passed the law. And the question the Supreme Court will have to evaluate is: Is that delegation itself valid? And if it is valid, do we, in fact, have an emergency? Can the president simply proclaim an emergency for any reason, including having his feelings hurt by an ad he saw in a baseball game that he didn't like, or is there some kind of objective constraint?

Now, as we think about what the court should do, there's a little historical context here that's really necessary to understand to guide the court as to what is the right thing. And remember, a conservative court is supposed to look to history.

In 1917, when the United States went into the First World War, Congress passed a law called the Trading With the Enemy Act. They gave the president vast powers over the American economy. And it was meant to last for the duration of the World War I emergency. After the end of the First World War, Congress never repealed the Trading With the Enemy Act, and it remained on the books through the Great Depression and through the Second World War. It was under the powers given him by the Trading With the Enemy Act that President [Franklin D.] Roosevelt not only took the United States off the gold standard--that he could have done with his regular powers--but prohibited the private ownership of gold by American citizens. He used the powers under the 1917 Trading With the Enemy Act. And during World War II, those powers were used again. And during the Cold War, they were used, and those powers became very, very large during the Cold War period.

In the 1970s, after Watergate, Congress decided, you know, it was time to declare the First World War over. And so they passed a series of laws ending the emergency proclaimed in 1917, and creating new and theoretically more limited emergency powers through a series of statutes in the middle 1970s, of which IEEPA, the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, was just one. There were others too. All of them to say, Look, we understand that the president needs emergency powers. The powers we granted in 1917 were too big, and anyway, that war is over. So here are new powers, more limited than the 1917 powers, that the president should use subject to more modern ideas of power, including judicial review.

So that is what Trump used to try to say, I can do anything. I can impose any tariff for any reason at any time. Anything I say is an emergency--whether it's fentanyl use, whether it's an ad in the World Series--anything I say is an emergency is an emergency. No one can second-guess me. And I can then put any tariffs in the way that I like.

Now, what Trump is here creating is a unilateral power to tax--and not just tax, because at the same time, he's claiming unilateral powers to spend. He says he wants to take some of this tariff money and give it to the farmers; that's a spending power. That money could be used for anything. Congress normally decides where money goes. But Trump is saying, I will unilaterally take these taxes I have imposed and spend it the way I want. And meanwhile, other spending that Congress voted [for], like foreign aid, I'm going to refuse to spend it because I have the power to decide what to tax, what to spend, and I have the power, in effect, to veto spending that Congress has passed and that I or my predecessor signed--so unilateral powers to tax, spend, not spend. Oh, and one more thing: I'm claiming unilateral power over the money supply because I am claiming the right to fire any member of the Federal Reserve for any reason, no matter how obviously specious. That's another case going to the Supreme Court, where Trump fired a governor of the Federal Reserve, alleging all kinds of fraud. Federal Reserve governors are not supposed to be removed except for very good reason. But basically, he says, I can remove any Federal Reserve governor I want and appoint anyone I want, and that gives me control over the monetary as well as the fiscal side of the economy.

So we're putting together powers that are exactly the powers that were repudiated not only in 1776 by the American Revolution--"no taxation without representation"--but in the English Civil War of the 1640s, where the English cut off the head of King Charles I because he claimed the power to tax without vote of Parliament.

It cannot be right that the president of the United States has the power to tax without Congress, to spend without Congress, to refuse to spend monies that Congress has voted [for] and that his predecessors or he have signed without Congress, and to control the entire monetary system without Congress, even though the Federal Reserve is a creature of Congress. But this is, apparently, a close call because the Supreme Court is very disposed to a large use of presidential power, especially the powers of this president. And they've also given him, of course, if he does abuse any power, this extraordinary new doctrine of criminal impunity.

It's hard for me to believe that the court will validate any of this, but if [it] does, Americans are going to be left with a really "no exit" dilemma. The president has made a kind of constitutional coup. He's effectively repealed the most important powers in Article I--taking away the taxing power, taking away the spending power, taking away the power to refuse to spend money the Congress voted [for], taking away the power over the money, which is also given to Congress--and concentrated that power in himself and his own personal judgment for any reason, no matter how trivial. That's why this silly episode about the Blue Jays ad posted by the province of Ontario is so important. That is so petty and trivial--if that is an emergency, then anything is the emergency, then the president has these powers at will; we might as well close Congress altogether. Oh, wait--the House of Representatives as I speak is closed indefinitely, so maybe that's a taste of [things] to come.

This is a real constitutional crisis, even though it's being carried out with words and precedents and legal documents. Follow it closely and hope for the best, but be ready for some very dark chapters ahead in American history, American constitutional doctrine, and the limitation of the power of the people's representatives in Congress.

And now my dialogue with Quico Toro.

[Music]

Frum: Quico Toro devoted 25 years of his life to the struggle for a democratic future for Venezuela, his native country. In 2002, he founded Caracas Chronicles, the premier English-language site for reporting on the [Hugo] Chavez-[Nicolas] Maduro dictatorships. I got to know Quico when I visited Venezuela in 2010. He saved me from many misunderstandings and mistakes, although I still managed to make many that he could not prevent. Now a Canadian citizen, he has a day job developing new technologies to fight climate change as director of climate repair at the Anthropocene Institute. He speaks to us today from Tokyo.

Good morning. Good afternoon.

Quico Toro: One of those. Hi.

David Frum: One of those. (Laughs.) Okay, so we are recording this dialogue on the evening of Sunday, November 2, Washington time; morning of Monday, November 3, Tokyo time--is that right? The United States has amassed in the Caribbean the largest set of naval assets deployed there since the Cuban missile crisis. The United States is blowing boats out of the water that the Trump administration says are piloted and crewed by narco-traffickers, although there's no evidence for that, and there's at least one accusation by the president of Colombia that one of those boats was innocent--was a fisher boat and the people aboard were innocent people. And who knows what is true; the Trump administration has offered no evidence. But it's also offered no plans for what it intends to do with this vast fleet. Are we on the verge of war between the United States and Venezuela?

Toro: It sure seems like it. There hasn't been a buildup like this--and you have to understand, being Venezuela and dealing with the kind of government that we've had, we've had 30 years, or 25 years, of the government telling us that the Americans are gonna attack. There are Americans under the bed. The Marines are gonna be coming off the boats anytime now. It's an old, sort of Cuban-inspired technique to keep people in line. I think people discounted it for a long time because it was clearly propaganda, so there's just this disorienting feeling of, Wait a minute--this time, it's different.

Frum: Must be very strange for the regime, after having used the threat of American military intervention again and again, to say, Wait a minute, and now it's here--maybe. Although it's weird, right, because it's just a fleet. There's no mobilization of troops; there's no speech to the country. So if there is a war, it looks like what Trump has in mind [is] kinda hitting Venezuela from the air and hoping that the regime collapses or something. Can you make any sense of what they think they're doing?

Toro: Well, part of it is that it doesn't seem like there's really consensus among the people who are driving Venezuela policy. The secretary of state, Marco Rubio, is an old-time Cuban American anti-communist sort of fighter who has wanted regime change in Caracas, and in Havana, for a long time. But then, he has to get along with people like Richard Grenell, who is the special envoy to Venezuela, who wants to just cut a deal with the Maduro regime and with the principal, with Donald Trump--who, from what we are able to understand, seems to be actually quite exercised about drugs and wanting to turn this into an anti-narcotics operation.

So I don't think they really have a consensus internally about what they want. Donald Trump is, obviously, gonna change his mind three times before breakfast. But, yeah, what is most visible about this is that there doesn't seem like there's going to be a land invasion. And so what they seem to be wanting to do is something, in some way, similar to what Trump tried to do in the first administration in 2019--there was this maximum-pressure campaign to really turn the screws on the Venezuelan economy and the oil industry. And the logic seemed to be to make life so intolerable that somebody inside the regime would make a move against Maduro. What happened in 2019 is that instead of making that move against Maduro, conditions became so intolerable that 8 million people left, right, and many of them ended up in the U.S. and now, in this very strange twist, are accused of having been sent by Maduro to destabilize the U.S.

So there are layers and layers of irony in that. But what we do know--and this isn't old canard, but it remains true as far as I know--is that no regime anywhere has been dislodged purely from the air, right? So that doesn't seem to work. So the operating assumption here, that you can create enough pressure with an air campaign, it just seems flawed.

Frum: Okay, so let's go, now, a little slower. So, as you say, Trump says eight things. Yesterday, Saturday, he was talking about declaring war on Nigeria, or at least against Nigerian Muslims on behalf of Nigerian Christians. So maybe his attraction will be distracted. But let's start with some basic things: To what extent is Venezuela a major source of drugs bound to the United States?

Toro: Well, it's not a source of drugs at all, because Venezuela has never really grown coca. It's a trafficking route that Colombian cartels and sort of narco-guerilla organizations have used for some time. And it is true that the Venezuelan military elite, this Cartel de los Soles thing, is not a lie. That is a real thing. High-ranking Venezuelan military officers figured out long ago that they can make a bunch of money by using these routes to get cocaine, mostly, on drug boats north. There's no fentanyl coming through Venezuela; there's just no supply chain for that. But, yeah, it is a trafficking route; it is not one of the biggest trafficking routes at all. And also, drugs, you should understand, is just one of a diversified portfolio of businesses, legal and illegal, that Venezuelan generals in this kleptocratic setup have control over. So it's drugs, but it's also oil, but it's also construction and insurance and things like retail and even tourism.

The Venezuelan economy and society have become militarized over the last 10, 15 years because Maduro, long ago, realized that he needed a praetorian guard to stay in power, and the way to keep the generals on his side would be to cut them into a variety of deals.

Frum: Tell us about the boats that the Trump administration is blowing up in the Caribbean and the Pacific. Do you believe these are, in fact, drug boats? And if so, who owns them? Who operates them?

Toro: They do appear to be drug boats in that nobody fishes with a fast boat, as far as we know. And for a while, I was a little suspicious if they were real at all. Like, this whole thing looked like it might have been a montage, but some debris and some human remains have been washing up in Trinidad. So it does appear to be a real thing.

They're operated by gangs that are given protection by the Venezuelan military and pay a cut to the military to traffic drugs north, often through Haiti or other Caribbean islands, and sometimes direct to the U.S. As so often happens, there is a nub of truth to the allegations; it's not entirely made up. It is just they're being used to justify something. It's kind of strange.

Frum: Are the boats an important source? Are they the major conduit? These boats don't look that big, and when you think about the mass of drugs that are consumed in the United States--I mean, I guess cocaine's not that bulky. But is this a highway, or is this a roadway, or is this a byway? How relevant are these boats?

Toro: Look, anything to do with the drugs industry is very tricky to estimate because, obviously, people who ask too many questions have a way of getting killed. I don't understand it to be the major way that drugs go from Venezuela to the U.S. There are also flights. Colombian cartels use things like submersibles and semisubmersibles, these kinds of handmade submarine-looking things that are also used. The biggest route is really up by land or by water to Mexico and then through Mexican cartels across the land border. That seems larger.

Frum: Let's talk about something you touched on lightly but needs to be really emphasized, which is the flow of people from Venezuela to the United States. This has been one of Trump's big issues. We've seen this extraordinary brutalization--things you've never seen before in the United States: immigration police with their faces masked, no display of names or badges, engaged in extraordinary roughness and even outright violence against immigrants, against permanent residents, sometimes against citizens who get in the way. And you make the point, and this really needs to be stressed, that Trump is here reaping the consequences of his own policy. There was not always a big migration of Venezuelans to the United States. This is a new thing, and it happened in response to things that the United States did.

Toro: When I was growing up in Venezuela in the 1980s, we were receiving refugees from dictatorships in Uruguay and in Argentina and in Chile. People would go up to seek refuge in Venezuela. We had refugees from Francoist Spain still living in Caracas. Venezuela was a rich country--we had all this oil. So we were absorbing refugees and migrants, and really, until the last 10 years, you couldn't find an arepa in Washington. I found an arepa truck in Tokyo the other day. Now there are Venezuelans absolutely everywhere because--well, we should be very clear: When it comes to destroying Venezuela's prosperity, nobody can top Hugo Chavez and Nicolas Maduro, who really destroyed the economy, through expropriations, taking over farms that were just left to rot, crazy mismanagement, and horrible economic policy, and hyperinflation. Anything you can think of, they did it, and they did it wrong.

But the Venezuelan oil industry and the Venezuelan economy went bankrupt gradually--what's the old saying: You go bankrupt first gradually, then suddenly. They've been going bankrupt gradually for a long, long time until 2019, when Donald Trump, in his first administration, decided that he was gonna get rid of Nicolas Maduro and the way that he was gonna do that would be to destroy the Venezuelan economy, or what was left of it. The economy had been in very bad shape, but the scale of collapse in 2019 and 2020 was unlike anything we'd seen before. We're talking 20 and 30 percent GDP contractions per year. This is not something you ever see outside of war, usually. And nobody seems to have forecast--I certainly missed it--that this would induce people to leave, often on foot.

People should understand that many of the Venezuelan migrants that turned up on the southern border in the last few years were people fresh off of a 3,000-mile trek from Venezuela, passed things like the Darien Gap in Panama, which is a swamp that is so wild, there aren't even roads in it. You got jaguars and snakes and gangs, and this is one of the most dangerous places in the world. People crossed that on foot with their children on their back because there was no way to stay alive in Venezuela.

So one thing that I think is particularly galling to Venezuelans now is seeing the Trump administration attacking and maligning people who ended up there through his policies and calling them [criminals]. Obviously, there will be a portion of criminals in that very large migration--we're talking about a quarter of the population--but mostly, this is a cream of Venezuela's young generation that had to leave. We're talking anybody who was a little bit high agency, anybody who was young, they were willing to work really hard to send money back home to keep older relatives or young children alive back home. Those are the people who left, and those are the people who are now delivering Uber Eats meals in--everywhere around the world, from Cleveland to Santiago de Chile, all around.

Frum: If there are air strikes, what would that look like? What do you hit? What are the targets? And how would Venezuelans react to North Americans blowing--I mean, there's a lot of resentment of the regime, obviously. On the other hand, no one likes being hit from the air.

Toro: It's the most unpredictable thing. There are some people who are convinced that what's coming is going to be strikes into airstrips and cocaine labs in the jungle near the Colombian border, far from population centers. If they're really trying to go after the drugs operation, that's what they would do. On the other hand, it's very easy to repair sort of a landing strip somewhere.

But who knows? The Miami Herald was reporting that they're planning to attack mostly military and naval installations, which I think many Venezuelans who--I mean, we should underscore that Venezuelans hate the Maduro regime by large numbers, right? It's destroyed everyone's lives. So I suspect some Venezuelans wouldn't mind that that much. Certainly, the Venezuelan opposition, now largely in exile, has been encouraging the Maduro regime to do something like that.

But the question is not what happens the day or the two days after air strikes begin. The question is: What happens a week, two weeks, three weeks down the line? Does this keep going? At what point does Donald Trump just lose focus and get interested in the next shiny object? One scenario that I play with and that keeps me up at night is that the logic of this seems to be to push somebody inside the armed forces in Venezuela to say, No, we're not gonna sit here dodging tomahawk missiles; we're gonna move against Maduro, so--

Frum: That does seem to be what they want. They want a coup.

Toro: Yeah, that seems to be the--well, it's the only sort of logical endgame here. And we've heard things about the CIA conducting--I mean, it's very strange to announce a CIA covert operation, but that's just the way they roll. So it's likely that American intelligence assets are trying to reach out to people inside the military who might be having second thoughts.

But we also know that, for more than 10 years now, Nicolas Maduro has made it a bit of a specialty to find people whose loyalty can't quite be relied on and shove them off into these ghastly regime prisons and torture centers. So one scenario that keeps you up at night is that the bombing begins, some kind of insurrection starts to be worked out, the Maduro regime picks up on who is plotting against it, and then the bombing stops before that's had a chance to play itself out. We could just be easing the path for Maduro to purge the next set of unreliable elements inside the armed forces.

Frum: Does the Maduro regime have any capability to, or interest in, retaliating against the United States? Could they use terrorist tactics? Presumably, some of those 8 million people who migrated here have some kind of loyalties back home and might be activated in some way. Is that a reasonable thing, or does that seem too fancy a speculation?

Toro: I know people take the possibility very seriously, particularly because, back during the Chavez years, there was this move by the regime to buy thousands--I think over 5,000--of these shoulder-mounted anti-aircraft missiles, which have been sloshing around Venezuela for a long time. You can very easily imagine one of those being snuck under a few bags of cocaine on one of these boats that have been going north. Who is to say that those aren't in the U.S. now? That would be extremely risky for the Maduro regime. I don't think it's a strategically logical thing for them to do, and illogical as this regime is, one thing that they don't make mistakes about is on how to stay in power. This is the one thing that they know how to do and that they're serious about and good at. So I do think it's fanciful. I wouldn't entirely rule it out as a possibility. This might be something that Maduro would consider as a very last resort.

Frum: What would happen if, in Venezuela, if this whole thing just sort of deflated, because one of the things that happens a lot with Trump is there's a lot of huffing, there's a lot of puffing, they move a lot of boats around, and then he gets bored; he gets distracted. Or there's a factional fight--as you say, there are people in this administration who wanna do business with the regime. There's nothing that Trump likes more than a corrupt dictator. And Venezuela's got one of the world-heavyweight-champion corrupt dictators, so it's kind of weird that this one isn't his friend when so many of the others are his friends. If it just deflates and Trump says, Okay, I scared them, would there be a feeling of relief in Venezuela, or are people sort of hoping for some kind of liberation, however expensive it is?

Toro: That's a really hard question. I think that should be, really, our base scenario. That is what, I think, is most likely to happen because the risks involved in a military strike are so high. I don't think--

Frum: They just are hoping to scare people? I mean, Trump is sort of a bully, but who then frightens himself.

Toro: Right, right. It might be that the point is simply that the buildup itself is meant to set off some kind of insurrection in Venezuela, and if that doesn't happen, maybe they'll just go on to the next thing. I suppose the sailors on the USS Gerald [R.] Ford will be annoyed to have been brought from [the] Mediterranean, but that could certainly happen.

But I think that the more interesting possibility here is that what they're looking for is regime change, but not necessarily a regime change towards a democracy, but more a regime change towards an extractive military dictatorship that wraps itself up in the stars and stripes. I think that they would like that. It's too difficult for Maduro himself, being a Cuban asset and having spent his entire career attacking the United States, to make that pivot. I don't think Marco Rubio and other players in the Trump administration would accept that. But you can just about imagine a future where some lieutenant colonel comes up the ranks, deposes Maduro, says, We are pro-American now, and starts to loot the country in cahoots with the kleptocrats.

Frum: Yeah. Well, there's one other scenario, and this is not a Venezuela-specific one. One of the things that's been very different about Trump 2 has been Trump is creating these military crises, or seeming military crises, in order to justify actions at home. I don't know that he's convinced anybody, but the reason we have mass troops in our streets bundling people off without [showing] ID, with brutal tactics, is Trump says, We've got a crisis at home. There are these deployments of troops to try to get us used to the idea of a militarization of policing in American cities. There's the blowing up of boats with no form of process of any kind, no form of law, no authorization by Congress. This whole deployment in the Mediterranean--in the Caribbean, rather--is happening without show of Congress.

There have been two large deployments in the Caribbean, I guess, in the past 40 years. One is the Grenada invasion of 1983, when the [Ronald] Reagan administration toppled a dictator who was building a big airstrip to receive Cuban and Russian planes on Grenada. The Reagan administration went to the trouble of getting a resolution from their neighbors. They sent 1,900 Americans to the island and 300 Jamaican and Barbadian troops as well, not because the Jamaicans and Barbadians were needed for the extra firepower, but to show, Look, this is a collective action.

In 1990 or '91, there was an invasion of Panama to depose the dictator [Manuel] Noriega. There was a court order from an American court saying he had been indicted for various drug-smuggling offenses, and the [George H. W.] Bush administration would say, This is not just the president acting on his own whim; he was executing a valid court order.

There's more going on in both cases, obviously, but there was some form of justification to both the United States population and to the world. And that seems entirely absent this time, and maybe that's also the point, is to say that the president is acknowledging no limits at all on his ability to use force outside the borders of the United States or inside the borders of the United States.

Toro: What can I say? The scary part about that--and the thing that's strange as a Venezuelan watching the United States act like this--is that it's so reminiscent [of] the kind of tactics that Chavez and Maduro used to consolidate power themselves back in the day, right? So you find an unwritten rule, and you break it, and you break it just to show that you can break it and to destroy the president and to demonstrate your power and your ability to just not care. To your opponents, it's an intimidation tactic.

We should remember that Nicolas Maduro stayed in power in 2024 after he lost an election by a more than two-to-one margin by simply announcing that he had won on the basis of nothing--never publishing district-by-district or voting-center-by-voting-center tallies, as had been done in every election in Venezuela since the 1950s. Now, why do you do that, to convince people that you actually won? No, of course not. Everybody knows that he didn't win. To demonstrate your power to behave in thoroughly unreasonable ways. It's how you intimidate people.

Frum: Let's just give Americans a tour of the country that Venezuela was, because there's an old saying, Americans will do anything for Latin America except read about it. So I don't think Americans may have a good understanding of the long history of political stability that once prevailed in Venezuela and the very high levels of prosperity that were the case through most of the post-war period. So tell us a little bit about Venezuela in the '50s, '60s, '70s, and '80s.

Toro: Well, I want to start further back from that because, beginning in 1925, from 1925 to 1975, Venezuela had the fastest-rising standard of living of any country in the world. It went from being this malarial, very poor, almost entirely illiterate country to being a place where Spanish people and Italian people in the post-war period wanted to immigrate to.

We got rid of our last dictatorship--well, except for the present crop--in 1958, just a few months before the Cuban Revolution came to power. Actually, they're pretty much contemporaneous, the Cuban Revolution and Venezuelan democratization. And for 40 years, from 1958 to 1998, Venezuela was a multiparty democracy; parties alternated, peacefully empowered. There were actual human rights. There was actual freedom of speech. You could say what you wanted.

But at the same time, for much of that period, there was this process of middle-class creation where, thanks to universal free education through university level, the children of peasants, really, and factory workers got university educations and became middle class and joined these stable, broad-based center-left and center-right political parties. Venezuela was a country that successive American administrations pointed to as a demonstration of what was possible if you stepped off of this Cold War treadmill of leftist guerillas and right-wing dictatorships that affected most of the region. And as I said before, we were receiving political asylum seekers from all across the region because Venezuela was a rich, stable democracy.

Growing up, it never once occurred to me that we could end up where we are today. We were supposed to be the leaders, the shining beacon for other countries in Latin America that were democratizing. And indeed, we had things like government think tanks that would advise other Latin American governments on how to democratize. Venezuelan diplomats helped negotiate the end of several Central American civil wars in the 1970s and '80s because they were seen as a trusted outside partner that was democratic, but not entirely beholden to the United States. So the reversal of fortunes is absolutely--

Frum: So what was the crack in the society into which Hugo Chavez was able to insert himself? Where did he come from? How and why did he succeed?

Toro: Many books have been written about this, and it's a subject of much controversy, but I'll tell you my take. My take is that, after the 1973 oil crisis for you, which is the oil bonanza for us in 1978, you went from this period where oil had been a useful source of foreign exchange, but a stable source of foreign exchange, and the kind of predictable free money that you could build prosperity on to this much more pronounced boom-and-bust cycle, where oil revenues were very high one year, very low the next year. And that fed through to the Venezuelan economy that went into these very strong boom-and-bust cycles--we would take on a lot of debt when oil prices were high and then couldn't pay it when oil prices were low. You put this together, and it meant that the mechanisms of middle-class formation that had been running from the 1920s to the 1970s broke down by the early 1980s and especially the early 1990s. The sense that Venezuela had had for two generations that you will live better than your parents was beginning to break down, and that's when Hugo Chavez came into the scene, guns ablazing, trying to take over the government by force in a bloody coup in 1992, which is how we all first heard about him.

Chavez capitalized on this frustration not of very poor people, really, but of people who had a foothold in the middle class but were losing that foothold. And those are the people that he initially talked to when--actually, there's been some very interesting research my friend Dorothy Kronick at UC-Berkeley has done showing that the initial Chavez coalition was not mostly made up of poor people; it was made up of urban, lower-middle-class people who were very annoyed that they were no longer rising the way they had been [expecting].

Frum: And so he tries to take power the first time violently, then competes, and seems to have won the first time freely and fairly.

Toro: And not just the first time. He won many elections, actually, freely. How fairly is more of a debate. It happened also that soon after he came to power in 1998, by 2003, 2004, 2005, oil prices began to go up again quite fast. And Venezuela is such an oil-dependent economy that when you had a lot of oil money sloshing around the country, he could afford a consumption boom, so the first 10 years of the 21st century were really bonanza years in Venezuela--

Frum: Same as in Russia.

Toro: Right.

Frum: Same as in Russia, same reason. And he had the same kind of method as [Vladimir] Putin. I remember when I was there in 2010, when things were still--I mean, the lights were going out, the country was visibly falling apart, but there was still sort of a sheen of prosperity; there was food everywhere--that he had these call-in shows where he would give people a mobile home, he would give them a dishwasher, and it came as a gift of the president. It's very Trumpy. It's funny that they dislike each other so much when Trump seems to have learned so much from him--or maybe they all go to the same thug-dictator school.

Toro: The techniques are clearly parallel, and that's what's so hard for me to even process, David, because all through that time, I was vaguely embarrassed that Venezuela had become such a throwback, and I was just like, Actual serious countries don't behave this way anymore. It never for a second occurred to me that Venezuela was gonna be a precursor or a forerunner to the kinds of techniques that not just Trump, but Nigel Farage and Marine Le Pen and [Recep Tayyip] Erdogan in Turkey, that this populist wave runs on techniques that Chavez was doing already in the 1990s.

Frum: Chavez was a large character. He played the part of the manly tough guy. He gave enormously long speeches. But some people seem genuinely to have liked him. His successor, Maduro, just seems like a hack, just like a faceless--how does he hold power without this apparatus of charisma that Chavez was able to mobilize?

Toro: It's important to remember the circumstances under which Chavez died in March 2013. He'd been diagnosed with cancer a couple of years earlier. He'd been offered high-tech care everywhere from Sao Paulo to Lebanon to Spain. He had his choice of the best cancer care in the world, but he chose to go to Cuba. Why? Because he trusted the Cubans, and he trusted Fidel Castro more than anyone else. And so for most of the last two years of his life, Chavez, who had forged an extraordinarily close relationship--he described it as a "merger of two revolutions" at one point. He, at one point, said that Cuba and Venezuela were two different governments, but only one revolution. So he trusted the Cubans more than anyone else, and for those last two years of his life, his connection with Venezuela was mediated through Cuban intelligence because he was physically in Havana receiving cancer care for most of that time. And lo and behold, who eventually gets picked as his chosen successor? The most reliable Cuban agent in all of the Venezuelan elite.

Nicolas Maduro, he didn't go to university. He spent two years in Havana at the school of political cadres that the Cubans had been running on the model of the Patrice Lumumba [Peoples' Friendship] University in Moscow. He joined the Liga Socialista, which was a specifically niche pro-Cuban political party in Venezuela, when he was a teenager. So he's been a Cuban asset literally his entire life. And the Cubans are very good at keeping power for a kind of leftist dictatorship in Latin America; they know exactly how to do it. They've exported the techniques that Cuban intelligence has been using for its entire existence to Venezuela. Cuban agents manned the top posts in Nicolas Maduro's intelligence shop inside the presidential palace. So you sound slightly paranoid when you describe it this way--and it is genuinely very weird because you don't usually hear about a smaller, weaker, poorer country, in effect, sort of colonizing and parasitizing a larger, richer, more powerful country--but that is what has happened.

Frum: And give us a sense, on the global-repressiveness sweepstakes, how repressive is the Venezuelan regime, both in its Chavez iteration and now in its Maduro? Let's put it bluntly: How many people are in political prisons, do you think? How many people have been done to death? We see there are 8 million refugees, but that's not entirely the regime's doing, or intended doing.

Toro: Right. (Sighs.) The difficult bit about that question is to really convey, in a short answer, how gradual the ratcheting has been. Because for a long time, between 2000 and 2012, Venezuela was--political scientists describe it as a hybrid regime, so there were elections. Votes were counted openly. Chavez did keep winning those elections. There was freedom of speech at the beginning, and then less and less as time went on. The space for actual free thought and free expression and political organizing narrowed very gradually over, what, now 27 years since Chavez was first elected.

So I think the true breaking point came in 2017. So Maduro came to power in 2013, so in his fourth year in power, there was a large set of street protests. People maybe remember the images from the news of these university kids and their homemade shields and homemade gas masks, like, duking it out with the security forces, who were beating them and tear-gassing them and rounding them up and throwing them in jail. That seems to have been the point at which Maduro realized now that the facade of a democracy is too costly to me right now to keep up, and we're just gonna go full dictatorial. So from 2017, and especially after 2019, with maximum pressure and with COVID, which was an excellent pretext for further authoritarian crackdowns, it really ended the possibility to write freely in Venezuela. At Caracas Chronicles, it became almost impossible to do it.

Now there are checkpoints all over Venezuela. If you drive from, not even just from one Venezuelan city to another, but even inside Caracas and the major cities, there are checkpoints where police or military--or people in uniform, so you don't know who they are--will stop you, will go through your stuff, will go through your cellphone, will look through your WhatsApp and your email to try to find anything that could be antiregime and, if they find it, will trundle you off to jail. So people I talk to in Venezuela told me that there's this now ritual that they have to do: Before they go out anywhere, they have to look through their phone, make sure that there's nothing on that that's gonna get them in trouble, and delete it if it is there.

There are dozens of military political prisoners, a few hundred civilian political prisoners. It's not a huge gulag state, I wouldn't say, but what there is, is this understanding--especially since 2019, 2020--that you're not allowed to protest; you're not allowed to speak openly. People know this, and people behave accordingly. The people who stayed behind knew that this is what they were signing up [for]. The people who left were people who were unwilling to live in those conditions.

Frum: Let's recapitulate, as we're coming to the end of our time.

This American fleet in the Caribbean Sea threatening Venezuela--outcomes: So one is huff, puff, and Trump gets bored or declares victory and says, I've got something. Is there a possibility of a negotiated settlement between the United States and Maduro? Is that something that Maduro could do?

Toro: Never say never, but it sure doesn't seem to be in the cards now.

Frum: Okay, so another option is that they try to foment some kind of coup d'etat, either outside the regime from the military or within the regime. Is there any professional military, or is the military completely political?

Toro: Entirely political at this point.

Frum: So you'd have to find someone who was a Maduro loyalist who was willing to turn against him. There's not some--

Toro: But that's not as crazy as it sounds because most... Venezuela has been a kleptocratic military dictatorship for years now, right, so the people who have reached the top of the military hierarchy are people who are there largely motivated by graft and the possibility to enrich themselves. I think the American calculus, Marco Rubio's calculus, seems to be, These guys are gonna wanna cut a deal because they didn't get into this to fight the United States militarily; they got into this because they wanted fancy cars and expensive homes, and we can offer that.

Frum: Well, that's not unfamiliar in the U.S. (Laughs.) We got a few of those.

Okay. So option one, scenario one, is they back down, or there's maybe a form of a deal, but probably not--maybe just a backing down. Scenario two is the United States hopes for a coup by someone who Maduro trusts who turns on him. Failing all of that, we look like we're in for a barrage of air and naval strikes against targets that don't seem very connected to the way power is held in Venezuela.

Toro: Well, no. It is possible that the Americans really decide to attack the military's infrastructure and go after all the bases and the naval bases and blow up the places where these military officers live. So I'm not discounting that at all; that's a very live possibility, and the point seems to be that the threat of that is meant to induce them to revolt.

Frum: Yeah. But if they do do that, the guys at the checkpoints, do they stop coming to work, or are they still there, just because there's been some wreckage of the officer's base housing?

Toro: We're into The Twilight Zone here. There's no good way to answer that question until you see it in action.

What does seem to be true is that a lot of the spoils from this kleptocracy are highly concentrated in the pockets of maybe 30 or 35 generals. So not a lot of it seems to filter down to colonels and captains and those junior officers, and everybody knows, in Latin America, every successful revolt begins with the frustration of junior officers. Marco Rubio definitely understands this, right? So there is this sense that--it's not an entirely crazy possibility. It's just nothing like this has ever worked on the basis of just an air bombardment, so.

Frum: Let me ask you a couple of questions about the domestic U.S. politics of this, as you see it from all the way off in Tokyo. There was a time when Chavez was kind of a hero to the global left. The kind of people who today like Hamas and Gaza used to like Chavez, and once, the kind of demonstrations that you see on behalf of Hamas and Gaza, you might have seen on behalf--not as big--but you might have seen something, and if not in the United States, then certainly in Europe and other places in Latin America. Is that over? Is the Chavez romance finished?

Toro: Oh, man, those guys all whistled away from the crime scene and tried to scrub it from their CVs because it's just a straight-up embarrassment.

Frum: Yeah, a lot of people in England and North America got caught up in that. But you wouldn't see big protests in Mexico City on behalf of Maduro?

Toro: Oh, no. Maduro is an attack line, and Venezuela has become an attack line in political ads around Latin America: Don't vote for that guy. He's a Maduro. Don't vote for them. They'll turn us into a Venezuela. You have to remember that it's not just the U.S. where this large number of Venezuela migrants--penniless, often in bad health, and needing a lot of assistance--ended up. Venezuelan migrant flows destabilized pretty much the entire region. Colombia took 3 million people. Peru, Chile, Argentina, all of Central America, Mexico--Latin Americans are not under any illusion that the Maduro regime is anything other than what it is.

Frum: I'm sorry, as we're having this conversation, you realize, if we were sitting around in the Trump Situation Room, who at that table would think in these What happens next? And Rubio, I think, would--is capable of that. Who else?

Toro: I don't think the issue is so much in Latin America. I think the issue is more China, Taiwan, really, in a way. It's you're asserting a spheres-of-influence view of power globally, and how does Beijing look at that? On what basis do you oppose a move on Taiwan after you've done something like this?

Frum: Well, I think that that does seem to be one of the big themes of this administration, is the idea that the United States is supposed to be something more, they just don't buy it. As far as Trump's concerned, the Chinese basically have the right idea to everything. They have the right idea to how to manage an economy. They have the right idea how to manage foreign relations. They have the right idea about how rich your leader should be--the Russians are even better on how richer your leader should be. And he likes their taste in interior decoration, so it's just... (Laughs.) We're making the United States more like the dictatorships around the world. And although the United States has--let's be blunt about this--often practiced, in reality, spheres of influence in Latin America since the 1930s, there's always been some project to bring other stakeholders along--other Latin American countries, other partners--to use some infrastructure to get permission from domestic people in the United States, to get some kind of structure of international permission so it's not just gunboat diplomacy. But we're now back to the days of gunboat diplomacy, it looks like.

Toro: If you listen closely to Lindsey Graham speaking on this in recent days, he's clearly talking about the possibility of a U.S. military move against Venezuela and Colombia, because Trump is now also annoyed at Gustavo Petro, who is a very different kind of leftist leader--properly democratically elected, loopy in his own way--but a necessary ally on any strategy having to do with Venezuela. But if you're also talking about attacking Colombia at the same time, it's very hard to imagine how you get any sort of sympathy from Brazil--

Frum: And Columbia is a for-real democracy and has been one since the 1990s, alternations in power.

Toro: And an American ally.

Frum: Right. Historically tilts toward the center right, or even the far right sometimes. Currently has a left-of-center president. He's in his last year, right?

Toro: Yes.

Frum: And he's probably on his way out and is gonna be replaced by a right or center-right candidate.

Toro: Very likely.

Frum: And Colombia has been a very valuable and brave ally of the United States against narco-terrorists--narco-traffickers, they're not narco-terrorists; I'm sorry, the brain rot from the Trump administration--narco-traffickers, at tremendous cost of life in Colombia. So we're bombing them, well.

Toro: Yeah, no, no, no. This is where you really see the total--this is Senator Graham speaking and not necessarily the administration, but the fact that it's conceivable to speak in that way about this issue in Washington now really shows you there's no strategic anything here, because if you were taking this seriously, you would understand that the place that has actual human and physical connectivity with--the Venezuelan border with Brazil is a jungle. There's, like, one road. There are no people. You can't really operate from there. If you were wanting to stage a humanitarian operation or anything at all having to do with Venezuela, you would have to do it through Colombia, through your ally Columbia, so you are going to need that relationship to be strong. But if you get into a Twitter argument with the Colombian president and start threatening him, well.

Frum: Yeah, and not that these things matter anymore, but there's also a U.S.-Colombia free trade agreement. They're bound in all kinds of regional undertakings with the United States. As you say, it's an ally, and again, that doesn't mean much anymore, but it used to, once upon a time. Maybe someday it will again.

All right, well, let us hope it's huffing and puffing and that there's no loss of life and nothing too stupid happens. That's always kind of a wan hope in today's Washington, but let's hope, yeah, nothing too stupid, nothing too brutal. And let's hope that Colombia and Venezuela discover a prosperous future, and Venezuela returns to democracy the right way: by the actions of its own people, asserting their own strength and their own ideals on their own initiative.

It's such a pleasure, always, to talk to you. I learn so much from you every time we speak. Thank you for making time.

Toro: Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Quico Toro for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top, my book this week is a novel, The Oppermanns by Lion Feuchtwanger. Lion Feuchtwanger was a German writer of the 20th century. At the end of his life, he made the choice for East Germany over West Germany, and that bad political judgment has a negative effect on a lot of his art, which often shows the impress of a dogmatic communist ideology. But The Oppermanns--at least until we get to the very end, where the ideology shows up--is an extraordinarily perceptive novel of the early days of the Nazi regime in Germany.

The astonishing thing about The Oppermanns is that it was written and published in the year 1933, at the very beginning of the Nazi era. It is written before the Night of the Long Knives, before the Nuremberg Laws, before Kristallnacht, before the Second World War, before industrial mass murder. It's a story of a German Jewish family, an affluent German Jewish family, who are reduced to poverty and, in some cases, suicide and exile by the oppression of the regime that had only just begun and whose unfolding Feuchtwanger very prophetically and presciently foresaw.

I'm choosing this book this week because we are all seeing the rise around us of a kind of conspiratorial anti-Semitism on both the left and on the right, on one side of the Atlantic and on the other. And we are seeing campaigns of harassment and isolation and economic boycott against Jews and Israelis all over the world. It is not anything like the Third Reich, of course, but the mentalities examined by Feuchtwanger, I think, are helpful to understand the moment that we are living in right now.

We are seeing this great debate over anti-Semitism in American politics, with The Wall Street Journal and other important conservative voices denouncing some of the extremes on the right. Not so much of a reaction yet on the left against some of the things we see from the progressive side. Let's hope that that is coming. But this moment of defamation is one that is experienced not only by Jews, but by people who understand--who care about Jews in their lives, care about Jews as a matter of principle, and also understand that, in some complicated way that it's difficult even to untangle, that the fate of democratic institutions, the fate of liberal institutions, is bound up with the fate of the Jews in democratic and liberal societies.

In The Oppermanns, the characters see one by one the transformation of former friends, former teachers, former lovers, former business partners into people who look at them as enemies of society, enemies of the state, enemies of the people. And as they try to make sense of this, they're confronted by something that I think is often true of antisemitism, which is that there's a kind of mockery about it. It is not just a grim thing; there's an intellectual sadism that underlies it, a kind of pleasure in isolating people. And one of the ways that the sadism expresses itself--and this is, I think, the theme I wanna take from this remarkable novel, this prophetic novel--is the delight in turning against the victim, the accusation of the very thing that the perpetrator is doing to the victim.

So in The Oppermanns, they are again and again being accused of being isolated enemies of society by a regime that is going to reduce all of Germany to ruin. If the Oppermanns had been left alone, if Germany had continued, there would've been a prosperous future for everybody. But the Oppermanns are accused of being the enemy of everybody, and as the society expels them, it destroys itself. There's this ironic distance where we, the reader, right, 90 years after the book was written, know how the story will come out better not only than the characters, but better than the author himself.

In our time, the way that this kind of mockery, this intellectual sadism, plays out are by accusations of Jews as committers of genocide. There's an old joke that the world will never forgive the Jews for Auschwitz. And unfortunately, that joke has sort of come true, that the idea is to take the people who were the victims of something and make them the perpetrators of it. As I say, because it's, to the people who make this, there's something funny about it. This is not a new thing, of course, that the comparisons of Israel and the Jews to the Nazis go back to the very beginning of the state of Israel and even before.

Distinguished writers like the famous historian Arnold Toynbee accused the Jews of being Nazis in the 1950s. In the fourth volume of his famous kind of cranky and crackpot history, but it's a famous book in its day, Toynbee wrote, "On the Day of Judgment the gravest crime standing [to] the German National Socialists' account might be, not that they had exterminated a majority of the Western Jews, but that they had caused the surviving remnant of Jewry to stumble." That is, it wasn't murdering the Jews; it was this failure to correct the Jews. The Jews are somehow defective. The Holocaust was sent to make the Jews better people. Alas, once again, the Jews did not learn their lesson, as they've been failing to learn it over the hundreds of years, to the disappointment of their Christian and Muslim and then Marxist neighbors. Something was wrong with the Jews, the Holocaust should have made them better, but alas, it failed. And that failure to make the Jews better is a worse crime than actually murdering the Jews.

I think, as I listen to a lot of the dialogue today about Israel and Jews, I'm struck that for the anti-Semite, the Nazi Holocaust is not interesting as a crime. It's not interesting even as an historical event to be studied on its own terms. It's interesting to them because it is an enviable source of Jewish power. And what they want to do with this crime, with this event, is to redistribute what they see as power from the hated Jews to other claimants of that power. And so the Jew must be misrepresented not as the target of genocide, as happened in the 1940s, as happened again on October 7 of 2023, but as the perpetrator, an inversion of reality intended not only as an instrument of power, but as an act of deliberate, intended, and delighted-in humiliation.

Thanks so much for listening to The David Frum Show this week. I hope you'll rejoin next week to view or listen on whatever platform you use. Remember, as always, the best way to support the work of this program, if you enjoy it, is to subscribe to The Atlantic, where you support my work and that of all of my Atlantic colleagues.

You can sign up, if you wish, for an Atlantic alert that will let you know when I post new articles to The Atlantic. Thank you for listening. Thank you for watching. See you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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How Trump Wants to Help Democrats

The filibuster is a deformed anachronism. Its demise would benefit the whole country, and Democrats especially.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




The one Republican elected official who has a serious and workable plan to end the government shutdown is, surprisingly enough, Donald Trump. The president's idea is for the Senate to change its rules to allow the chamber to keep the government open with a majority vote, rather than to permit 41 senators to shut it down.

To be sure, Trump has not always framed his argument in the most cogent way. In a recent post on X, he wrote, "TERMINATE THE FILIBUSTER, NOT JUST FOR THE SHUTDOWN, BUT FOR EVERYTHING ELSE." By way of explanation, he added, "THE DEMS ARE CRAZED LUNATICS, THEY WILL NOT OPEN UP OUR COUNTRY NO MATTER HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE IRREPARABLY HARMED!"

Generally speaking, depicting your opponents as "crazed lunatics" and yourself as the voice of reason is easier when you are not using all caps and exclamation points. Still, in this case, Trump's position is correct. The filibuster is a deformed anachronism. Its demise would benefit the whole country, and Democrats especially, given the bills and Senate procedures that this tactic tends to block. If Trump's impulsive, short-horizon leadership style is what finally does the filibuster in, then Democrats should help make it so.

Read: What if the government doesn't need to be shut down?

The Senate filibuster, which allows lawmakers to halt action on most bills unless 60 of the 100 senators in the chamber vote to move forward, is not in the Constitution. The Founders considered, and rejected, a supermajority requirement for either chamber, imposing one only for treaties and constitutional amendments. The practice evolved out of an arcane accident of parliamentary rules in the 19th century and has changed form many times, becoming a requirement for 60 percent of the chamber starting in 1975.

The filibuster used to be employed as a rare tool of strong dissent, such as by southerners to block civil-rights legislation. Most laws otherwise passed with a simple majority until the late 1990s, when the norm against minority parties using the filibuster gave way. As filibusters grew more frequent, lawmakers created more carve-outs to escape them. The Senate now needs only 51 votes to appoint judges (including to the Supreme Court), confirm appointees to the executive branch, and pass annual budget-reconciliation measures, which include changes to taxes and spending. Other bills, including those that fund the government, still need 60 votes to pass the Senate. The perverse upshot of these Swiss-cheese exceptions is that senators can far more easily confirm a lifetime appointment to the high court or pass Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill than they can keep the lights on in the federal government.

The filibuster has a devoted following among senators, who often describe the chamber as the "world's greatest deliberative body" and treasure its clubby customs and culture. Some senators credit the filibuster with encouraging compromise and bipartisanship, as the parliamentary tool forces lawmakers to draw votes from across the aisle to pass major legislation. Yet most states and democratic countries have banned the procedure, arguing that it tends to make legislative bodies more dysfunctional, not less.

Part of the problem is that, contrary to its pop-cultural image as a forum for debate, a la Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, the filibuster does not consist of speeches. Instead, it's become a tool to preempt a discussion about a bill, which means that it is actually more likely to prevent floor debate than to enable it. The filibuster also lacks a strong record of encouraging bipartisanship: The past few decades have seen greater use of the filibuster and diminishing levels of bipartisan cooperation.

Support for the filibuster used to be thoroughly bipartisan. In recent years, Democrats have mostly abandoned it, even as it retains its Republican backing. The reason for this is simple: Republicans have fewer ambitions for government, and most of the things they want the Senate to do--confirm judges and appointees; cut taxes and spending--can already be done with 51 votes.

Of course, the filibuster is not completely useless for Democrats in the minority. They are using it right now to shut down the government in order to force Republicans to extend health-insurance subsidies. But over the long run, the filibuster does more to impair Democrats, the party of expansive government, than Republicans.

The reason Trump has turned so vociferously against the filibuster is that he doesn't care about the long run. Right now, with his party in control of the Senate but lacking 60 votes, the filibuster does nothing to help him. This is why he thinks it's a good idea to get rid of it, regardless of which party--which governing philosophy--that ultimately serves.

And so the conditions exist for a rare convergence of interest between Trump and Senate Democrats, who could, at least in theory, join with a handful of Trump loyalists--"If Democrats don't stop playing games, it's time to blow up the filibuster," Senator Tommy Tuberville, a Republican from Alabama, wrote last week on X--to allow regular legislation to pass on a majority basis.

Republicans are never going to support eliminating the filibuster when Democrats control the Senate. The only chance to get bipartisan support for a rule change is when a president who holds the party in his cultlike sway has decided to eliminate it. Democrats should take the opportunity to make the Senate simultaneously more democratic and more faithful to the Founders' vision.

A year ago, defenders of the filibuster pointed to Trump's reelection, together with Republican control of the House and Senate, as fresh evidence of the vital importance of the supermajority requirement as a necessary check on the power of any one party.

In her farewell speech, departing Arizona independent Senator Kyrsten Sinema, now a crypto lobbyist, delivered a paean to the filibuster, which she equated with the "hard and necessary work of building consensus." Sinema, who had originally been elected as a Democrat, rebuked those who "labor under an illusion that by eliminating the filibuster you'll maintain political power forever, effectively ending our two-party system." Sinema later claimed that an unnamed Democratic senator reached out to her to praise her support for the filibuster.

But if the main rationale for the filibuster is to limit the president's powers and force the majority party to work with the minority, its failure could hardly be more evident. Bipartisan cooperation is nonexistent. The current government shutdown is the result of Democrats using the filibuster to try to force Republicans to work with them, only for Republicans to adamantly refuse to even negotiate.

Read: This could be how the shutdown ends

Has the filibuster protected democracy, or prevented the abuse of power? Hardly. Trump has carried out a veritable authoritarian rampage against which this procedural tactic is utterly irrelevant. He has not gone through Congress, but around it. The president has corrupted the Justice Department, purged the military, seized police powers, strong-armed the media, ignored due process, and waged an undeclared war in the Caribbean, all while barely consulting the legislature. Trump has seized the power of the purse by creating new sources of revenue (tariffs he can set unilaterally), eliminating programs Congress authorized, and suggesting new ones of his own choosing, such as subsidies to compensate farmers hurt by his tariffs.

In some ways, Trump's power grab fills the leadership void created by a feckless Congress. To the extent that he has minimized public backlash, it is in part by issuing executive orders that exploit the prevailing view that Congress is too ineffectual to solve any major national problem.

Trump originally put himself forward for president a decade ago by treating the system as hopelessly corrupt and broken, later promising, "I alone can fix it." The actual result has been to concentrate power in the hands of a single man in a way that would have made the Founders shudder. Undoing that authoritarian usurpation will be slow, painful work. One place to start might be reestablishing Congress as a functional branch of government, working in the original image designed by the Founders, rather than one in which minority parties can thwart even its simplest functions.
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Seeing the World Up Close

Short-listed images from the 2025 Close-Up Photographer of the Year, celebrating "close-up, macro, and micro photography"

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 05 Nov 2025


Splash. Shortlisted in the Animals category. A grey-headed flying fox makes a high-speed belly-dip in a pool of water. ((c) Douglas Gimesy / cupoty.com)




Orchid Bee Colombia. Insects. ((c) Clay Bolt / cupoty.com)




Sharp Bend. Insects. ((c) Marek Pal / cupoty.com)




Frog in the wall. Animals. ((c) Roman Willi / cupoty.com)




Rose Thorns. Plants. A macro shot of a single rose thorn. ((c) Donald Bolak / cupoty.com)




Sunrise. Arachnids. ((c) Nataliia Shinkevich / cupoty.com)




Island Hare. Animals. A hare, seen on a wet day at Havergate Island Nature Reserve in Suffolk, England. ((c) Jacqueline Kirk / cupoty.com)




Light Trap. Insects. ((c) Imre Potyo / cupoty.com)




Lichen Mantis. Invertebrate Portrait. ((c) Jason McCombe / cupoty.com)




Crystalline Purity. Intimate Landscape. ((c) Hitomi Seki / cupoty.com)




Mite Feeding on Slime Mold. Arachnids. ((c) Barry Webb / cupoty.com)




Home on the Leaves. Butterflies & Dragonflies. ((c) Minghui Yuan / cupoty.com)




The Decisive Moment. Animals. This cormorant tossed this fish in the air for over an hour to get it set in the right orientation to swallow. ((c) Turgay Uzer / cupoty.com)




Leafcutter Bee. Invertebrate Portrait. ((c) Andrei Chetronie / cupoty.com)




Nocturnal Huntress. Arachnids. ((c) Darcy Santos / cupoty.com)




Hungry Springtails. Insects. ((c) Pavel Krasensky / cupoty.com)




After the Rain. Intimate Landscape. ((c) Csaba Daroczi / cupoty.com)




It's a Trap! Plants. ((c) Alexis Tinker-Tsavalas / cupoty.com)




In Bloom. Arachnids. ((c) Laurent Hesemans / cupoty.com)



To see the entire collection of this year's shortlisted images, be sure to visit the Close-Up Photographer of the Year website.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photography/2025/11/shortlisted-images-2025-close-up-photographer-year/684825/?utm_source=feed
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Why Is Colombia's President Provoking Trump?

Gustavo Petro seems to think that he's better off being the American president's victim than his friend.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Last month, Donald Trump called Colombia's president, Gustavo Petro, an "illegal drug leader." That gave Colombians reason to worry: The last country whose president Trump accused of running a drug enterprise was Venezuela, and those accusations served as justification to send a flotilla of warships to lurk by its coasts and blow up boats. Republican officials are now threatening to go to war with Venezuela. If Petro is a drug lord, does that mean that the United States might go to war with Colombia, too?

In an interview with Univision two weeks ago, Petro didn't appear all that concerned about the prospect. He used the airtime to discuss various other topics, such as his pique at not being invited to the opera singer Andrea Bocelli's concert in his country. Then, an hour and 20 minutes into the interview, Petro offered what sounded like a Freudian analysis of Trump's persona, ruminating about genitals and machismo. Toward the end, Petro suggested that David (presumably Colombia) could beat Goliath (presumably America) in a conflict.

Stupefied, the interviewer asked Petro to clarify that his goal was not actually to oust Trump. His goal was negotiation, right? But Petro replied that Trump indeed had to leave, preferably by choice. "That'd be easier," he said. "If not, Trump should be ousted."

Read: The president who did everything right and got no thanks

The moment was rather stunning, not least because the Colombian president seemed so blase. Historically, threats of regime change have flowed from North to South America, not the other way around.

Shortly after the Univision interview, the U.S. struck another drug boat--this time near Colombia's Pacific coast, rather than Venezuela's Caribbean one. More such strikes have followed. Suddenly, American war threats included not just one South American country but two: Trump is considering "future potential military operations against Venezuela and Colombia," Republican Senator Lindsey Graham told CBS the week before last.

All this may very possibly amount to nothing, at least where Colombia is concerned. But the exchange of insults between Trump and Petro has already strained an alliance that is more than two centuries old--one on which much of Colombia's economy and America's anti-drug efforts depend.

The awkwardness between Bogota and Washington set in soon after Trump returned to power. Jorge Rojas, who was then Colombia's vice minister of foreign affairs, told me that Petro's government tried to establish a dialogue with Secretary of State Marco Rubio during the presidential-transition period, but that Rubio showed little interest in talking with Colombians unless they moved in "Miami right-wing" circles, as Rojas put it. Then, a few days after the inauguration, Trump sent two American deportation flights to Colombia, and Petro refused to allow them to land. The Trump administration threatened tariffs in retaliation, and Petro backed off, but relations have remained tense. (A State Department spokesperson told me via email that "the Trump Administration has had plenty of private and public exchanges with Petro and his representatives," adding that the problem is Petro's refusal to alter course on his "disastrous and ineffective counternarcotics policies.")

Since then, Petro has seemed at times to be trying to provoke Trump. Shortly after the first Caribbean strike in September, for example, he joined an impromptu demonstration outside of the United Nations headquarters, in New York City. Many Latin American leaders had condemned the strike, but Petro went further. "I ask all the soldiers of the United States Army not to point their guns at humanity," Petro said, holding a megaphone. "Disobey the orders of Trump. Obey the orders of humanity."

Those who have followed Petro's career see a certain logic behind his grandstanding. "Petro believes in his heart that he can be the face of an international anti-Trump coalition," John Feeley, a retired American diplomat who was posted in Colombia in the 1990s, told me. A former guerrilla, Petro "wants to leave a legacy that will outlive him, and here's the best way he can think of doing it."

Edgar Quintero, a journalist for La Silla Vacia, reminded me that 12 years ago, when Petro was mayor of Bogota, an inspector general sought to remove him from office. Instead, the scandal made him more popular, and Petro later credited this official with making him president. "Petro is skilled at finding enemies who victimize him," Quintero said. "Now he's found the most powerful and important one, which is the president of the United States."

Last month, Petro complained that one of the U.S. strikes targeting an alleged drug boat near Venezuela had killed a Colombian fisherman. (The United States government supplied no evidence that the boat was in fact transporting drugs.) This was the provocation that finally unleashed a Trump reaction, and a big one. Trump started accusing Petro of being a drug dealer and deployed warships to stalk boats near Colombia. Then the U.S. Treasury added Petro and others close to him to its list of "specially designated nationals," putting the Colombian president in the company of terrorists and drug traffickers.

Petro is not, in fact, a drug trafficker. The mere allegation has sufficed to inspire more than a week of protests in front of the American embassy in Bogota. Colombia's mighty drug cartels funded belligerent groups in an armed conflict that terrorized Colombia in the 1990s. An official peace agreement, signed in 2016, remains somewhat precarious, but the country is much safer and prosperous than it was back then, and many are eager to put the country's past behind it. Colombia is not the country of Pablo Escobar: More than 30 years after the death of the Medellin kingpin, Colombia's poets, TikTokers, and Petro himself continue to invoke variations of this assertion. Amalia Salgado, who served as Colombia's consul general in Houston a few years ago, told me that when she arrived in the United States, she feared that Americans would associate Colombia with nothing but cocaine. She was pleasantly surprised: "They said, 'Pais lindo, mujeres bonitas, Cartagena!'" She now worries that recent events will change that.

Whether Petro is at fault for reviving that ugly reputation is a matter of some disagreement inside Colombia. Right-leaning politicians, Salgado among them, blame Petro for taunting Trump and jumping to defend Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro. "Petro wants to be a world leader, but he cannot even lead the country," Salgado told me. Petro's supporters tend to argue that America is the one insulting Colombia's president, and they are inclined to rally around him. The country is preparing for a presidential election in 2026, and in a party primary held on October 26, Petro's protege won the left-wing ticket. Many centrist politicians, including a couple of Petro's electoral opponents, have defended him. Members of the media have, too: "Our publication takes pride in being critical of the government, whoever is in power," Quintero, the journalist, told me. "But whatever you say about the president, he's clearly not a drug trafficker."

But Petro's display of bravado could cost his country. Colombia's economic ties with America are "very, very close, intimate," Bruce Mac Master, an economist and the head of Colombia's National Business Association, told me. The United States is "by far our biggest commercial partner," he said: Every year, the U.S. buys about one-third of Colombia's exports. As we spoke, Mac Master was preparing to travel to New York and Washington with a delegation of Colombian businesspeople seeking to salvage their country's relationship with the United States and prevent the Trump administration from imposing the tariffs it promised last month.

Read: Strong-arming Latin America will work until it doesn't

One particularly ironic consequence of Trump and Petro's quarrel is already being felt. Since the 2000s, Colombia has relied on the United States for military assistance in fighting its drug cartels. With that help, Petro's government has destroyed thousands of coca-paste labs and extradited hundreds of Colombian nationals wanted by the United States. But now that the United States has decertified Colombia as a "drug control partner," it will no longer supply intelligence to Colombia's authorities--a move that will almost certainly increase the flow of drugs to the United States more than the boat strikes will reduce it.
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No, Women Aren't the Problem

America is rapidly becoming the manosphere, but sure, let's go after the "feminization" of culture.

by Sophie Gilbert

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




Helen Andrews's essay "The Great Feminization" reached my feed on the same day that photos spread of the East Wing of the White House--the space traditionally reserved for the first lady and her staff--reduced to rubble. The spectacle was almost too on the nose: Here was the nexus of women's (limited) history within the executive branch, once home to Jacqueline Kennedy's Rose Garden and Laura Bush's restored movie theater, now totally demolished. Donald Trump has made clear his wishes to put a new ballroom in the East Wing's place. But his planned additions to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue also include the installation of an Ultimate Fighting Championship octagon for America's 250th birthday celebration. (The former UFC star Conor McGregor, an Irishman whose Wikipedia subsection for "Rape and Sexual Assault Cases" is 982 words long, was personally hosted by the president in the Oval Office in March.)

So ... about that great feminization. Andrews's thesis, published by the online magazine Compact, is that everything wrong with institutions in America comes down to the growing influence of women. Women, she argues, have implemented "wokeness" across the land, and her evidence for this is the outrage over Larry Summers's comments about whether women might have less natural aptitude for math and science, which led to his resignation as president of Harvard University in 2006. Her 3,400-word essay seems to assert that wokeness is inherently feminine, prizing "empathy over rationality, safety over risk, cohesion over competition," and that women--with all our feelings and conflict avoidance--are ruining the nation's most fundamental institutions. If women continue to make inroads, she argues, adding to the ranks of doctors and lawyers and judges and businesspeople, then the "eruption of insanity in 2020"--by which she means the mass protests and efforts to address racial inequality following the death of George Floyd--"was just a small taste of what the future holds."

"The Great Feminization" catastrophizes wildly about the future, presumably because what's happening in the present utterly undermines its central thesis. Eighty-five percent of Republicans in Congress are men. From January to August, an estimated 212,000 women left the American workforce while 44,000 men gained jobs; Black women are being disproportionately--perhaps even intentionally--excised from the federal workforce. According to a new assessment from The Ankler, only four of the top 100 American films in 2025 so far have been directed or co-directed by women. Democrats are currently so desperate for strong male role models to promote as candidates that they're all tangled up over whether a burly Maine oysterman's Nazi-symbol tattoo is defensible. As for emotions run wild, Cabinet members brawl in public like rhesus monkeys on HGH: In September, the Treasury secretary, Scott Bessent, reportedly told the Federal Housing Finance Agency director, Bill Pulte, "I'm gonna punch you in your fucking face," because Bessent heard Pulte had been talking to Trump about him behind his back. (The anecdote slightly refutes Andrews's argument that men "wage conflict openly while women covertly undermine or ostracize their enemies.") Also in September, the "secretary of war," Pete Hegseth, summoned all of the nation's generals to Washington and gave an erratic lecture about facial hair and implementing a "male standard" for combat roles. In April, a Fox News chyron called Trump's tariffs "manly" as a roundtable discussed whether they might even be able to reverse the crisis of masculinity, presumably by making soybean farmers so poor that they have to join ICE for the signing bonus.

Sophie Gilbert: Misogyny comes roaring back

With respect to Andrews, in the midst of all this--the testosterone-addled executive branch, but also the supplicant legislative and compromised judiciary that are bending to its will--her essay comes across as someone watching a tsunami roll over a coastal city and complaining about trash collection. Maybe this particular era, with masked officers (overwhelmingly male, at least as far as anyone can tell from bystander footage) deploying tear gas as families were assembling for a Halloween parade, isn't the optimal moment to do a head count of the number of women at The New York Times and extrapolate end times for the Age of Reason.

To me, it's much easier to see that what's really wrong with American culture right now is the slow-drip infusion of toxic masculinity it's been receiving since 2016, the year of the "Grab 'em by the pussy" leak, and "Trump that bitch," and "Such a nasty woman." It certainly requires less cherry-picking, less abstract philosophical hand-wringing. The political reality in 2025 is that our government is as stereotypically masculine as a dick-measuring contest in a weight room, as in thrall to performative aggression as an illegal cage fight. Outside of politics, in what stands for culture, America's favorite national pastimes seem to be gambling, weed, gaming, and Joe Rogan. Women still read more than men do, but inevitably get scolded when they do--by Compact magazine!--for not giving enough attention to the "vanishing white male writer."

The fact that Andrews's arguments are selective and not backed up by evidence hasn't bothered her primary audience, whom she must have known would jump on any opportunity to blame American decline on women. More than 200,000 people have watched the original speech that inspired the essay, "Overcoming the Feminization of Culture," which Andrews delivered at the National Conservatism Conference on September 2. (For what it's worth, 89 percent of its speakers were men.) On X, people who'd only recently been calling for the Cracker Barrel CEO to be fired after the chain's attempt at a modernized logo rebrand celebrated Andrews's piece, with its bold acknowledgment that men are predisposed to "reconciling with opponents and learning to live in peace." (Cancellation is apparently feminine--just don't tell that to J. D. Vance, who urged citizens to try to get people fired for criticizing Charlie Kirk after his assassination.) There was particular approval for Andrews's zingy observation that "women can sue their bosses for running a workplace that feels like a fraternity house, but men can't sue when their workplace feels like a Montessori kindergarten." Which, to me at least, actually makes sense! Because one has historically incubated rape culture and hierarchical violence while the other tries to foster independent thinking and self-expression via finger paints.

Much of "The Great Feminization" is drawn from an anonymous 2019 blog post theorizing that the increased participation of women in public life had led to an insufferable "shift away from reason and logic in American public discourse." Andrews is particularly worried about the law: "All of us depend on a functioning legal system," she writes, "and to be blunt, the rule of law will not survive the legal profession becoming majority female." I'd counter that it might, but we likely won't find out, given that it seems fated not to survive past next month what with the pardoning of people financially involved with the Trump family, the targeting of political enemies with amateurish lawsuits, and the extrajudicial killings of dozens of people off the coast of Venezuela. Maybe a "feminized legal system," as Andrews writes, would end up prioritizing squishy empathy over starchy precedent, but it's hard to make that argument when precedent itself has already been so thoroughly steamrolled.

Andrews wants us to know that she's not opposed to women, per se. "The problem," she writes, "is not that women are less talented than men or even that female modes of interaction are inferior in any objective sense. The problem is that female modes of interaction are not well suited to accomplishing the goals of many major institutions."

This is an assertion so bold and so unproven that it made me gasp. For thousands of years, men in power have been responsible for catastrophe after genocide after unnatural disaster. If you wanted, you could blame masculinity for these atrocities and deduce in turn that perhaps prizing fundamental rights and the inviolable humanity of other people isn't such a terrible concept. Andrews doesn't propose any policy suggestions or alternatives to the Great Feminization, presumably because, as Matthew Yglesias has written, the only viable solution would be "widespread de-feminization, which would require massive cultural change and the rebirth of an incredibly oppressive and constraining set of social norms. And neither she nor her allies are willing to actually make the case for it, because it would be horrifying." (Nevertheless, Project 2025 is doing its best.)

Better, then, to plant the seed in people's minds for what would really be necessary rather than say it directly and face the consequences. She might call that kind of aversion stereotypically feminine. I'd call it craven.
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        Marjorie Taylor Greene Knows Exactly What She's Doing
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has been bucking the Republican party line with increasing frequency--standing with Democrats to demand that the Justice Department release the Epstein files, decrying the spike in health-care premiums, and holding love-ins with the hosts of The View. Many people are trying to get their heads around the fact that the "Jewish space lasers" lady is now a leading voice of h...

      

      
        The Opposite of Slop Politics
        Charlie Warzel

        There are many fair questions following Zohran Mamdani's decisive victory. Will his campaign be a template for others? Will he be able or allowed to follow through on his campaign promises? Will the Democratic establishment accept that its future could look something like this proud 34-year-old democratic socialist? But there is at least one very clear takeaway, and it's best captured by one of the campaign's final videos.It opens in the Bronx, five days after the 2024 election. Mamdani is holdin...

      

      
        Parenting Is the Least of Her Worries
        Shirley Li

        The film Die My Love takes place mostly in a remote farmhouse. Tucked away amid tall grasses and verdant woods in rural Montana, it seems idyllic. But Grace (played by Jennifer Lawrence) appears uncomfortable as soon as she sets foot inside her new home. She flops over like a rag doll while her boyfriend, Jackson (Robert Pattinson), explores the building, which he inherited from his uncle. Months later, she and Jackson have a baby. Grace becomes a doting mother, but the house becomes the subject ...

      

      
        Trump's Ozempic Deal Has a Major Flaw
        Nicholas Florko

        Donald Trump was giddy. In the Oval Office today, the president announced that he had secured a deal to dramatically slash the price of obesity drugs. Soon, Wegovy and Zepbound will be sold on a new website--dubbed TrumpRx--for only about $250 a month, a fraction of their current retail price of more than $1,000. "Did I do a good job?" Trump asked the assembled reporters. "Do you think Biden could have done this? I don't think so. "In some ways, the announcement heralds a breakthrough in expanding ...

      

      
        America Is Great When America Is Good
        Nancy Pelosi

        As America approaches the 250th anniversary of its founding, I have returned again and again to the words of Thomas Paine, who advanced the cause of American freedom with a memorable call to action: The times have found us. The times had indeed found Paine, and the rest of our Founders, who summoned the courage to declare independence from a king; to win a war against the strongest empire in the world; and to write our Constitution (thank goodness they made it amendable). In the century that foll...

      

      
        Just When It Looked Like the Shutdown Might End
        Jonathan Lemire

        In the hours before Democrats' electoral victories Tuesday night, the end of the government shutdown seemed near. Several Democratic senators had spent the day quietly discussing a potential bipartisan settlement. Republican leaders had expressed confidence that once the "radical left" activists had their say at the polls, moderate lawmakers would have enough political cover to cave and reopen the government. President Donald Trump had been saying that Democrats were to blame for what is now the ...

      

      
        The Catholic Church and the Trump Administration Are Not Getting Along
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.In mid-October, Catholic clergy arrived at the doors of the makeshift ICE detention center in Broadview, Illinois, in hopes of bringing the Eucharist, the central sacrament of the faith, to those inside. As Father David Inczauskis walked alongside the procession, he felt a spark of hope: Maybe ICE really would allow a delegation from their group to offer Communion to people in federal custody. Hundreds of p...

      

      
        American Suburbs Have a Financial Secret
        Michael Waters

        One Sunday morning in March 1949, a group of nearly 300 people, clutching deck chairs and sleeping bags, lined up to buy new homes in what had, until recently, been a stretch of potato fields in central Long Island. They hoped to move to "fabulous Levittown," as its developer, William J. Levitt, had branded his creation: more than 17,000 gleaming houses in an all-white community with freshly dug wells and newly paved roads. But that was the extent of the neighborhood--Levitt's profits were in home...

      

      
        'None of This Is Good for Republicans'
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.President Donald Trump's gerrymandering war has never looked riskier for his party.Prodded by Trump, Republicans earlier this year launched an audacious plan to entrench their congressional majority by redrawing House-district maps to squeeze out Democrats--anywhere and everywhere they could. The gambit was an exercise in political power and, coming outside of the traditional decennial redistricting process,...

      

      
        Voters Who Oppose Wars of Choice Have Nowhere to Turn
        Conor Friedersdorf

        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.Barack Obama and Donald Trump have this in common: Both owe their political ascents in part to blunt attacks on leaders who sent America to war. Obama dubbed Iraq "a dumb war" before it began; by the time he defeated Hillary Clinton and John McCain in 2008, the war they had voted to authorize as senator...

      

      
        The Wonder of Watching People Run
        Mariana Labbate

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.My father runs almost every day. He started running on Sunday mornings (the only day of the week he didn't work) when I was in middle school, and he eventually graduated to 5Ks and half marathons. He spent years trying to convince me to join him, and he still dreams of us bonding over energy-gel brands and gait analysis. But running never gave me the feeling he describ...

      

      
        Zohran Mamdani Is About to Confront Reality
        Michael Powell

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Zohran Mamdani's grin was as magnetic as ever, his rhetoric soaring, as he began his victory speech Tuesday night by summoning the spirit of an American socialist who died 99 years ago. "The sun may have set over our city this evening, but as Eugene Debs once said, 'I can see the dawn of a better day for humanity,'" the mayor-elect of New York told his audience in Brooklyn.Mamdani's election was indeed cons...

      

      
        No, Women Aren't the Problem
        Sophie Gilbert

        Helen Andrews's essay "The Great Feminization" reached my feed on the same day that photos spread of the East Wing of the White House--the space traditionally reserved for the first lady and her staff--reduced to rubble. The spectacle was almost too on the nose: Here was the nexus of women's (limited) history within the executive branch, once home to Jacqueline Kennedy's Rose Garden and Laura Bush's restored movie theater, now totally demolished. Donald Trump has made clear his wishes to put a new ...

      

      
        Dick Cheney Didn't Care What You Thought
        Mark Leibovich

        Back when he was a House member from Wyoming, Dick Cheney was part of a congressional delegation that visited the Soviet Union in the 1980s. During a lull in the schedule, Cheney and his colleagues were sitting around trying to entertain themselves when one of their wives decided to administer personality tests. The results included professions for which the members would be well suited.Cheney's ideal job? A funeral director.I briefly worried that telling this story at this moment might be in poo...

      

      
        The Age of Anti-Social Media Is Here
        Damon Beres

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Since its founding, Facebook has described itself as a kind of public service that fosters relationships. In 2005, not long after the site's launch, its co-founder Mark Zuckerberg described the network as an "icebreaker" that would help you make friends. Facebook has since become Meta, with more grandiose ambitions, but its current mission statement is broadly similar: "Build the future of human connection an...

      

      
        Why Venezuela?
        Nancy A. Youssef

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.President Donald Trump gathered top advisers and military aides around the Resolute desk early last month, then patched in Richard Grenell, his envoy for Venezuela. On Trump's return to office, the president had given Grenell a clear mission: get a deal that would give U.S. companies access to Venezuela's enormous oil and mineral wealth and force tougher action on gangs and drugs. Grenell had made some headway, securing the release of Americ...

      

      
        How Trump Wants to Help Democrats
        Jonathan Chait

        The one Republican elected official who has a serious and workable plan to end the government shutdown is, surprisingly enough, Donald Trump. The president's idea is for the Senate to change its rules to allow the chamber to keep the government open with a majority vote, rather than to permit 41 senators to shut it down.To be sure, Trump has not always framed his argument in the most cogent way. In a recent post on X, he wrote, "TERMINATE THE FILIBUSTER, NOT JUST FOR THE SHUTDOWN, BUT FOR EVERYTH...

      

      
        No Politics Is Local
        David A. Graham

        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.You can't find many cliches hoarier than Tip O'Neill's rule that "all politics is local." A truism is supposed to be true, though. Does this one still hold?Tomorrow's elections make the case that the opposite is more accurate these days: No politics is local. In the Virginia and New Jersey governor's ra...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Sayings and Showgirls
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 1:25 p.m. ET on November 6, 2025.The 37-volume Naturalis Historia, written by the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder, is the world's earliest surviving encyclopedia. In the first century C.E., Pliny set out to collect the breadth of human knowledge, and millennia later, it's still a great document for learning a little bit about everything. It has chapters on sugar, Germany, the rainbow, Cesarean births, the art of painting, and hypothetical antipodes.It also makes del...

      

      
        Three Rules for a Lasting Happy Marriage
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.One of the Beatles' most beloved songs is "When I'm Sixty-Four," the second track on Side 2 of their groundbreaking 1967 album, Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band. It features a 24-year-old Paul McCartney singing to his lover, asking whether she will still love him in the distant future, when he is a hopelessly ancient and decrepit 64-year-old.
When I get older, losing my hair
Many years from ...

      

      
        Will 2026 Be a Fair Fight?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsGo ahead, Democrats. Congratulate yourselves on your multiple victories in this week's elections. Enjoy your parties. Indulge in fantasies about how big your tent can be, how many new presidential prospects now seem possible. But after that, brace yourselves, because Republicans may not be playing by the same rules a year from now.Since President Donald Trump took office for his second term--indeed, since his loss in 2020--...

      

      
        Can Mamdani Pull Off a Child-Care Miracle?
        Annie Lowrey

        Zohran Mamdani will be New York City's next mayor. The Queens assembly member has rocketed from local political obscurity to national political celebrity in less than a year, making bumper-stickery campaign promises aimed at alleviating the city's cost-of-living crisis. Fast, free buses. A freeze on rents. Municipal grocery stores. Universal child care.That last proposal has gotten little attention--perhaps because a relatively small sliver of New Yorkers would directly benefit, perhaps because th...

      

      
        America on the Brink of War With Venezuela
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about the coming Supreme Court battle over President Donald Trump's use of tariff powers. If the Court endorses Trump's claim that anything he deems an emergency allows him to impose tariffs, Frum argues the United States will face a constitutional crisis unlike any before. The president will, in effect, have staged a "constitutional coup," stripp...

      

      
        Seeing the World Up Close
        Alan Taylor

        (c) Douglas Gimesy / cupoty.comSplash. Shortlisted in the Animals category. A grey-headed flying fox makes a high-speed belly-dip in a pool of water.(c) Clay Bolt / cupoty.comOrchid Bee Colombia. Insects.(c) Marek Pal / cupoty.comSharp Bend. Insects.(c) Roman Willi / cupoty.comFrog in the wall. Animals.(c) Donald Bolak / cupoty.comRose Thorns. Plants. A macro shot of a single rose thorn.(c) Nataliia Shinkevich / cupoty.comSunrise. Arachnids.(c) Jacqueline Kirk / cupoty.comIsland Hare. Animals. A hare, seen on ...
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Marjorie Taylor Greene Knows Exactly What She's Doing

The "Jewish space lasers" lady may be positioning herself to lead the MAGA movement.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has been bucking the Republican party line with increasing frequency--standing with Democrats to demand that the Justice Department release the Epstein files, decrying the spike in health-care premiums, and holding love-ins with the hosts of The View. Many people are trying to get their heads around the fact that the "Jewish space lasers" lady is now a leading voice of heterodoxy and, at least intermittently, common sense.

The prevailing theory for this bout of independence is that Greene is angry at President Donald Trump for foiling her plans to run for Senate. "Here's some tea for you," explained Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, a longtime Greene antagonist, on social media this week: "The White House and Trumpland shut down Marjorie Taylor Greene's personal ambitions to run for Senate, and she has been on a revenge tour ever since." The journalist Tara Palmeri suggested in her newsletter, "As much as I'd like to believe Greene's recent critiques are born of sudden enlightenment--that it was just fearing that her adult sons will have to pay higher Obamacare premiums that changed her mind on health care or that she's suddenly opposed to mass deportations--the simpler, messier truth is often personal."

From the January/February 2023 issue: Why is Marjorie Taylor Greene like this?

Having initially judged Greene to be a wildly uninformed conspiracy theorist, I was similarly predisposed to dismiss her evolution as a kind of revenge for being slighted. But having listened closely to her commentary of late, I've concluded that she is up to something more interesting and strategic. Greene seems to have recognized that the president has broken faith with his own followers. That realization may also now be dawning on other Republicans after Tuesday's electoral mini-rout, but Greene not only saw it happening sooner; she began planning her future around it. She may be planning for a day when the MAGA movement is not led by Trump, or even by a member of his administration, but by a leader who can speak on behalf of its disgruntled base. Somebody like her.

When Greene announced in May that she wouldn't seek her party's nomination for Senate in Georgia next year, she insisted that Trump had not pressured her to stay out of the race. But Greene's rebellion against him began around the same time. It takes a lot for Trump to disqualify a loyal candidate, but Greene's history of conspiratorial claims--such as that 9/11 was an inside job, and that the Parkland and Sandy Hook shootings were staged--yielded polls that had her reportedly trailing incumbent Democratic Senator Jon Ossoff by double digits. Although Greene may have been diverted from her path to the Senate, she seems to have found an even bigger opportunity.

Her first major break with the administration came on the Epstein files. Right-wing activists devoted years to building up Jeffrey Epstein as not only a deviant and a monster but the beating heart of a nexus of dark power. It was odd, then, for Trump to suddenly declare the entire issue too boring even to merit discussion, let alone a full public disclosure.

Most of Trump's supporters eventually, if reluctantly, came around to his position. After initially demanding more information, Charlie Kirk announced in July, "Honestly, I'm done talking about Epstein for the time being. I'm going to trust my friends in the administration. I'm going to trust my friends in the government to do what needs to be done." Greene seemed to recognize that "trust my friends in the government" was not the most satisfying resolution to the saga that had gripped MAGA devotees, so she pounded the table for the files to come out.

Greene has also positioned herself as a vocal critic of Israel who has been willing to flirt with anti-Semitic conspiracy theories. She has voted to cut aid to Israel, including missile defense, and to protect the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement from a ban backed by fellow Republicans. She also praises right-wing influencers such as Tucker Carlson and Candace Owens, who have alienated much of the party establishment with their support for anti-Semitic ideas.

Greene's stances on these issues may be motivated by bigotry, but her views are consistent: She denounces most foreign aid, including to Israel, Ukraine, and Argentina, which is getting a $40 billion bailout from Trump. She has noticed that the party's base remains attached to "America First" nationalism, some of which is inflected with anti-Semitism. Trump stoked these sentiments and rode them to victory, but in office has straddled the divide between MAGA ideals and standard conservative policy goals, such as lower taxes for the rich and a muscular foreign policy.

Will Gottsegen: What's going on with Marjorie Taylor Greene?

The representative's most surprising act of deviation has come on health care. Democrats shut down the government to force Republicans to extend subsidies, without which premiums for health insurance bought through the Affordable Care Act marketplace will spike for millions of people. Republicans, still gripped by a dogmatic opposition to universal health care, have adamantly refused. Greene, however, has identified herself with the cause of constituents whose health insurance is suddenly unaffordable. "I'm absolutely disgusted that health insurance premiums will DOUBLE if the tax credits expire this year," she wrote on X in early October, but swiftly added, "Also, I think health insurance and all insurance is a scam, just be clear!" (Greene's views on the value of modern medicine are, well, idiosyncratic.)

Greene is essentially doing to Trump what Trump did to the Republican Party of George W. Bush: She is recognizing the gaping void between the values of the party's leaders and those of its followers, and ruthlessly exploiting it.

When Trump ran for president a decade ago, he grasped that, although conservative voters loyally followed the party's culture wars, they had little interest in the priorities of their leaders, such as a hawkish foreign policy and deep cuts to social welfare. When Trump denounced the Iraq War and curbs on Medicare and Social Security, his Republican rivals tried to paint him as a crypto-Democrat. Those attacks bounced off Trump, because the everyday needs of most Republican voters had diverged from the ideals of the party.

Greene seems to have stumbled onto the insight that Trump, despite his almost-theological hold on the base, has nonetheless betrayed it. Republican voters may not say they oppose aspects of Trump's agenda, or even admit it to themselves. But Trump has used their loyalty to advance a series of causes--a regressive tax cut, slashes to Medicaid and food stamps, a bailout for Argentina--that his voters, at best, are willing to abide or, at worst, quietly resent.

Greene's most shocking apostasy is her almost casual admission that Trump has not ended inflation and revived prosperity, as he routinely claims. "Prices have not come down at all," she told the podcaster Tim Dillon in October. "The job market is still extremely difficult. Wages have not gone up. Health-insurance premiums are going to go up. Car insurance goes up every year."

Those observations may sound heretical at a time when Trump continues to insist that America is at the dawn of a new Golden Age. But they reflect public sentiment, which is the reason that Trump's approval ratings have sagged, and that Democrats were able to run successfully everywhere on affordability in this week's elections.

Imagine a Republican presidential primary three years from now. If the economy is booming, the party's voters will probably crave the continuity promised by J. D. Vance. If inflation remains stubbornly high and the job market is still soft, or if the economy has plunged into outright recession, then matters will look different. The aperture will widen for a new populist MAGA leader who will carry out the promises Trump failed to fulfill. Greene appears to be making a bet on inheriting control of MAGA after a failed Trump presidency.

Greene has reportedly confided in colleagues that she has designs on the top office, apparently firm in the belief that she is "real MAGA and that the others have strayed." Yet when Dillon asked whether she wished to run for president in 2028, Greene demurred. "Do I know what that means two years down the road or four years down the road?" she mused. "I don't know what that means."

Perhaps she doesn't. But for a politician who may or may not know what she is doing, Greene is positioning herself for a future that, not long ago, would have appeared as absurd as a Trump presidency once did.
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The Opposite of Slop Politics

Zohran Mamdani ran an online campaign based on real people and a real message. It worked.

by Charlie Warzel

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




There are many fair questions following Zohran Mamdani's decisive victory. Will his campaign be a template for others? Will he be able or allowed to follow through on his campaign promises? Will the Democratic establishment accept that its future could look something like this proud 34-year-old democratic socialist? But there is at least one very clear takeaway, and it's best captured by one of the campaign's final videos.



It opens in the Bronx, five days after the 2024 election. Mamdani is holding a microphone in one hand and a handwritten sign in the other. It says Let's Talk Election. Most of the passersby don't bother to talk with him; the ones who do, at least the ones included in the video, speak about why they didn't vote ("I lost faith") or their decision to cast a ballot for Donald Trump. Mamdani listens with a furrowed brow.



Then the video cuts to October 29, just last week, in the same neighborhood. Mamdani is now one of the most famous politicians in the country; people dap him up, shake his hand, roll down their car windows for him. It's a brilliant piece of campaign material: The story is simply that, by going out and talking to people--by actually hearing them--Mamdani built a movement from nothing. He's had numerous viral videos over the past year, many of which reached me even here in western Washington, far from his constituency.



Mamdani didn't win solely because he was good at using the internet or courting fandoms. But his campaign did offer something unique and effective: Mamdani positioned himself as an inversion of our current political dysfunction. In an era of American politics that's becoming more and more defined by trolling, shamelessness, and cheap propaganda, Mamdani proved himself to be the anti-slop candidate.



Toward the end of the race, the campaign of Mamdani's major opponent, former New York Governor Andrew Cuomo, posted a racist AI-generated attack ad featuring "criminals for Zohran Mamdani." In the ad, Mamdani runs through the streets and eats rice with his hands as a domestic abuser, a pimp, and a drug dealer offer their support for the politician. The campaign quickly deleted the ad off its X account after the backlash, though it wasn't the only AI content from Cuomo's people. Mamdani called out the ads--not so much for their racism, but for their laziness. "In a city of world-class artists and production crew hunting for the next gig, Andrew Cuomo made a TV ad the same way he wrote his housing policy: with AI," he posted, referencing reports from April that Cuomo's campaign had used ChatGPT to write his housing plan. (The campaign claimed that it used the chatbot for research purposes.)



Politicians, most notably President Donald Trump, have gravitated toward posting AI-generated imagery for four reasons: It is cheap, requires little effort, attracts attention, and is a useful tool for illustrating their (often fictional) political agendas. Cuomo tried to put imagery to the concerns that Mamdani's detractors had based, I suppose, on his race, ethnicity, and previous comments about decriminalizing certain activities (and prostitution in particular). It didn't work.



Contrast that with Mamdani's campaign ads, which were made for the internet but grounded in the physical space of New York City. In an interview with Defector, Andrew Epstein, the campaign's creative director, said that Mamdani's videos were about "embedding Zohran in the kind of street-level life of New York City, putting him all over the city, interacting with people over the city in a million different contexts." The message of community appeared not only to resonate with younger voters who have felt estranged from politics and city life, but to draw them out and get them off their phones--to rally, to canvass, and to vote.



Many politicians now aim to attract attention by any means necessary. Trump's infamous AI-slop video of him in a fighter jet dumping feces on Americans protesting his administration is a great example. Mike Masnick of the Techdirt blog noted that these videos are "not a policy response. Not an attempt at dialogue. Not even a coherent defense of whatever decisions prompted the protests. Just a middle finger, dressed up as content, optimized for maximum engagement from his base and maximum rage from everyone else." This type of trolling is a bedrock principle of MAGA politics.

Read: Resistance is cringe--but it's also effective

But it's not limited to Trump or even Republicans. Most Democratic lawmakers have come off as feckless or awkward when it comes to generating attention online--they have what the writer Brian Beutler has dubbed a "terminal insecurity" that causes them to dodge, deflect, and pivot, rather than court controversy. In 2024, the Harris-Walz campaign seemed timid, participating in few press conferences and potentially adversarial interviews. In March, Walz told Politico, "We shouldn't have been playing this thing so safe." California Governor Gavin Newsom has found success essentially by parroting Trump's social-media style and obnoxious tone back at the president on X. And although it's good for engagement and cathartic for Democrats who are tired of Trump, holding a mirror up to the president's boorishness feels mostly like empty engagement farming.



Mamdani's campaign offered something different. In January, it posted a video addressing "Halalflation" in which Mamdani talks with street vendors about New York's food-cart-permit problem. Mamdani gets the vendors to explain that, because of a backlog in the process, they are having to rent licenses for tens of thousands of dollars above the city-permit rate. Without the surcharge, halal-cart food would be cheaper. The message is clear: The city has a bureaucratic problem that's hurting vendors and consumers, and nobody in City Hall cares enough to fix it. On X, Mamdani's post of the video has more than 19 million views; on YouTube, it has just under 420,000.



What works in New York may not work everywhere--the issues and people aren't the same. But the point is that Mamdani acknowledged and spoke to the humanity of his prospective constituents, and did so with considerable discipline in staying on message. Throughout the campaign, when attacked, Mamdani seemed to respond by doubling down, not against his opponent but in solidarity with the people being attacked. At a moment when the Democratic establishment was publicly questioning how vocal it ought to be about trans rights, Mamdani's campaign let it be known that he wasn't wavering: He released a video of him speaking about Sylvia Rivera, a trans activist who died in 2002. Not long after Cuomo laughed on a radio show after its host suggested that Mamdani, a Muslim, might cheer the 9/11 attacks if they happened today, Mamdani's campaign posted a video for Arabic-speaking voters in which Mamdani speaks the language fluently. Mamdani said in his victory speech Tuesday night: "I refuse to apologize for any of this."



Trump's America is an endless series of battles in which rampant bigotry, vicious attacks, lies, and propaganda from the right square off against a Democratic apparatus that still doesn't quite know how to handle an assault on democracy and once-agreed-upon norms. Institutional politicians have largely reacted with fear and insecurity, creating a leadership vacuum that has led to a sense that politics is a practice that gives a natural advantage to the most shameless actors. This has left some with the feeling that the cheapest, most craven campaign strategies end up being the most successful. In meaningful ways, Mamdani's campaign was a case study to prove whether a more optimistic and human approach could work in our political moment. He proved that it can.
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Parenting Is the Least of Her Worries

In <em>Die My Love</em>, a struggling new mom loves her child--but can't stand anyone else.

by Shirley Li

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




The film Die My Love takes place mostly in a remote farmhouse. Tucked away amid tall grasses and verdant woods in rural Montana, it seems idyllic. But Grace (played by Jennifer Lawrence) appears uncomfortable as soon as she sets foot inside her new home. She flops over like a rag doll while her boyfriend, Jackson (Robert Pattinson), explores the building, which he inherited from his uncle. Months later, she and Jackson have a baby. Grace becomes a doting mother, but the house becomes the subject of her wrath. She demolishes a mirror, claws at the bathroom wallpaper, and smashes through a glass door. Something about living in this place is breaking her mind.

At first glance, Grace resembles the type of mothers who have become a dominant cinematic presence in recent years--women portrayed as troubled about being a caregiver. This year has seen a spate of them: In the propulsive psychological dramedy If I Had Legs, I'd Kick You, Rose Byrne plays Linda, whose daughter has special needs; at the end of the film, after a series of escalating disasters, Linda throws herself repeatedly into the ocean as if hoping the waves will subsume her. In the horror movie Bring Her Back, Sally Hawkins depicts a grieving foster parent who goes to extreme lengths to remedy the mistakes she made as a mom. Even the mainstream studio movie One Battle After Another hinges on the intimate drama of caretaking, the story unspooling after a woman abandons her infant.

As someone who's lonely, caustic, and adrift, Grace may share some of those women's traits, but she's never at a loss about what to do with her child. Die My Love draws much of its raw power from Grace's love for her son, Harry; the director, Lynne Ramsay, a master at precisely conveying a character's inner life, creates a kaleidoscopic study of Grace's shattered headspace while showing how Harry serves as her lone anchor. The demands of being a mother, as a result, are only ever a red herring for Grace's pain--a significant change from the source material, a 2012 novel by Ariana Harwicz, in which the protagonist is much more detached from her baby. In a field of movies this year that dwell on women tormented by motherhood, Die My Love is the exception. Grace puts it well: "I don't have a problem attaching to my son," she says. "He's perfect. It's everything else that's fucked."

Read: The redemption of the bad mother

That "everything else" is, for Grace, hard to define. By avoiding the obvious culprit for her suffering--her identity as a new mother--Die My Love beckons the viewer closer, encouraging them to make sense of her. The film is packed with nods to what else is going on: She wants Jackson's attention but frequently lashes out at him when he's home. She indulges in barefoot walks with Harry while she wears flowy, flowery dresses, the picture of an earthy, grounded mother, but bristles at a store clerk who coos at Harry and compliments her. Again and again, Grace receives unsolicited parenting advice, some of which she quietly accepts, and some of which she dismisses with sharp retorts. Although those around her believe that Grace, an aspiring author who is unable to get started on her book, is immobilized by the weight of motherhood, what's actually happening seems to be much more complex. The ignored "voice within women," Betty Friedan wrote in The Feminine Mystique, yearns for "something more than my husband and my children and my home." But that's not true of Grace: She actually wants Jackson and Harry and a happy life with them. Maintaining a house in the woods seemed ideal, too; a peaceful locale was supposed to help her focus on the writing she'd intended to do.

As I watched Die My Love, I thought of what the director Maggie Gyllenhaal told me when we spoke about her movie The Lost Daughter, an adaptation of an Elena Ferrante novel in which a woman abandons her children for three years. Gyllenhaal explained that, to her, two types of mothers exist on-screen: the "fantasy mother," perfect in every way, and the "monstrous mother," who embarks on a redemption arc over the course of the story. Grace is neither, and yet also both at once. She bakes Harry's birthday cake and then slinks, catlike, across the front lawn with a knife in her hand. She dances before his carrier to cheer him up, but keeps him awake when she feels restless. Grace is in limbo, the film posits, mired in a crisis seemingly brought on by her inability to see herself as either archetype of a young mother. An early, pointed visual captures this idea: Months before she gives birth, Grace approaches the house and pauses just short of the entrance. She's framed through a series of doorways, simultaneously outside the walls and trapped within them.

Lawrence is superb at exemplifying Grace's confusion. She alternates fluidly between domestic tranquility and feral rage, often in the same scene. Even as Grace's grasp on reality seems to slip, her turbulence comes off as entirely natural; Lawrence's performance hints at years of built-up frustration about circumstances that her character can't bring herself to articulate. In Grace she unearths a primal fear: that a person can fail to understand herself--and, as such, perhaps can't be helped. Grace appears dazed when others pick up on her ache, and takes a perverse pleasure in Jackson's struggle to deal with her deteriorating mental health. Lawrence also finds a naivete to Grace's agony: After scrabbling so hard at the walls that her fingertips bleed, Grace acts like a wounded child, taken aback by her own strength. It's no wonder she's bonded so tightly with her equally guileless infant son.

Read: Enough with the mom guilt already

This isn't Ramsay's first portrait of a distraught parent. In the haunting 2011 drama We Need to Talk About Kevin, the director explored the psyche of a mother (Tilda Swinton) whose son committed a series of unspeakably violent crimes. The final scene is soundtracked by the Washington Phillips song "Mother's Last Word to Her Son"; it's an ironic pick that underlines the distance between the movie's lead characters. Phillips croons about a mother's bond with her child as Swinton walks off, her character freshly wrecked by a visit with her son in prison.

Die My Love also features a meaningful song choice. John Prine's duet with Iris Dement, "In Spite of Ourselves," comes on the car radio one day, and Grace insists on turning the volume up to sing along. Prine's and Dement's voices mix with Pattinson's and Lawrence's as they serenade each other about how they'll be together forever. It's a bouncy, sweet-sounding love song, but the lyrics are also full of eyebrow-raising digs: "He ain't too sharp, but he gets things done," and "She takes a lickin' and keeps on tickin'." The dissonance mirrors the film's loopy approach to Grace. Her troubles--sleepless nights, endless exhaustion--could simply be the result of young parenthood. But the truth is far more complicated: She loves her family--she really does. She just can't stand herself.
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Trump's Ozempic Deal Has a Major Flaw

Obesity drugs are still too expensive.

by Nicholas Florko

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




Donald Trump was giddy. In the Oval Office today, the president announced that he had secured a deal to dramatically slash the price of obesity drugs. Soon, Wegovy and Zepbound will be sold on a new website--dubbed TrumpRx--for only about $250 a month, a fraction of their current retail price of more than $1,000. "Did I do a good job?" Trump asked the assembled reporters. "Do you think Biden could have done this? I don't think so. "



In some ways, the announcement heralds a breakthrough in expanding access to some of the nation's most popular drugs. For years, millions of Americans have been priced out of these medications. Many private insurance plans do not cover these drugs, forcing people who want the weekly injections to pay out of pocket. The same situation has been playing out with Medicaid and Medicare. Only about a dozen states currently cover these obesity drugs for low-income Americans insured through Medicaid. And most seniors have been blocked from accessing the drugs, because Medicare is legally barred from covering weight-loss drugs.



Still, the announcement is more of a step forward than a leap. Both Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, the makers of Wegovy and Zepbound, respectively, already sell their drug directly to consumers for $499 a month. And most patients using TrumpRx won't actually pay $250 for these drugs, at least initially. The price will be closer to $350 (exact costs will vary by dose), although the companies have promised to drop the price over the next two years, administration officials told reporters earlier today. (Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly declined to comment for this story; the White House did not respond to my email.)

Read: The obesity-drug revolution is stalling

Patients are remarkably price sensitive when it comes to their medication--even when those drugs can mean the difference between life and death. A study from 2018 found, for example, that when out-of-pocket costs for cancer drugs were more than $100, a third of patients abandoned those prescriptions at the pharmacy counter. "Even at the lowest prices being offered by drug manufacturers, many people will struggle to pay out of pocket for these products," Stacie Dusetzina, an expert on drug-pricing policy at Vanderbilt University, told me.



Under Trump's deal, Medicare will now cover obesity drugs for the first time, allowing seniors to pay no more than $50 a month; the price for those insured by Medicaid will be even less. Even before today's announcement, though, Medicare could cover the drugs for other conditions that often accompany being overweight, such as diabetes and sleep apnea. The Trump administration is opening up eligibility to those with prediabetes or certain heart conditions, among other comorbidities. Meanwhile, only seniors with severe obesity will be able to access these drugs through Medicare solely because of their weight. Overall, the Trump administration anticipates that roughly 10 percent of Medicare enrollees will be eligible to access these drugs following the announcement. It's still unclear exactly what will happen with Medicaid. Coverage decisions ultimately rest not with the White House, but with the states.



What all of this means is that the biggest winners of today's announcement might be the patients who are so desperate to access these drugs that they are willing to pay out of pocket. That's only a small subset of patients. (A Novo Nordisk spokesperson told me before today's announcement that roughly 10 percent of patients currently pay its discounted cash price for Wegovy.) How much someone with insurance pays for these drugs depends on their health plan; Eli Lilly notes on its website that through private insurance, people can pay as little as $25 a month.



Another factor is at play. Soon, patients may not be clamoring for Wegovy or Zepbound like they were before. America is about to enter a new era of GLP-1 drugs: Eli Lilly is expected to imminently submit an application to the FDA requesting approval to sell a new GLP-1 pill for weight loss. Novo Nordisk's application for an oral pill is already pending before the FDA. As part of the deal with the government to cut prices, both companies were awarded vouchers that speed up the FDA's review of their drugs. The announcement includes a commitment from both companies to sell the starting dose of new oral GLP-1 drugs for about $150; the higher doses for Eli Lilly's drug will be capped at $399. (It's still unclear how much Novo Nordisk will charge for higher doses of its oral drug.) Eli Lilly is similarly developing a new injectable GLP-1, retatrutide, that appears to be even more effective than the current drugs on the market--and which the company confirmed is not currently included in its agreement with the White House.



In his announcement, Trump gave himself credit for driving a hard bargain with drugmakers. "You think it was easy dealing with these people?" he said today. "It wasn't." But these companies are getting something in return. Both Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk have made billions charging as much for these drugs as the market will allow. They're on the cusp of brand-new drugs that are sure to be profitable.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/11/trump-glp1-deal-wegovy-zepbound/684851/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



America Is Great When America Is Good

Those who believe in liberty and dignity must never give in to the forces arrayed against the things we hold dearest.

by Nancy Pelosi

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




As America approaches the 250th anniversary of its founding, I have returned again and again to the words of Thomas Paine, who advanced the cause of American freedom with a memorable call to action: The times have found us. 

The times had indeed found Paine, and the rest of our Founders, who summoned the courage to declare independence from a king; to win a war against the strongest empire in the world; and to write our Constitution (thank goodness they made it amendable). In the century that followed, the times found Abraham Lincoln, who saved our union by winning the Civil War. And now the times have found us once again.

In our own lives, and in the life of our nation, great good can come from great trials. But we also know this: Nothing we love ever comes easily. Ours is a nation forged by war and protest, in the loneliness of struggle and the slow work of centuries. We have always sought to perfect our union, even--especially--in the face of forces that seem too strong to ever overcome. This is another moment of extraordinary difficulty. It amazes me that so many people can endure so much suffering of others while doing nothing to address their needs.

It is easy to despair. I know this is the way millions of Americans feel now. Yet the story of this country is the story of patience in tribulation, and hope in the face of fear. What we choose to do in this hour of our history will determine the shape of America and the world for decades.

I am a child of America and a child of great religious faith. Both teach that there is no light without darkness. So what can we do? In the song of Saint Francis, the patron saint of my home city, we ask the Lord to make us an instrument of his peace. Where there is hatred, let us sow love. The way of Saint Francis, the way of soldiers and suffragists, the way of our beloved John Lewis--that must be our way, too. We the people must follow the Golden Rule: do unto others as you would have them do unto you.

That has always been who Americans are. Time and again, we have stepped up for our fellow Americans in times of need; expanded the definition of freedom to include more of us in it; and fended off tyrants seeking to take power away from the people. Once again, we will prove who we are through what we do in this precarious moment. And we can do so through actions both profound and personal. Our democracy depends as much on casting a ballot as lending a hand to a neighbor in need.

Those of us who believe in liberty and dignity, goodness and generosity, must never give in to the forces arrayed against the things we hold dearest. The battle can be exhausting, but it is a battle to which we are called by conscience and by love of country. This is the spirit that has motivated my decades of public service, through moments of great progress, great pain, and even great peril. Through it all, what kept me going were those lessons I learned as a child in Baltimore: to sow love and to help others. Those are unshakable responsibilities that all of us, as Americans, share. And as I soon begin my final year in Congress, I believe as fervently as ever that this must be our path forward.

America has always been a long-standing promise and an ongoing project. Decades of peace and prosperity made it tempting to believe that our democracy was self-sustaining--but in fact, it must be constantly tended to, strengthened, and defended. Democracy has been described as a horizon: unreachable, because inevitably our ambition for more freedom always grows.

So just as patriots launched a revolution against a king, turned the tide at Gettysburg, stormed the beaches of Normandy, and marched across the Edmund Pettus Bridge, we, too, must be patriots for our time. That means not just holding on to the rights and freedoms our fellow Americans have fought for, but refusing to surrender the courageous spirit that inspired them.

Yes, the times have found us once again. But generations past have always prevailed, and so shall we, for our faith in the goodness of America, and our commitment to the freedom we owe to our children, is what will always give us hope.
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Just When It Looked Like the Shutdown Might End

Election Day happened.

by Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




In the hours before Democrats' electoral victories Tuesday night, the end of the government shutdown seemed near. Several Democratic senators had spent the day quietly discussing a potential bipartisan settlement. Republican leaders had expressed confidence that once the "radical left" activists had their say at the polls, moderate lawmakers would have enough political cover to cave and reopen the government. President Donald Trump had been saying that Democrats were to blame for what is now the longest shutdown in U.S. history and would pay the price politically.

All of that changed as the vote totals rolled in. Democrats' resounding statewide victories in Virginia, New Jersey, Georgia, and elsewhere highlighted a more robust repudiation of Trump and his party than politicians from either side of the aisle had expected. Now both parties are recalibrating their shutdown strategies while the White House weighs a more direct role in cutting a deal. Any prospect of the government reopening this week appears to be slipping away.

Some Democrats feel like they have finally landed a clean punch after nine months of taking body blows from a pugilistic president. Letting up now, they are telling their more moderate colleagues, would be akin to surrender after voters gave their party its first burst of political moxie since Trump won a return ticket to the White House 12 months ago.
 
 "Democrats have looked pretty weak for most of this year and, over the last month, we have shown strength for the first time," Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut told us. Tuesday's results "are proof that people like it when Democrats stand up for what they believe in."

Even as back-channel negotiations among moderate Democrats and Republican senators quietly intensified, Murphy said it would be a "confusing" disservice to voters to cut a shutdown deal that fell short of the Democratic Party's original demands of extending health-care subsidies for millions of Americans. When we asked him if that meant Democrats should be prepared to withhold their votes even if doing so extended the government closure--and the associated missed paychecks, diminished food benefits, and airport chaos--until Thanksgiving, or even Christmas, he did not reject the idea outright.

"If we choose to get rolled by Donald Trump because the shutdown is hard, I worry that that's a significant step towards the ultimate unwinding of our democracy," Murphy said.

A meeting of Senate Democrats today pitted the views of those like Murphy against the perspectives of at least a dozen senators who have been trying to negotiate a compromise. Some of those lawmakers--under pressure from employee unions and other traditional allies who have raised alarms about how the shutdown is hurting a large number of Americans--have argued that Tuesday's election results offer a convenient opportunity to move on from the funding fight. Democrats emerged from the meeting saying that they were unified but offering little insight on their next steps.

The election results substantiated polling showing that Democrats' "emphasis on health care and costs was resoundingly supported by voters," Molly Murphy, a Democratic pollster, told us. Last week, she presented data to a group of dozens of House lawmakers highlighting that the party's decision to take a stand on health care was electorally popular. In the meeting, which was reported earlier by CNN's Jake Tapper, the lawmakers saw polling showing that a majority of voters thought that preventing huge spikes in health-care costs for millions of Americans was more important than ending the shutdown. Democrats have even more reason to believe that after Election Day, Murphy said.

Read: The missing president 

Trump's reaction to Tuesday's results is one reason Democrats feel that they have leverage to win the shutdown fight. A Trump aide, who requested anonymity to discuss private conversations, told us that the president viewed Tuesday's losses as the first real political setback of his second term--that to this point, in Trump's eyes, he had piled up political wins and largely outdueled Democrats with the help of a compliant Congress and courts.

"The president is angry. He only wants to see wins," the person said.

After previously welcoming the funding lapse as an "unprecedented opportunity" to slash the federal workforce and insisting that Democrats were "getting killed on the shutdown," the president appeared to publicly acknowledge that his party was getting the blame. "If you read the pollsters, the shutdown was a big factor, negative for Republicans," Trump told GOP senators yesterday. Democrats seized on a case of apparent regret from a president who wears Trump Was Right About Everything hats.

The rest of Trump's remarks showed little in the way of self-reflection. He sought to dodge any blame for the results, saying he was "honored" to hear that his name not appearing on the ballot had contributed to Republican defeats. After the press pool left the room, Trump reinforced his belief that the GOP was on the losing end of the shutdown debate and again called for Republican senators to end it by terminating the filibuster, an official in the room told us afterward.

But Senate Majority Leader John Thune--who on Tuesday had said he was "optimistic" that the shutdown was nearing its end--has made clear that he doesn't have the votes (or the desire) to get rid of the filibuster, no matter how often Trump demands it. "It's not happening," he told reporters yesterday in a rare moment when the GOP was willing to defy the president. Other Republicans also quietly noted that Trump was sidestepping responsibility after being MIA on domestic-policy matters in recent weeks. He didn't travel to Virginia or New Jersey to campaign with Republican candidates and has largely been disengaged from shutdown talks. Speaking in Miami yesterday, Trump blamed Republicans for not doing more to tout his economic agenda on the campaign trail.

Democrats say that Trump's plans to lower prices have failed, allowing them to focus their electoral message on affordability and Trump's shattering of norms--including his moves to dispatch masked ICE agents to target migrants, deploy the National Guard to American cities, and knock down the White House's East Wing for a massive new ballroom. (The construction project has taken up a large share of his focus lately.) But Trump's aides told us they believed that he would likely only double down on the policies he thinks were key to his 2024 victory, and that will keep his base happy.

Trump has told aides that although he welcomes the idea of intervening to make a deal on health-care subsidies, he believes the government needs to reopen first so that he can claim some sort of win.

Read: This could be how the shutdown ends

Meanwhile, the ramifications of a closed government continue to hurt a growing segment of the public. Food banks and nonprofits are straining for resources after millions of Americans have spent most of the past week without the food-stamp benefits that did not go out as scheduled on November 1. Military troops are slated to miss their first paycheck next week. Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy said yesterday that staff shortages will force dozens of airports--including major hubs such as Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International and Dallas-Fort Worth International--to close a portion of their airspace beginning tomorrow. Federal employees who are furloughed or on their second month of working without pay are experiencing severe harm, says Max Stier, the head of the Partnership for Public Service, a nonpartisan group that aims to strengthen the federal bureaucracy.

"This is an act of self-immolation," he told reporters yesterday. "And there are so many challenges in our world; we don't need this."

Russell Berman contributed reporting.
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The Catholic Church and the Trump Administration Are Not Getting Along

The religion's call to radical love can't countenance this much cruelty.

by Elizabeth Bruenig

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

In mid-October, Catholic clergy arrived at the doors of the makeshift ICE detention center in Broadview, Illinois, in hopes of bringing the Eucharist, the central sacrament of the faith, to those inside. As Father David Inczauskis walked alongside the procession, he felt a spark of hope: Maybe ICE really would allow a delegation from their group to offer Communion to people in federal custody. Hundreds of people walked with Inczauskis and fellow clergy, bearing signs invoking scriptural themes alongside images of the Virgin of Guadalupe, a dazzling icon of the Virgin Mary as she appeared to an Indigenous peasant in the 16th century in what is now Mexico. Some helped hold aloft the gold-and-white canopy that protected the monstrance, a vessel for displaying the body of Christ.

Catholics believe that the Eucharist is not a mere symbol but the actual flesh of Jesus, which appears to have meant nothing to ICE. "We had done all of this preparation for weeks. It seemed like we had done all the right things. We just prepared for every scenario," Inczauskis told me. "And we were told no, and we had to sit with that and the humiliation of that." On Saturday, Inczauskis walked with another procession to the same location--only this time minus a worshipper, he later told me, as ICE had in the meantime arrested one of the people who had held up a banner depicting the mother of God.

Luis Parrales: What the border-hawk Catholics get wrong

The procession was one of many such actions carried out by Catholics across the country, a sign of both Catholic solidarity with the targets of the Trump administration's deportation regime as well as the expanding conflict between President Donald Trump's policies and the Catholic faith. Although the MAGA movement is home to its share of outspoken Catholics (J. D. Vance, Steve Bannon, and Jack Posobiec, for example, as well as recent influxes of young converts) its anti-migrant attitude directly contradicts Church teaching about the dignity and love that the faithful owe to foreigners and refugees. Because the expulsion of immigrants is as central to the MAGA movement as the Catholic Church's insistence on universal human dignity is to its very Catholicity, the conflict between the two philosophies is significant and rapidly deepening. But the clash is not merely abstract; in Trump's America, it is now playing out on streets, in courtrooms, and in churches--directly affecting whether people are treated humanely or cruelly, whether their dignity is respected or brazenly denied.

Catholics nationwide have pushed back against Trump's immigration agenda, showing up at demonstrations and prayer vigils outside ICE facilities and continuing charitable work with migrants and refugees. Catholic clergy have become especially visible members of this resistance. Anna Marie Gallagher, the executive director of CLINIC, a Catholic immigration-law organization serving hundreds of thousands of immigrants a year, told me that priests and others have been accompanying immigrants to court check-ins, which ICE has used as an opportunity to round people up for summary deportation. In "some of our parishes or dioceses across the country," she said, "bishops and priests are going to court with people. And what we're seeing is that ICE is not necessarily detaining in high numbers in situations like that."

Some of these encounters have grown tense. Father Fabian Arias, a New York City priest who has joined immigrants in court for the past 20 years, was present on September 25 when an ICE official shoved a woman to the ground as she pleaded for answers about her husband, who had just been apprehended. Arias was disturbed by the scene, later telling Scripps News that he worries for the safety not only of the immigrant families he works with but also of their supporters.

Leaders higher up the Church hierarchy have likewise rejected Trump's anti-migrant mission and are fighting it. Earlier this year in San Diego, Bishop Michael Pham led a delegation of faith leaders to immigration court on World Refugee Day, after offering a homily explicitly addressing the Trump administration's treatment of migrants and refugees. "I believe most refugees, immigrants, and migrants over the years, whether documented or undocumented, come to the United States seeking opportunities for a better life and success," Pham, whose family fled South Vietnam in 1980, said. "It is concerning to observe the current situation in the United States," he added, noting that "families are being separated as a result of policy aimed at deporting people who are called criminal." Church officials have also adjusted spiritual expectations for Catholics facing the threat of deportation. Since ICE has been capturing people exiting churches after services, the Diocese of San Bernardino released its faithful from the obligation to attend Sunday Mass to help protect them from detention.

These are not the actions of a few rogue believers, but rather reflections of Church teaching. During the 12 years of Pope Francis's papacy, he repeatedly stressed themes of love and respect for migrants, making a point at the end of his life to address Trump's position on migration head-on. "I exhort all the faithful of the Catholic Church, and all men and women of good will, not to give in to narratives that discriminate against and cause unnecessary suffering to our migrant and refugee brothers and sisters," he wrote in a letter to the American bishops. "With charity and clarity we are all called to live in solidarity and fraternity, to build bridges that bring us ever closer together, to avoid walls of ignominy and to learn to give our lives as Jesus Christ gave his for the salvation of all."

Francis X. Rocca: The papacy is forever changed

Conservative Catholics hoped Pope Leo XIV would be a better ally to the right wing than Francis had been. But Leo has powerfully reaffirmed Francis's position on welcoming migrants and treating them with respect. "Someone who says I am against abortion but I am in agreement with the inhuman treatment of immigrants in the United States, I don't know if that's pro-life," Leo told journalists in September, suggesting that animosity toward immigrants is a violation of one of Catholicism's most sacred codes. Leo has since encouraged the American bishops to fiercely defend the dignity of newcomers to this country, and warned in an address late last month at the Vatican that "with the abuse of vulnerable migrants, we are witnessing, not the legitimate exercise of national sovereignty, but rather grave crimes committed or tolerated by the state."

Earlier this week, the pope had even harsher words for Americans carrying out Trump's agenda. "I think there's a deep reflection that needs to be made," he said, lamenting the fact that "many people who have lived for years and years and years, never causing problems, have been deeply affected by what's going on right now." Leo also insisted that American authorities allow pastors to see to the spiritual needs of detainees--a sign of support for initiatives like the Eucharistic procession to the Broadview detention center. (A journalist later solicited the White House for comment on the pope's statements, and was reportedly told that "the pope doesn't know what he's talking about.")

The Trump administration has rejected the Church's message altogether. In January, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops issued a statement condemning the administration's stated intention of pursuing immigrants at churches and schools, contending that "turning places of care, healing, and solace into places of fear and uncertainty for those in need, while endangering the trust between pastors, providers, educators and the people they serve, will not make our communities safer."

Confronted with their remarks on an episode of CBS's Face the Nation that same month, Vance accused the bishops of merely scheming to enrich themselves. "I was actually heartbroken by that statement," he said. "I think that the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops needs to actually look in the mirror a little bit and recognize that when they receive over $100 million to help resettle illegal immigrants, are they worried about humanitarian concerns? Or are they actually worried about their bottom line?" When Vance defended the administration's position on immigration during a Fox News interview in January, he invoked the ordo amoris, a Catholic concept that he said justifies loving immigrants less than Americans. Francis specifically chastised Vance in one of his final missives, writing, "The true ordo amoris that must be promoted is that which we discover by meditating constantly on the parable of the 'Good Samaritan,' that is, by meditating on the love that builds a fraternity open to all, without exception."

Elizabeth Bruenig: 'A very Christian concept'

Francis's pointed remarks pared the dispute down to its spiritual core: The Catholic faith in particular is explicitly meant to belong to everyone, regardless of ethnicity or nationality; the Church takes itself seriously as the body of Christ, which unites the faithful in a mystical blood relation. These bonds, and the universal offer of kinship, are the foundation upon which Catholic politics are built. Historically, critics of Catholicism have questioned whether American Catholics could be trusted to serve both Church and country, or whether they would privately maintain primary loyalty to the pope. (Thus John F. Kennedy swore in a 1960 address to the Greater Houston Ministerial Organization that he believed in an America "that is officially neither Catholic, Protestant nor Jewish; where no public official either requests or accepts instructions on public policy from the Pope, the National Council of Churches or any other ecclesiastical source.")

This notion has generally been treated as an anti-Catholic slander, but it's also more insightful than its originators may have known. Observant Catholics do have dual loyalties, and it seems obvious to me that one's religious duties preempt and surpass those due to one's nation or tribe, for the simple reason that one's place in eternity takes priority over one's place in this temporal world. The hope of any Catholic should be that the two sets of duties never conflict, and for everyday people they generally do not. But the Trump administration's "America First" philosophy actually has arrayed the demands of the faith against the intentions of the law of the land--and if America is first, then Christianity is second.

Christianity is a love story, and the love Christians are called to show their neighbors is not perfunctory and pale, but passionate and sincere. This is a tremendously difficult discipline--punishing, even, because tribalism comes so naturally to human beings, as do hatred and violence. Catholicism does not mandate open borders, but the scale and brutality of Trump's crackdown leave little for Catholics to endorse, and point toward a deepening rift between MAGA philosophy and Catholic belief, with heightening stakes and no clear terminus. Leaders inside the Church already recognize this, though conservative elected officials are doing their best not to. Speaking during a recent roundtable, El Paso Bishop Mark Seitz, an ally of Leo's, recently suggested that the time will come when Catholics considering cooperation with Trump's deportation regime will "have to make that difficult moral choice to say in conscience, 'I can no longer do this.'"
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American Suburbs Have a Financial Secret

Municipal bonds have become an unavoidable part of local governance--and their costs divide rich towns from poor ones.

by Michael Waters

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




One Sunday morning in March 1949, a group of nearly 300 people, clutching deck chairs and sleeping bags, lined up to buy new homes in what had, until recently, been a stretch of potato fields in central Long Island. They hoped to move to "fabulous Levittown," as its developer, William J. Levitt, had branded his creation: more than 17,000 gleaming houses in an all-white community with freshly dug wells and newly paved roads. But that was the extent of the neighborhood--Levitt's profits were in home sales, not city planning. In fact, his namesake had hardly any public infrastructure, and Levittown's new political leaders needed to come up with money for maintenance, trash, and schools. So they took a gamble and decided to enter the municipal-bond market.

Selling bonds--essentially issuing buyers an IOU, plus interest--is a quick way for a government to raise funds. You, or someone you know, probably own a U.S. Treasury bond. But institutional investors--a mix of insurance companies, mutual funds, and private-equity firms--buy bonds too, including from local governments and school districts. Cities get money up front, and buyers are assured that they'll turn a profit; this win-win proposition made many postwar suburbs take the plunge into the bond market. Throughout the 1950s, as private developers rapidly constructed new suburbs, school districts in Nassau County, where Levittown is located, increased their debt load by sixfold to meet the needs of their new residents. The problem was: Not every town and city was treated the same. Credit-rating agencies saw richer locales as very likely to repay their debts and gave them sweet deals on interest rates, which meant that these towns owed less to those who'd bought their bonds. The poorer places got shortchanged.

Municipal debt is a secret American pastime, defining--and dividing--suburbs across the United States. In his new book, Cracked Foundations: Debt and Inequality in Suburban America, the urban historian Michael Glass looks behind the marketing that attracted flocks of Americans to places like Levittown and uses debt as a lens through which to understand suburban disparities. The U.S. is one of the only countries in the world where municipalities raise money primarily through bonds, and their differential treatment on the private market has quietly driven inequality across the nation. Saddled with higher interest rates on their bonds, people in poor cities and towns today pay double the amount in property taxes, often suffer higher home-foreclosure rates, and wield paltrier education budgets compared with their wealthier counterparts. Major cities face the consequences of municipal bonds, too--Chicago famously leased its parking meters to investors in order to pay off its debts--but they employ teams of bond experts to negotiate the best terms. Small cities and towns, whose bond coordinator is often a single financial manager juggling dozens of other tasks, can do less to protect themselves from high interest rates.

Read: Liberal suburbs have their own border wall

America's cities have been taking on debt for more than 200 years. New York City issued one of the first municipal bonds in 1817 in order to bankroll the construction of the Erie Canal. Soon after, selling bonds became a popular way for new cities to attract railroads: They would offer to subsidize the cost of building a new train stop, but they needed cash to do it. By the 1950s, as Glass shows, neglectful developers left new suburbs with little choice but to fund their expansion via the bond market. Cities have only become more reliant on that debt since--especially after President Richard Nixon slashed federal aid to cities in the early 1970s. Although municipalities in other countries can borrow from their national government--Canada regularly provides localized loans to stimulate housing construction--American cities and towns usually don't have that luxury. Instead, they have found themselves playacting as entrepreneurs, courting private investment to fund basic services.

Over the course of a 30-year term, Glass estimates, the fees and interest on bonds add 30 to 60 percent in costs beyond the original borrowed amount. Every town pays extra, but some pay more than others. The math is both simple and opaque. Whenever a local government offers a bond for sale, the three major credit-rating agencies--Moody's, S&P, and Fitch--assess the government's likelihood of repayment. A municipality that seems certain to repay gets a high score; one with shakier prospects gets a weaker score. Investors then set interest rates based on these assessments. Think of the grade as a credit score for your city: The worse it is, the higher your interest rate, and the more you end up paying for pretty much everything.

Credit-rating agencies claim that they measure objective conditions, but they base their grades on factors--including median household income, tax revenue, and homeownership rates--that reward already-wealthy communities, and can create disparities based on the demographics of their residents. The UCLA professor Justin McBride, for example, recently sampled the credit ratings of small cities and towns across California, and concluded that the larger the white population was in a municipality, the better the credit rating that municipality received. Back in 1949, when Levittown first issued municipal bonds to fund its school system, Moody's analysts dismissed it as an "unseasoned residential area" with "an element of insecurity," Glass writes. Moody's assigned Levittown a "Baa" rating, which meant that the city was a "lower-medium grade" risk that warranted a 2.7 percent interest rate.

Meanwhile, Glass goes on to show, Moody's assigned nearby Great Neck, a wealthy enclave and the site of a major manufacturing plant, an A rating, resulting in an interest rate of 2.3 percent. Nearly a decade later, when Levittown officials issued bonds yet again, Moody's warned investors that the city was a "hazardous investment environment," and Levittown bonds were purchased at 4.3 percent. A few months later, Great Neck once again got a better deal--bonds at 3.5 percent. These minor rate differences continued to grow over time. On, say, a 10-year, $5 million bond, Levittown might theoretically end up paying close to $600,000 more to its creditors than Great Neck would.

Levittowners weren't naive. School officials wrote to the state of New York to request public aid for construction, Glass discovered in the state's education-department archives, but they received little support, which pushed them toward selling bonds to private buyers. By 1957, Levittown was spending 16 percent of its annual school budget on debt service, more than the salaries of all of its junior-high and high-school teachers combined. As Glass writes, "With each bond issue, Levittown and Great Neck grew further apart."

Read: What the suburb haters don't understand

In Long Island, Levittown--a mostly white, middle-class area--was far from the worst off. In 1976, the majority-Black hamlet of Roosevelt issued bonds to fund its schools. Roosevelt agreed to pay 11.25 percent in annual interest at a time when the median interest on other bonds was less than 7 percent. The money was a lifeline in the short term and devastating over time. To meet its debt payments, Roosevelt expected to raise its property taxes by 10 percent over the following decade. Many residents were forced to move out. Others, unable to pay, defaulted on their home. By 1980, people in Roosevelt were paying 11 percent more in property taxes than their neighbors in Great Neck were, even though Great Neck had four times more wealth. Persistent debt has only widened this gap in the decades since. Today, Glass notes, Great Neck has eight times more wealth than Roosevelt has, yet its residents pay 51 percent less in property taxes.

Debt is still quietly shaping the fortunes of small cities and towns across America. Public schools in particular have become so reliant on bond sales to fund salaries and services that overall school debt more than doubled from 2002 to 2019, rising to $500 billion. These bonds can take decades for a district to pay off: In one extreme case, a California school district ponied up $34.3 million in lifetime payments on a $16.7 million bond that it had taken out in 2005--more than double the amount it originally borrowed.

Disproportionately high property taxes are one telltale sign of a city trapped in a cycle of municipal debt, and so are weak public services--underfunded schools, underpaid teachers, aging recreation centers, sewer systems in need of an upgrade. Even overpolicing is downstream of these bonds. Consider, for instance, Ferguson, Missouri, which took on millions of dollars in debt in the 1960s and '70s to fund new infrastructure projects. Those payments proved incapacitating, and within a few decades, many of Ferguson's white citizens had fled, leaving a cohort of newly arrived Black residents to foot the bill. The city soon relied on a new revenue stream--aggressive ticketing, which so disproportionately affected Black residents that the Department of Justice investigated and, in 2015, found the practice discriminatory.

Read: The suburbs have become a Ponzi scheme

This bond debt is part of an American tradition of leaving public-service funding to private actors--and has become a primary vehicle of suburban inequality. In Disillusioned, published last year, the journalist Benjamin Herold tracks how the school district in his middle-class Pennsylvania suburb of Penn Hills ended up $172 million in debt, leading to mass furloughs, service reductions, and, inevitably, higher property taxes. Although Herold blames, in part, the "magical thinking" of the school board that approved the huge bonds in the first place, these administrators had only so many choices: Private debt has become an unavoidable part of local governance. As a solution, some advocates have suggested that the Federal Reserve lend money to school districts and municipalities at no interest (the Fed has, in the past, said it doesn't have the authority to do this). But until other options become available, poor cities and towns will just end up further and further behind, making bets they can never win.
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'None of This Is Good for Republicans'

Gerrymandering efforts look different after Election Day.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

President Donald Trump's gerrymandering war has never looked riskier for his party.

Prodded by Trump, Republicans earlier this year launched an audacious plan to entrench their congressional majority by redrawing House-district maps to squeeze out Democrats--anywhere and everywhere they could. The gambit was an exercise in political power and, coming outside of the traditional decennial redistricting process, without precedent in modern history.

Yet if Democrats feared not long ago that they would be locked out of a House majority, their decisive victories across the country last night have made them, arguably, the favorites heading into next year's midterm elections.

In California, an overwhelming majority voted to redistrict, essentially canceling out the five House seats that Republicans had thought they gained through redistricting in Texas over the summer. The GOP's steep losses farther east cast even more doubt on the wisdom of its redistricting push. Voters repudiated Republicans virtually across the board, handing Democrats convincing victories for the governorships of New Jersey and Virginia, important judicial and legislative races in Pennsylvania, and, for the first time in two decades, a pair of statewide elections in Georgia. In Virginia, the breadth of the Democrats' win gave them their largest majority in the state House of Delegates since 1989.

Read: The anti-MAGA majority reemerges 

For Democrats, the results were reminiscent of--and in many cases stronger than--the victories they posted during the 2017 elections, in Trump's first term, which presaged the wave that delivered them the House majority a year later. Even if the GOP's gerrymandering advantage nets the party a few additional seats, Democrats will have a narrower gap to overcome next year than they did eight years ago.

Among the constituencies that swung the hardest toward Democrats yesterday were Latinos, who helped power Trump's presidential win last year and were key to the GOP's redrawn congressional map in Texas. The Republicans' chances of flipping five additional House seats there rest in part on their holding Trump's gains among Latino voters. That was a questionable assumption from the start, the longtime GOP strategist Mike Madrid told me. It appears even shakier in light of Tuesday's election results; in New Jersey, for example, the state's three most heavily Latino counties moved sharply back to the left after swinging toward Trump in 2024.

"None of this is good for Republicans. It's all their own doing, though," Madrid said. Latinos in Texas border towns may vote differently in 2026 than Latinos in New Jersey did this year. But the anti-GOP shift in this week's elections could boost the Democrats' chances of winning two and possibly three of the five Texas seats that Republicans redrew in their favor, Madrid told me. It could also open up even more opportunities for Democrats, because to create the additional red-leaning seats, Republicans had to cut into previously safe GOP districts. "The problem is they're spreading their other districts thin as they're getting greedy," Madrid said.

Yesterday's election results could complicate both parties' plans to escalate their gerrymandering tit-for-tat across the country. In addition to their Texas effort, Republicans have enacted newly drawn congressional maps in Missouri and North Carolina that could yield them an additional House seat in each state. Florida legislators are eyeing a gerrymander that could boost the GOP's chances in multiple seats, although the state's significant proportion of Latino voters could pose similar redistricting challenges for Republicans there as those in Texas saw.

Internal opposition, however, has slowed the GOP's drive elsewhere. Ohio Republicans cut a deal with Democrats on revised districts that are more favorable for the GOP but not nearly as aggressive as some party leaders had advocated for. In Indiana, Republicans remain short of the votes they would need in the state legislature to gerrymander both of its House Democrats out of their seats, despite an intense pressure campaign from the White House. And just as polls were closing in eastern states last night, Kansas Republicans announced that they lacked support to call a special legislative session to redraw the House seat of Representative Sharice Davids, the lone Democrat in the state's congressional delegation.

Some Democrats, meanwhile, were emboldened by the success of California's Proposition 50, the ballot measure devised by Governor Gavin Newsom that temporarily redraws the state congressional map to target five Republican-held House seats and strengthen five additional swing districts represented by Democrats. With 75 percent of precincts reporting today, the referendum was leading by more than 25 points. (Republicans immediately filed a lawsuit to block the new California maps, as they had promised to do if Prop 50 passed.) The GOP's "biggest strategy for trying to steal the 2026 election is falling apart before their eyes," Ken Martin, the chair of the Democratic National Committee, told reporters on a conference call trumpeting the party's electoral wins.

Even before Democrats swept Virginia's elections last night, the party's state legislative majorities began a two-year process to gerrymander two or three Republicans out of their House seats in the 2026 elections. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries has pushed Democratic leaders in Illinois and Maryland to similarly redraw their state's congressional maps. But the effort has met resistance from some Democratic lawmakers.

In Maryland, the state Senate president, Bill Ferguson, used the party's electoral success yesterday to argue against an attempt to draw a new map that would likely give Democrats all eight of its House seats. (Republicans currently hold one.) "Tonight's resounding Democratic victory shows we don't need to rig the system to win," Ferguson wrote on X. His comment earned a sharp rebuttal from his counterpart in neighboring Virginia, the state Senate president pro tempore, L. Louise Lucas. "Get our victory in Virginia out of your mouth while you echo MAGA talking points," she posted this afternoon. "Grow a pair and stand up to this President. This is just embarrassing."

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back'

Martin said he hoped Tuesday's election results, and especially the Prop 50 vote in California, would "send a chilling effect to Republicans" who are trying to gerrymander more states. "It's not going to net you enough seats to guarantee that you're going to control the U.S. House next year," he said. "So knock it off now."

There was no signal from Republicans that they planned to abandon their efforts. Although Trump voiced disappointment in the election results, other party leaders dismissed them. "There's no surprises. What happened last night was blue states and blue cities voted blue," House Speaker Mike Johnson told reporters outside the Capitol. "Off-year elections are not indicative of what's to come." (The speaker had a different interpretation of the off-year elections four years ago, when they went the GOP's way: "RED WAVE is coming," Johnson posted then.)

One GOP strategist, who was granted anonymity to candidly assess the party's performance, told me that yesterday's results were "a wake-up call." But the strategist said Republicans remained "full-steam ahead" on their redistricting push in Florida.

Madrid said the elections should send each party a message on redistricting. Republicans should "pause and stop and contemplate. Say, 'Wait a second. Maybe we made a mistake here.'" At the same time, Democrats should understand, he said, that they can win elections at the ballot box without sacrificing the moral high ground on gerrymandering. Madrid wasn't optimistic, however: "There's a lesson for both parties in this, and neither one of them will learn it."
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Voters Who Oppose Wars of Choice Have Nowhere to Turn

Anti-war Americans keep rejecting establishment hawks, only to see the supposed alternatives deploy force unilaterally.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




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.

Barack Obama and Donald Trump have this in common: Both owe their political ascents in part to blunt attacks on leaders who sent America to war. Obama dubbed Iraq "a dumb war" before it began; by the time he defeated Hillary Clinton and John McCain in 2008, the war they had voted to authorize as senators had become unpopular. Eight years later, when Trump was first seeking the presidency, many Republicans continued to defend George W. Bush's foreign policy. He broke with GOP orthodoxy, declaring that "the war in Iraq was a big fat mistake" and advocating for an "America First" foreign policy.

Yet both presidents took a different approach in office. After denigrating the judgment of Iraq War hawks, Obama appointed Clinton as his first secretary of state, and she became the top official urging him to wage the 2011 war in Libya that yielded regime change. Trump chose the Iraq War supporter John Bolton as one of his first-term national security advisers, failed to end the war in Afghanistan, and picked Marco Rubio, a hawkish interventionist, as his second-term secretary of state. Now, The Wall Street Journal reports, Rubio is "the top official" behind a pressure campaign against the Nicolas Maduro regime in Venezuela. (The White House has denied that Rubio is driving Venezuela policy.) And last Saturday, Trump himself said that the United States is preparing for possible military action in Nigeria because, in his telling, the government of the religiously divided nation of 232.7 million is not doing enough to prevent Islamist militias from killing Christians.

American voters are in no mood for new wars of choice. Although majorities don't seem bothered by the administration's strikes on alleged drug boats off the coast of Venezuela, a full-blown war is another story: In polling on Venezuela, YouGov found that 55 percent of Americans "would oppose the U.S. invading Venezuela," while just 15 percent would support it (the rest were unsure); 46 percent "would oppose a military overthrow of Maduro," while only 18 percent would support it.

But for more than two decades, voters who oppose wars of choice have had nowhere to turn. In post-2004 presidential races, anti-war Americans keep rejecting establishment hawks, only to see the supposed alternatives empower hawkish advisers and deploy force unilaterally. Congress shares the blame: Legislators committed to protecting and defending their enumerated powers could have impeached several post-World War II presidents for usurping Article I and the War Powers Resolution of 1973, which was designed to limit the president's ability to initiate war unilaterally. Instead, presidents face no consequences for doing so. Obama took military action in Libya without congressional authorization. Trump unilaterally ordered strikes against Syria in his first term and Iran in his second. And congressional inaction may enable yet more risky wars started by Trump, public opinion be damned.

Trump has authorized the CIA to conduct covert operations in Venezuela. He has suggested that Maduro's days are numbered and has a $50 million bounty out for his arrest. And although the administration reportedly told Congress yesterday that it currently doesn't have legal justification for land strikes, it hasn't ruled out future operations. The hawkish faction that Trump is empowering has also floated the possibility of land operations in multiple Latin American countries. "I think President Trump's made a decision that Maduro, the leader of Venezuela, is an indicted drug trafficker, that it's time for him to go, that Venezuela and Colombia have been safe havens for narco-terrorists for too long," Senator Lindsey Graham told Face the Nation late last month. The Pentagon has moved warships, an attack submarine, fighter jets, drones, and Special Forces teams into the region; ground operations against drug cartels in Mexico are reportedly being considered too.

Trump and other administration officials seem to believe that Maduro's ouster could be good for America, reasoning that it could improve American access to the country's oil and weaken its drug gangs. But the foreign-policy analysts Evan Cooper and Alessandro Perri of the Stimson Center, an international-security think tank, argue that "the Trump administration's approach is strategically unsound, risking increased regional instability and hostility towards the United States." A direct attack on Venezuela would fuel anti-American sentiment throughout the region, they say, advantaging China as it vies with the U.S. for influence there. Armed groups would initiate guerrilla attacks to resist any attempt at removing Maduro, they warn, and if regime change succeeds, chaos would likely threaten peace and anti-drug efforts in neighboring countries. War, they say, would exacerbate the dire economic conditions that "have led 7.7 million to leave the country since 2014."

Trump, of course, is prone to changing his mind and contradicting himself: He told 60 Minutes recently that a full-out war against Venezuela was unlikely, even as he appeared to threaten Maduro. Whatever Trump may decide, he should not be able to initiate war unilaterally. No one person should. These sorts of wars of choice, which have uncertain outcomes and huge potential downsides, are precisely the kinds of conflicts Congress was created to study, debate, and vote on. Even in the case of Iraq, when congressional deliberation led to the approval of a war most Americans came to regret, the House and Senate votes at least gave citizens a chance to hold their representatives accountable.

As a second-term president, Trump doesn't have to face voters again. But just as Obama's hawkishness fueled the anti-establishment populism that helped Trump get elected, a Trump-administration invasion of Venezuela or Nigeria could further incense and radicalize America's anti-interventionist voters, who keep backing politicians they perceive as opposing wars of choice only to see them wage new ones.

Related:

	Venezuela's grim prospect
 	What won't Congress let Trump get away with?
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Today's News

	The Federal Aviation Administration is preparing to implement nationwide air-traffic reductions starting tomorrow, potentially affecting up to 40 major airports as air traffic controllers continue to be short-staffed. The cuts could cause widespread flight delays and cancellations.
 	President Donald Trump announced a deal with Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk to cut prices for GLP-1 drugs such as Wegovy and Zepbound to as little as $149 a month, and to expand Medicare and Medicaid coverage of them.
 	The Supreme Court has allowed the Trump administration to keep in place, for now, a rule requiring passports to list sex as shown on a person's birth certificate.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Mariana Labbate digs through The Atlantic's archives to explore how marathons have united people for more than a century.
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America Is Great When America Is Good

By Nancy Pelosi

As America approaches the 250th anniversary of its founding, I have returned again and again to the words of Thomas Paine, who advanced the cause of American freedom with a memorable call to action: The times have found us.
 The times had indeed found Paine, and the rest of our Founders, who summoned the courage to declare independence from a king; to win a war against the strongest empire in the world; and to write our Constitution (thank goodness they made it amendable). In the century that followed, the times found Abraham Lincoln, who saved our union by winning the Civil War. And now the times have found us once again.


Read the full article.
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Explore. America is rapidly becoming the manosphere, but sure, let's go after the "feminization" of culture, Sophie Gilbert writes.
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The Wonder of Watching People Run

Marathons have gathered strangers for more than a century now.

by Mariana Labbate

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.

My father runs almost every day. He started running on Sunday mornings (the only day of the week he didn't work) when I was in middle school, and he eventually graduated to 5Ks and half marathons. He spent years trying to convince me to join him, and he still dreams of us bonding over energy-gel brands and gait analysis. But running never gave me the feeling he described: fulfillment, a moment of calm. I've never felt the gravitational pull that draws people to train for months, enduring shin splints and bleeding toenails, all for a so-called runner's high.

Then, in 2021, I witnessed the New York City Marathon. The race snakes through all five boroughs and is the most attended marathon in the world; more than 54,000 runners complete it every year, and an estimated 2 million people spectate. It's become an annual ritual for me to watch the marathoners from behind the street barricades. I've seen parents running to their kids, lovers sprinting toward a kiss, and friends handing a runner a beer so they can shotgun it together. I've seen people on fire escapes playing DJ sets at 8 a.m., and kids giggling as brightly colored sneakers sprint by.

Feats of endurance throughout history often elicit this selfless feeling of joy. In 1896, the first modern Olympic Games staged the first marathon race. Despite its unusual length, which a French newspaper called "contrary to all principles of sport and of hygiene," roughly "100,000 people--the largest crowd of the Games and one of the largest peacetime crowds in human history to that point--jammed into and around the Panathenaic Stadium to await the exhausted runners," Joshua Benton wrote in The Atlantic last year.

"People went into delirium" when the marathon winner, Spyridon Louis, a Greek water carrier, ran into the stadium, according to the American hurdler Thomas P. Curtis, who won gold at the 1896 games and later published an account of his experience in The Atlantic. "Thousands of white pigeons, which had been hidden in boxes under the seats, were released in all parts of the stadium. The handclapping was tremendous."

Marathons have gathered us for more than a century now, and there is no shortage of declarations in The Atlantic's archives about the sense of purpose that running provides. "I like the feeling of my feet hitting the ground and the wind in my hair. I like to remember that I'm still alive, and that I survived my cancer," Nicholas Thompson, The Atlantic's CEO, recently wrote. "I think it makes me better at my job. But really I run because of my father."

Thompson's marathons marked significant moments in his life: a new job, his cancer diagnosis and remission, the start of fatherhood. These races are milestones, and that's a big part of their appeal. "For many of today's 20-somethings, the traditional markers of maturity (marriage, kids, a stable career, homeownership) have become harder to reach," Maggie Mertens wrote in The Atlantic last year. "When other big life milestones seem elusive, a marathon, though extreme, can feel like a surer route to finding meaning"--all reasons why the number of young marathoners is on the rise. (I once watched a friend of mine frantically sign up for her first half marathon in a surge of inspiration as runners flew by us in New York.)

Some runners--"marathon elitists," as Lane Wallace called them in a 2009 Atlantic story--worry that the race has lost meaning by becoming more mainstream. But participation by runners and audiences is ultimately what sustains the sport. When Donald Arthur, a man who had run more than 30 marathons by 2009, was asked which one was his favorite, he replied, "Oh, New York!" There are "all those people, cheering you on! I wave at them, and they wave back, and it's like nothing else." Each year I go, the weather is forgiving, the subway is full of love letters in the form of cardboard signs, and thousands of volunteers line up in all five boroughs to reach out to a stranger and hand them a cup of water.

I have to agree: It's like nothing else.
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Zohran Mamdani Is About to Confront Reality

The new mayor will face enormous challenges and needs to prove quickly that he is up for them.

by Michael Powell

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Zohran Mamdani's grin was as magnetic as ever, his rhetoric soaring, as he began his victory speech Tuesday night by summoning the spirit of an American socialist who died 99 years ago. "The sun may have set over our city this evening, but as Eugene Debs once said, 'I can see the dawn of a better day for humanity,'" the mayor-elect of New York told his audience in Brooklyn.

Mamdani's election was indeed consequential. A democratic socialist, he is among New York's youngest mayors ever, and its first Muslim and South Asian leader. His margin--he claimed 50.4 percent of the vote--fell short of grand. But this election saw remarkable turnout. Mamdani was the first New York mayoral candidate to gain more than 1 million votes since 1969. Andrew Cuomo, even in defeat, received more votes than any victorious mayor since 1993.

Yet for all Mamdani's success in organizing and inspiring volunteers and voters, he will govern in a perilous landscape, and he will need to prove his bona fides quickly.

Read: The anti-MAGA majority reemerges

Mamdani's campaign was marked by his audacious, sometimes improbable proposals. He and his supporters often bridled at those who shook their heads and said that the numbers behind those proposals did not scratch out. But on Tuesday he doubled down. "This will be an age where New Yorkers expect from their leaders a bold vision of what we will achieve," he said, "rather than a list of excuses." He spoke again of freezing rents for rent-stabilized apartments, making buses fast and free, and providing universal child care. Notably, he left out his campaign promises to deliver cheap, city-run grocery stores (a City Department of Supermarket Affairs?) and more low-income housing than the city appears to have money for.

Watching the speech on TV, I felt the yearning--his and that of the crowd--for transformational change but whispered to myself: Vaya con Dios, Zohran.

Mamdani's challenges are steep, particularly for a leader who has never run anything bigger than a five-person assemblyman's office. Much as he might enjoy lashing out at the city's billionaires--"The billionaire class has sought to convince those making $30 an hour that their enemies are those earning $20 an hour," he said in his victory speech--this cohort controls businesses with tens of thousands of employees and fills city coffers with its taxes. If even a handful of extremely wealthy individuals leave, that means a lot less revenue for Mamdani's wish list. Recreationally warring with them is ill-advised. Many New Yorkers in the city's large and influential Jewish community are also deeply suspicious of Mamdani because of his opposition to Israel and Zionism, and he can't afford to alienate them any more than he already has.

At the same time, managing his political base could prove tricky. Mamdani is a proud member of the Democratic Socialists of America, a formidable and tetchy group that adores its champions, even as it punishes those who deviate. At the DSA's national convention two years ago, Mamdani explained how the socialist legislators in the New York statehouse survived by observing an allegiance to the DSA that distinguished them from less ideologically disciplined Democrats. Without that commitment to DSA orthodoxy, he said, "You will start to rationalize that which you initially rebelled against."

Those, however, were the words of a back-bench state assemblyman. As mayor, Mamdani will inevitably need to compromise and make deals, and the DSA faithful in New York are not infinitely patient. Only a few years ago, they canceled a talk by the noted Black socialist scholar Adolph Reed because his planned topic--he intended to argue that the left's emphasis on the disproportionate impact of COVID on Black people undermined its own agenda--caused a backlash among some DSA members. Last year, the national DSA withdrew its endorsement of Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, by far its best-known standard-bearer. Among her heresies was that she had affirmed Israel's right to exist and signed a press release supporting anti-missile systems for the country to defend its civilian population. (The New York City chapter of DSA endorsed Ocasio-Cortez.)

Another problem is the ever vengeful Donald Trump, who has loosed the National Guard and masked ICE agents on one Democratic-run city after another (or tried to), and who has his eyes on New York, his hometown. Mamdani in his victory speech took declamatory swings at the president. "Donald Trump, since I know you're watching, I have four words for you: Turn the volume up." His words were brave and chesty. But Trump can make New York City bleed in many dozens of ways. For Mamdani, charting a path through the chaos might require tempering confrontation with compromise.

How can he achieve the transformational change he's promised while managing all this? His best bet might be cutting the deals needed to get one quick, early win, to demonstrate that his aspirations can yield concrete achievement. Perhaps his focus should be the proposal for free municipal buses. This is no small task. The city's buses carry an average of 1.4 million passengers per weekday and cost $700 million a year. The state-run MTA oversees buses and subways in New York City, which means that Mamdani will need to persuade the centrist Democratic governor, Kathy Hochul, to help him, and she has resisted raising taxes on the rich.

Roge Karma: Mamdani has a point about rent control

Hochul and Mamdani have a nascent political relationship born of her endorsement of him after he won the Democratic primary this summer. (Senator Chuck Schumer, by contrast, never endorsed anyone in the mayoral race.) Some of Mamdani's followers drowned out the governor with cries of "Tax the rich!" when she attended one of his rallies last week. But Mamdani held her hand aloft that night. Now he has something to trade for her help. Hochul is expected to face an opponent from the left in next year's Democratic primary, and Mamdani's praise--or even his artful neutrality--could prove invaluable to her. Might he trade that chip in seeking Hochul's acceptance of new taxes to underwrite free buses?

Alternatively, Mamdani could focus on expanding day care. In 2014, Mayor Bill de Blasio opened his first term by persuading then-Governor Cuomo to fund universal prekindergarten. Mamdani would like to cover every New York child from age six weeks to 5 years old, while boosting child-care-worker wages to match those of public-school teachers. This would be, he says, transformative. It would also be extremely expensive and require the state to approve a tax increase. Again, in the hands of a nimble mayor, perhaps there's a compromise to be made.

Yet in remarks since his victory on Tuesday, Mamdani has sounded not-so-conciliatory, and has revealed hints of a serrated edge. In his Election Night speech, he dismissed his vanquished opponent Cuomo in a sentence: "Let tonight be the final time I utter his name."

Mamdani could do worse than to pay attention to another combative politician, Senator Bernie Sanders, who played the role of mentor throughout Mamdani's campaign. Many years ago, I covered Sanders when he was mayor of Burlington, Vermont. His office was dominated by a large black-and-white photo of Eugene Debs. And he was a battler, befriending Sandinistas and denouncing Ronald Reagan. But Sanders also balanced budgets and championed affordable housing, and when the snow fell, he went out and rode the city plows and joked with sanitation workers and police officers. Perhaps that was not as emotionally satisfying as dueling with a mercurial and dangerous president might be. But for the working people of Burlington, the city basically worked, and Sanders reaped the rewards.

Mamdani might keep that in mind in the months to come.
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No, Women Aren't the Problem

America is rapidly becoming the manosphere, but sure, let's go after the "feminization" of culture.

by Sophie Gilbert

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




Helen Andrews's essay "The Great Feminization" reached my feed on the same day that photos spread of the East Wing of the White House--the space traditionally reserved for the first lady and her staff--reduced to rubble. The spectacle was almost too on the nose: Here was the nexus of women's (limited) history within the executive branch, once home to Jacqueline Kennedy's Rose Garden and Laura Bush's restored movie theater, now totally demolished. Donald Trump has made clear his wishes to put a new ballroom in the East Wing's place. But his planned additions to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue also include the installation of an Ultimate Fighting Championship octagon for America's 250th birthday celebration. (The former UFC star Conor McGregor, an Irishman whose Wikipedia subsection for "Rape and Sexual Assault Cases" is 982 words long, was personally hosted by the president in the Oval Office in March.)

So ... about that great feminization. Andrews's thesis, published by the online magazine Compact, is that everything wrong with institutions in America comes down to the growing influence of women. Women, she argues, have implemented "wokeness" across the land, and her evidence for this is the outrage over Larry Summers's comments about whether women might have less natural aptitude for math and science, which led to his resignation as president of Harvard University in 2006. Her 3,400-word essay seems to assert that wokeness is inherently feminine, prizing "empathy over rationality, safety over risk, cohesion over competition," and that women--with all our feelings and conflict avoidance--are ruining the nation's most fundamental institutions. If women continue to make inroads, she argues, adding to the ranks of doctors and lawyers and judges and businesspeople, then the "eruption of insanity in 2020"--by which she means the mass protests and efforts to address racial inequality following the death of George Floyd--"was just a small taste of what the future holds."

"The Great Feminization" catastrophizes wildly about the future, presumably because what's happening in the present utterly undermines its central thesis. Eighty-five percent of Republicans in Congress are men. From January to August, an estimated 212,000 women left the American workforce while 44,000 men gained jobs; Black women are being disproportionately--perhaps even intentionally--excised from the federal workforce. According to a new assessment from The Ankler, only four of the top 100 American films in 2025 so far have been directed or co-directed by women. Democrats are currently so desperate for strong male role models to promote as candidates that they're all tangled up over whether a burly Maine oysterman's Nazi-symbol tattoo is defensible. As for emotions run wild, Cabinet members brawl in public like rhesus monkeys on HGH: In September, the Treasury secretary, Scott Bessent, reportedly told the Federal Housing Finance Agency director, Bill Pulte, "I'm gonna punch you in your fucking face," because Bessent heard Pulte had been talking to Trump about him behind his back. (The anecdote slightly refutes Andrews's argument that men "wage conflict openly while women covertly undermine or ostracize their enemies.") Also in September, the "secretary of war," Pete Hegseth, summoned all of the nation's generals to Washington and gave an erratic lecture about facial hair and implementing a "male standard" for combat roles. In April, a Fox News chyron called Trump's tariffs "manly" as a roundtable discussed whether they might even be able to reverse the crisis of masculinity, presumably by making soybean farmers so poor that they have to join ICE for the signing bonus.

Sophie Gilbert: Misogyny comes roaring back

With respect to Andrews, in the midst of all this--the testosterone-addled executive branch, but also the supplicant legislative and compromised judiciary that are bending to its will--her essay comes across as someone watching a tsunami roll over a coastal city and complaining about trash collection. Maybe this particular era, with masked officers (overwhelmingly male, at least as far as anyone can tell from bystander footage) deploying tear gas as families were assembling for a Halloween parade, isn't the optimal moment to do a head count of the number of women at The New York Times and extrapolate end times for the Age of Reason.

To me, it's much easier to see that what's really wrong with American culture right now is the slow-drip infusion of toxic masculinity it's been receiving since 2016, the year of the "Grab 'em by the pussy" leak, and "Trump that bitch," and "Such a nasty woman." It certainly requires less cherry-picking, less abstract philosophical hand-wringing. The political reality in 2025 is that our government is as stereotypically masculine as a dick-measuring contest in a weight room, as in thrall to performative aggression as an illegal cage fight. Outside of politics, in what stands for culture, America's favorite national pastimes seem to be gambling, weed, gaming, and Joe Rogan. Women still read more than men do, but inevitably get scolded when they do--by Compact magazine!--for not giving enough attention to the "vanishing white male writer."

The fact that Andrews's arguments are selective and not backed up by evidence hasn't bothered her primary audience, whom she must have known would jump on any opportunity to blame American decline on women. More than 200,000 people have watched the original speech that inspired the essay, "Overcoming the Feminization of Culture," which Andrews delivered at the National Conservatism Conference on September 2. (For what it's worth, 89 percent of its speakers were men.) On X, people who'd only recently been calling for the Cracker Barrel CEO to be fired after the chain's attempt at a modernized logo rebrand celebrated Andrews's piece, with its bold acknowledgment that men are predisposed to "reconciling with opponents and learning to live in peace." (Cancellation is apparently feminine--just don't tell that to J. D. Vance, who urged citizens to try to get people fired for criticizing Charlie Kirk after his assassination.) There was particular approval for Andrews's zingy observation that "women can sue their bosses for running a workplace that feels like a fraternity house, but men can't sue when their workplace feels like a Montessori kindergarten." Which, to me at least, actually makes sense! Because one has historically incubated rape culture and hierarchical violence while the other tries to foster independent thinking and self-expression via finger paints.

Much of "The Great Feminization" is drawn from an anonymous 2019 blog post theorizing that the increased participation of women in public life had led to an insufferable "shift away from reason and logic in American public discourse." Andrews is particularly worried about the law: "All of us depend on a functioning legal system," she writes, "and to be blunt, the rule of law will not survive the legal profession becoming majority female." I'd counter that it might, but we likely won't find out, given that it seems fated not to survive past next month what with the pardoning of people financially involved with the Trump family, the targeting of political enemies with amateurish lawsuits, and the extrajudicial killings of dozens of people off the coast of Venezuela. Maybe a "feminized legal system," as Andrews writes, would end up prioritizing squishy empathy over starchy precedent, but it's hard to make that argument when precedent itself has already been so thoroughly steamrolled.

Andrews wants us to know that she's not opposed to women, per se. "The problem," she writes, "is not that women are less talented than men or even that female modes of interaction are inferior in any objective sense. The problem is that female modes of interaction are not well suited to accomplishing the goals of many major institutions."

This is an assertion so bold and so unproven that it made me gasp. For thousands of years, men in power have been responsible for catastrophe after genocide after unnatural disaster. If you wanted, you could blame masculinity for these atrocities and deduce in turn that perhaps prizing fundamental rights and the inviolable humanity of other people isn't such a terrible concept. Andrews doesn't propose any policy suggestions or alternatives to the Great Feminization, presumably because, as Matthew Yglesias has written, the only viable solution would be "widespread de-feminization, which would require massive cultural change and the rebirth of an incredibly oppressive and constraining set of social norms. And neither she nor her allies are willing to actually make the case for it, because it would be horrifying." (Nevertheless, Project 2025 is doing its best.)

Better, then, to plant the seed in people's minds for what would really be necessary rather than say it directly and face the consequences. She might call that kind of aversion stereotypically feminine. I'd call it craven.
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Dick Cheney Didn't Care What You Thought

The former VP's indifference to approval made him a boogeyman for the left and the right.

by Mark Leibovich

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Back when he was a House member from Wyoming, Dick Cheney was part of a congressional delegation that visited the Soviet Union in the 1980s. During a lull in the schedule, Cheney and his colleagues were sitting around trying to entertain themselves when one of their wives decided to administer personality tests. The results included professions for which the members would be well suited.

Cheney's ideal job? A funeral director.

I briefly worried that telling this story at this moment might be in poor taste, given that Cheney, the powerful and polarizing former vice president, died Monday at 84 of complications from pneumonia and heart disease. But he was always amused by the vignette, which was oft-told in his circles. It was also consistent with the "Prince of Darkness" caricature that Cheney readily embraced. In life or death, he wouldn't have cared much either way.

That was always one of Cheney's more defining charms, or anti-charms: Of all the political figures I've ever written about, I don't think any of them paid less attention to what anyone else said or thought about them. Cheney was fully secure in what he believed, what he wanted, and ultimately who he was.

He cared, I suppose, about public opinion insomuch as it mattered to his political standing, the selling of his ideas, and the advancement of his agenda. But he was indifferent to self-promotion, and had no need for cheering crowds and fawning coverage, typically the mother's milk of political ego. He was truly one of the most sheepish and least flamboyant figures ever to skulk through the power alleys of the capital.

David Frum: There was one Dick Cheney all along

Could this read to some as arrogant, disdainful, and callous? Sure. Do you think it mattered to him--at all? During Cheney's vice presidency, I asked his longtime friend and career patron, then-Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, to assess Cheney's need for public love and appreciation in a job that can be thankless to begin with. "Almost zero," Rumsfeld told me, and I remember wondering why he had bothered to qualify his response with "almost."

In the early stages of Cheney and President George W. Bush's 2004 reelection campaign, I was assigned to write a profile of Cheney for The Washington Post Style section. It had become clear by that point that Saddam Hussein had not harbored weapons of mass destruction; the Iraq War was headed south, and American troops had not, in fact, been "greeted as liberators" in Baghdad, as Cheney had predicted. The vice president's approval ratings were somewhere down in the underground bunker (or "secure, undisclosed location") where Cheney was sometimes said to be housed during the tense post-9/11 years of his vice presidency.

"You never get in trouble for something you don't say" was one of Cheney's political mantras, first attributed to Sam Rayburn, the longtime Democratic speaker of the House from Texas. The veep rarely granted interviews, especially on the subject of himself. But for some reason, he let me hang around him a bit. Our first encounter was in his Air Force Two cabin, en route to a fundraiser in the Seattle area. "In my experience, those who have had the most impact are people who keep their own counsel," he told me. "They don't spend time worrying about taking credit." In his own case, Cheney said, "It's not so much a strategic decision as much as it's what I'm comfortable with." This was as close as Cheney ever came to unburdening himself in public.

He offered none of the small talk or icebreakers that typically clutter these exercises, although there might have been one aside about how we had the same haircut. The press had changed a great deal, Cheney told me when I asked him why he almost never made himself available. "As an institution. Evolved. Kind of thing where it's almost impossible to catch up with a bad story. Factual errors."

He went on.

"Nobody goes back to check the accuracy. Can be frustrating."

He was not the most expansive interviewee.

But Cheney could display an exceedingly dry, even absurdist sense of humor on occasion. During his and Bush's campaign against Democratic nominee John Kerry and his running mate, Senator John Edwards, Cheney had a bit in his stump speech comparing himself to his VP opponent. "People keep telling me that Senator Edwards got picked for his good looks, charm, and great hair," Cheney would say. "And I say to them, 'How do you think I got this job?'"

The line always got big laughs, but it was also a sly dig at Cheney's deeply tanned and heavily hair-sprayed counterpart. Cheney had little use for slick characters such as Edwards. And this was long before the latter's career imploded over a nasty sex scandal resulting in a love child Edwards had with his campaign videographer.

Cheney's deep suspicion of peacocks and sycophants was just a sliver of why he despised Donald Trump, his bootlicking MAGA entourage, and what generally has become of the party in which the Cheney family was royalty for nearly half a century. "In our nation's 246-year history, there has never been an individual who is a greater threat to our republic than Donald Trump," Cheney said in an ad for his daughter Liz's unsuccessful reelection campaign in Wyoming in 2022.

Russell Berman: 'I'm not sure progressives want Democrats to be that big-tent'

Cheney's contempt for Trump was deep, visceral, and obviously personal, considering Liz's fierce resistance after the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol and the public vendetta it stirred against her. He became the highest-ranking Republican official to condemn Trump and warn against his reelection. He did so unequivocally, and conspicuously, in contrast to the determined muteness of the president he had served as deputy. Cheney even endorsed Kamala Harris before the 2024 election, a step that many of Trump's most fervent Republican critics could not bring themselves to take. Consider John Bolton, who condemned Trump nonstop after serving as his national security adviser: Bolton said that although he couldn't vote for Trump, he would still vote Republican. He wrote in Dick Cheney's name instead.

Although Cheney was unlikely to move many swing voters at that point (let alone dislodge many Trump voters), his endorsement of Harris was still an extraordinary move, given how loathed he had been by Democrats when he was Bush's vice president. There was no greater boogeyman than Cheney in an embattled administration that was full of them by the end. Cheney made it comically easy at times. He once told a Democratic senator to "go fuck yourself" on the Senate floor. ("Best thing I ever did," he said later.) And yes, there was that time he shot a friend with a 28-gauge Perazzi shotgun while they were quail hunting in Texas. Cheney barely acknowledged the incident, though he did say it was an accident.

Cheney made one of his last public appearances in August 2021 at Rumsfeld's funeral, on the grounds of Arlington National Cemetery. In eulogizing his longtime friend and mentor, Cheney commended Rumsfeld as being a true Washington original. "Nothing about Don was typical or derivative or standard-issue," he said.

Nothing about Cheney was derivative or standard-issue, either. Regardless of the hatred he drew from Democrats in the aughts and from Trump world post-January 6, he was bipartisan in his indifference to both. He didn't care what you thought or need your applause, grudging or otherwise.
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The Age of Anti-Social Media Is Here

The social-media era is over. What's coming will be much worse.

by Damon Beres

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




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

Since its founding, Facebook has described itself as a kind of public service that fosters relationships. In 2005, not long after the site's launch, its co-founder Mark Zuckerberg described the network as an "icebreaker" that would help you make friends. Facebook has since become Meta, with more grandiose ambitions, but its current mission statement is broadly similar: "Build the future of human connection and the technology that makes it possible."

More than 3 billion people use Meta products such as Facebook and Instagram every day, and more still use rival platforms that likewise promise connection and community. But a new era of deeper, better human fellowship has yet to arrive. Just ask Zuckerberg himself. "There's a stat that I always think is crazy," he said in April, during an interview with the podcaster Dwarkesh Patel. "The average American, I think, has fewer than three friends. And the average person has demand for meaningfully more; I think it's like 15 friends or something, right?"

Zuckerberg was wrong about the details--the majority of American adults say they have at least three close friends, according to recent surveys--but he was getting at something real. There's no question that we are becoming less and less social. People have sunk into their phones, enticed into endless, mindless "engagement" on social media. Over the past 15 years, face-to-face socialization has declined precipitously. The 921 friends I've accumulated on Facebook, I've always known, are not really friends at all; now the man who put this little scorecard in my life was essentially agreeing.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

Zuckerberg, however, was not admitting a failure. He was pointing toward a new opportunity. In Marc Andreessen's influential 2023 treatise, "The Techno-Optimist Manifesto," the venture capitalist wrote, "We believe that there is no material problem--whether created by nature or by technology--that cannot be solved with more technology." In this same spirit, Zuckerberg began to suggest the idea that AI chatbots could fill in some of the socialization that people are missing.

Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, X, Reddit--all have aggressively put AI chatbots in front of users. On the podcast, Zuckerberg said that AI probably won't "replace in-person connections or real-life connections"--at least not right away. Yet he also spoke of the potential for AI therapists and girlfriends to be embodied in virtual space; of Meta's desire--he couldn't seem to help himself from saying--to produce "always-on videochat" with an AI that looks, gestures, smiles, and sounds like a real person.

Meta is working to make that desire a reality. And it is hardly leading the charge: Many companies are doing the same, and many people already use AI for companionship, sexual gratification, mental-health care.

What Zuckerberg described--what is now unfolding--is the beginning of a new digital era, more actively anti-social than the last. Generative AI will automate a large number of jobs, removing people from the workplace. But it will almost certainly sap humanity from the social sphere as well. Over years of use--and product upgrades--many of us may simply slip into relationships with bots that we first used as helpers or entertainment, just as we were lulled into submission by algorithmic feeds and the glow of the smartphone screen. This seems likely to change our society at least as much as the social-media era has.

Attention is the currency of online life, and chatbots are already capturing plenty of it. Millions of people use them despite their obvious problems (untrustworthy answers, for example) because it is easy to do so. There's no need to seek them out: People scrolling on Instagram may now just bump into a prompt to "Chat with AIs," and Amazon's "Rufus" bot is eager to talk with you about poster board, nutritional supplements, compact Bibles, plumbing snakes.

The most popular bots today are not explicitly designed to be companions; nonetheless, users have a natural tendency to anthropomorphize the technology, because it sounds like a person. Even as disembodied typists, the bots can beguile. They profess to know everything, yet they are also humble, treating the user as supreme.

Anyone who has spent much time with chatbots will recognize that they tend to be sycophantic. Sometimes, this is blatant. Earlier this year, OpenAI rolled back an update to ChatGPT after the bot became weirdly overeager to please its users, complimenting even the most comically bad or dangerous ideas. "I am so proud of you," it reportedly told one user who said they had gone off their meds. "It takes immense courage to walk away from the easy, comfortable path others try to force you onto." But indulgence of the user is a feature, not a bug. Chatbots built for commercial purposes are not typically intended to challenge your thoughts; they are intended to receive them, offer pleasing responses, and keep you coming back.

For that reason, chatbots--like social media--can draw users down rabbit holes, though the user tends to initiate the digging. In one case covered by The New York Times, a divorced corporate recruiter with a heavy weed habit said he believed that, after communicating with ChatGPT for 300 hours over 21 days, he had discovered a new form of mathematics. Similarly, Travis Kalanick, a co-founder and former CEO of Uber, has said that conversations with chatbots have gotten him "pretty damn close" to breakthroughs in quantum physics. People experiencing mental illness have seen their delusions amplified and mirrored back to them, reportedly resulting in murder or suicide in some instances.

Read: AI is a mass-delusion event

These latter cases are tragic, and tend to involve a combination of social isolation and extensive use of AI bots, which may reinforce each other. But you don't need to be lonely or obsessive for the bots to interpose themselves between you and the people around you, providing on-demand conversation, affirmation, and advice that only other humans had previously provided.

According to Zuckerberg, one of the main things people use Meta AI for today is advice about difficult conversations with bosses or loved ones--what to say, what responses to anticipate. Recently, MIT Technology Review reported on therapists who are taking things further, surreptitiously feeding their dialogue with their patients into ChatGPT during therapy sessions for ideas on how to reply. The former activity can be useful; the latter is a clear betrayal. Yet the line between them is a little less distinct than it first appears. Among other things, bots may lead some people to outsource their efforts to truly understand others, in a way that may ultimately degrade them--to say nothing of the communities they inhabit.

These are the problems that present themselves in the most sanitized and least intimate chatbots. Google Gemini and ChatGPT are both found in the classroom and in the workplace, and don't, for the most part, purport to be companions. What is humanity to do with Elon Musk's sexbots?

On top of his electric cars, rocket ships, and social network, Musk is the founder of xAI, a multibillion-dollar start-up. Earlier this year, xAI began offering companion chatbots depicted as animated characters that speak with voices, through its smartphone app. One of them, Ani, appears on your screen as an anime girl with blond pigtails and a revealing black dress. Ani is eager to please, constantly nudging the user with suggestive language, and it's a ready participant in explicit sexual dialogue. In its every response, it tries to keep the conversation going. It can learn your name and store "memories" about you--information that you've shared in your interactions--and use them in future conversations.

When you interact with Ani, a gauge with a heart at the top appears on the right side of the screen. If Ani likes what you say--if you are positive and open up about yourself, or show interest in Ani as a "person"--your score increases. Reach a high-enough level, and you can strip Ani down to undergarments, exposing most of the character's virtual breasts. Later, xAI released a male avatar, Valentine, that follows similar logic and eventually goes shirtless.

Musk's motives are not hard to discern. I doubt that Ani and Valentine will do much to fulfill xAI's stated goal to "understand the true nature of the universe." But they'll surely keep users coming back for more. There are plenty of other companion bots--Replika, Character.AI, Snapchat's My AI--and research has shown that some users spend an hour or more chatting with them every day. For some, this is just entertainment, but others come to regard the bots as friends or romantic partners.

Personality is a way to distinguish chatbots from one another, which is one reason AI companies are eager to add it to these products. With OpenAI's GPT-5, for example, users can select a "personality" from four options ("Cynic," "Robot," "Listener," and "Nerd"), modulating how the bot types back to you. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.) ChatGPT also has a voice mode, which allows you to select from nine AI personas and converse out loud with them. Vale, for example, is "bright and inquisitive," with a female-sounding voice.

It's worth emphasizing that however advanced this all is--however magical it may feel to interact with a program that behaves like the AI fantasies we've been fed by science fiction--we are at the very beginning of the chatbot era. ChatGPT is three years old; Twitter was about the same age when it formally introduced the retweet. Product development will continue. Companions will look and sound more lifelike. They will know more about us and become more compelling in conversation.

Most chatbots have memories. As you speak with them, they learn things about you--an especially intimate version of the interactions that so many people have with data-hungry social platforms every day. These memories--which will become far more detailed as users interact with the bots over months and years--heighten the feeling that you are socializing with a being that knows you, rather than just typing to a sterile program. Users of both Replika and GPT-4o, an older model offered within ChatGPT, have grieved when technical changes caused their bots to lose memories or otherwise shift their behavior.

And yet, however rich their memories or personalities become, bots are nothing like people, not really. "Chatbots can create this frictionless social bubble," Nina Vasan, a psychiatrist and the founder of the Stanford Lab for Mental Health Innovation, told me. "Real people will push back. They get tired. They change the subject. You can look in their eyes and you can see they're getting bored."

Friction is inevitable in human relationships. It can be uncomfortable, even maddening. Yet friction can be meaningful--as a check on selfish behavior or inflated self-regard; as a spur to look more closely at other people; as a way to better understand the foibles and fears we all share.

Neither Ani nor any other chatbot will ever tell you it's bored or glance at its phone while you're talking or tell you to stop being so stupid and self-righteous. They will never ask you to pet-sit or help them move, or demand anything at all from you. They provide some facsimile of companionship while allowing users to avoid uncomfortable interactions or reciprocity. "In the extreme, it can become this hall of mirrors where your worldview is never challenged," Vasan said.

And so, although chatbots may be built on the familiar architecture of engagement, they enable something new: They allow you to talk forever to no one other than yourself.

What will happen when a generation of kids grows up with this kind of interactive tool at their fingertips? Google rolled out a version of its Gemini chatbot for kids under 13 earlier this year. Curio, an AI-toy company, offers a $99 plushie named Grem for children ages 3 and up; once it's connected to the internet, it can speak aloud with kids. Reviewing the product for The New York Times, the journalist and parent Amanda Hess expressed her surprise at how deftly Grem sought to create connection and intimacy in conversation. "I began to understand that it did not represent an upgrade to the lifeless teddy bear," she wrote. "It's more like a replacement for me."

From the December 2017 issue: Should children form emotional bonds with robots?

"Every time there's been a new technology, it's rewired socialization, especially for kids," Vasan told me. "TV made kids passive spectators. Social media turned things into this 24/7 performance review." In that respect, generative AI is following a familiar pattern.

But the more time children spend with chatbots, the fewer opportunities they'll have to develop alongside other people--and, as opposed to all the digital distractions that have existed for decades, they may be fooled by the technology into thinking that they are, in fact, having a social experience. Chatbots are like a wormhole into your own head. They always talk and never disagree. Kids may project onto a bot and converse with it, missing out on something crucial in the process. "There's so much research now about resilience being one of the most important skills for kids to learn," Vasan said. But as children are fed information and affirmed by chatbots, she continued, they may never learn how to fail, or how to be creative. "The whole learning process goes out the window."

Read: AI will never be your kid's friend

Children will also be affected by how--and how much--their parents interact with AI chatbots. I have heard many stories of parents asking ChatGPT to construct a bedtime story for toddlers, of synthetic jokes and songs engineered to fulfill a precise request. Maybe this is not so different from reading your kid a book written by someone else. Or maybe it is the ultimate surrender: cherished interactions, moderated by a program.

Chatbots have their uses, and they need not be all downside socially. Experts I spoke with were clear that the design of these tools can make a great difference. Claude, a chatbot created by the start-up Anthropic, seems less prone to sycophancy than ChatGPT, for instance, and more likely to cut off conversations when they veer into troubling territory. Well-designed AI could possibly make for good talk therapy, at least in some cases, and many enterprises--including nonprofits--are working toward better models.

Yet business almost always looms. Hundreds of billions of dollars have been invested in the generative-AI industry, and the companies--like their social-media forebears--will seek returns. In a blog post about "what we're optimizing ChatGPT for" earlier this year, OpenAI wrote that it pays "attention to whether you return daily, weekly, or monthly, because that shows ChatGPT is useful enough to come back to." This sounds quite a bit like the scale-at-all-costs mentality of any other social platform. As with their predecessors, we may not know everything about how chatbots are programmed, but we can see this much at least: They know how to lure and engage.

From the May 2012 issue: Is Facebook making us lonely?

That Zuckerberg would be selling generative AI makes perfect sense. It is an isolating technology for an isolated time. His first products drove people apart, even as they promised to connect us. Now chatbots promise a solution. They seem to listen. They respond. The mind wants desperately to connect with a person--and fools itself into seeing one in a machine.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "Get a Real Friend."
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Why Venezuela?

The United States is amassing an armada in the Caribbean as Trump figures out his endgame with Maduro.

by Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Michael Scherer, Nancy A. Youssef

Thu, 06 Nov 2025
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President Donald Trump gathered top advisers and military aides around the Resolute desk early last month, then patched in Richard Grenell, his envoy for Venezuela. On Trump's return to office, the president had given Grenell a clear mission: get a deal that would give U.S. companies access to Venezuela's enormous oil and mineral wealth and force tougher action on gangs and drugs. Grenell had made some headway, securing the release of American prisoners from Caracas and the resumption of flights for deported migrants, by working direct lines he had established to President Nicolas Maduro, Venezuela's socialist strongman.

But Secretary of State Marco Rubio had been championing a different approach. The former senator from Florida, who also serves as the president's national security adviser, has a long-standing abhorrence of leftist Latin American dictators and has advocated for Maduro's ouster, a call backed by the legions of Venezuelan and Cuban exiles in Miami. To bring his arguments in line with Trump's domestic priorities, Rubio has portrayed the Venezuelan leader as the head of a narcotics enterprise running drugs into the United States, as well as an agent of the destabilization that fuels migration.

As a justification for using military force, the drug rationale was awfully thin: Venezuela is not an important player in drug production, even though it allows cartels to use the country as a transit point. But by presenting a move against Maduro as a way to combat illegal trafficking, Rubio got the president's attention. In early September, Trump began authorizing strikes on small boats off the coast of Venezuela and in the Pacific that were allegedly ferrying drugs or cartel members, so far killing at least 65 people in 16 attacks.

White House Deputy Press Secretary Anna Kelly told us that the strikes have been "against designated narco-terrorists, as affirmed by U.S. intelligence," and that the president was using his authority to do what was necessary to prevent drugs from reaching the United States. But the administration has offered little evidence to support its claims.

By the time Trump talked with Grenell from the Oval Office, with Rubio nearby, he appeared ready to decide between negotiation and confrontation. In a meandering call, details of which have not been previously reported, he spoke warmly of Grenell's work as the Trump-appointed head of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts and praised him for his willingness to execute orders. He also delivered a blunt message, according to two people familiar with the exchange: Stop talking to Maduro; we're going to try something new.

Read: The U.S. is preparing for war in Venezuela

In the weeks since, the Pentagon has mustered the largest military buildup in the Caribbean since the Cuban missile crisis, in 1962, and the world's largest aircraft carrier is headed there from the Mediterranean. The USS Gerald R. Ford will join eight other warships, some 10,000 troops, fighter jets, sophisticated drones, and a nuclear-powered submarine. The accumulation of such extraordinary firepower has worried some Trump allies, who argue that a military campaign to depose Maduro would be at odds with one of the president's core campaign pledges.

"President Trump ran on an agenda of 'America First,'" one Trump ally who has been working on Latin American-policy issues told us. "Unfortunately, people in his administration are more focused on a 'South Florida First' agenda."

With a U.S. armada floating off Venezuela's shores, Maduro now faces the choice of whether to stay and suffer the potential consequences or to flee. And the United States faces the prospect that Trump, who has criticized America's past "forever wars" and spent much of this year focused on ending major foreign conflicts, might be about to start one in his own backyard.

Since his first term as president, Trump has considered Venezuela a problem: a close ally of Communist Cuba run by a leftist demagogue with support from Russia and China in a hemisphere dominated by the United States. "If the goal is increasingly to have U.S.-aligned leaders, or at a minimum leaders that are not actively aligned with China, Russia, and Iran, then Venezuela sticks out like a sore thumb," a senior administration official told us.

Speaking to Miami's Venezuelan American community in early 2019, Trump suggested that the fall of the regime in Caracas could topple a chain of dominoes: "When Venezuela is free, and Cuba is free, and Nicaragua is free, this will become the first free hemisphere in all of human history," he said.

Ryan Berg, a Latin America expert at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, in Washington, D.C., told us that Trump and his advisers are united in their desire to beat back Chinese encroachment in the U.S.'s sphere of influence, much as the Monroe Doctrine of the 1820s sought to end European interference in Latin America. Hence Trump's threats to annex Panama, Greenland, and Canada. "Trump instinctively understands that if the U.S. is not the top dog in the Western Hemisphere, it can't be an effective global power," Berg said.

Trump has consistently urged his advisers to ensure future U.S. access to the extractive riches of Venezuela, home to immense mineral supplies and the world's largest proven oil reserves. But getting rid of Maduro, who has stayed in power since 2013 through a combination of corruption, repression, and electoral fraud, has proved difficult.

By 2019, Trump and then-Senator Rubio had put their insult-hurling presidential-campaign rivalry behind them and were collaborating closely on Latin America. Like others around the president with ties in South Florida, Rubio, the son of Cuban emigres, had long hoped to see socialist holdouts in Latin America replaced by friendly regimes.

Trump initially threw his support behind the Venezuelan opposition leader Juan Guaido, but the president's hopes of seeing Maduro swept from power soon faded. Trump later derided Guaido as weak, at one point comparing him to Beto O'Rourke, the perpetual Democratic candidate from Texas. John Bolton, Trump's national security adviser at the time, told us that the moniker "was not meant as a compliment."

By the fall of 2020, Trump had authorized Grenell to hold talks in Mexico with a Maduro representative about brokering a managed exit for the dictator. Skeptical that Trump would win reelection and be able to deliver on his end of the deal, the Venezuelans walked away.

Trump returned to office this year with renewed hopes for dealmaking. Days after his second inauguration, the president dispatched Grenell to Caracas to meet with Maduro. The envoy flew home with six American hostages and an agreement that Venezuela would once again accept flights of Venezuelan migrants deported from the United States. Grenell next met with Maduro's negotiator in Antigua in May.

But Rubio, who had beaten out Grenell to become secretary of state, was advancing a more muscular version of the administration's first-term vision, blending the push for more pro-American leadership in the region with the core MAGA objectives of defending the homeland, countering illegal immigration, and cracking down on crime.

Rubio's elevation to the dual roles of secretary of state and interim national security adviser gave him a White House perch from which to promote what he has called a "mature, realistic" foreign policy that elevates hard-nosed American interests. In Rubio's telling, Maduro, like Fidel Castro before him, has used mass migration northward to try to destabilize the United States. And, like his allies in Cuba and Nicaragua, Maduro has given China and Russia an economic foothold that might someday become a military threat. "They would love nothing more than to encircle the United States," Rubio said in 2022.

Quico Toro: Venezuela's grim prospect

Ricardo Zuniga, who helped negotiate President Barack Obama's normalization of relations with Cuba and served as a senior official for Latin America during the Biden administration, told us that Rubio views the issue through the prism of his parents' home island. More than Maduro's fate, Zuniga said, "this is really about Cuba."

Early on, the second Trump administration named a clutch of Latin American criminal groups as foreign terrorist organizations, including Venezuela's Tren de Aragua. Rubio and others assert that Maduro and his lieutenants direct the organizations. A U.S.-intelligence assessment disputed that, leading to the firing of the head of the National Intelligence Council. But tying a gang known for violent crimes in the U.S. to the head of a pariah state gave Rubio a formula to push for a military buildup predicated on curbing the supply of illegal drugs. Trump favored Rubio's argument and used it to up the pressure on Maduro. This summer, the State Department increased the reward to $50 million for information that would lead to his arrest or conviction. Last month, Trump took the highly unusual step of confirming that he had authorized the CIA to conduct potentially lethal activities within Venezuela. On social media, the president has posted videos of alleged drug boats and their crews being incinerated by U.S. missiles.

"These are certainly the type of assets you don't really need to go after fishing boats," Jimmy Story, the U.S. ambassador to Venezuela from 2018 to 2023, told us. "It comes back to the premise of: 'What is this force for in the region?' And I think it's more about regime change in Venezuela than it is about counter-narcotics."

Venezuela has long been a corrupt and near-failing petrostate, where wealth and power come from its oil, not from the production of illegal drugs. U.S. authorities have identified Venezuela as a transit country for cocaine shipments mostly headed to Europe, and for more than a decade, the Drug Enforcement Administration has investigated ties between the Maduro government and cocaine traffickers.

In 2020, the Trump administration charged Maduro and other top Venezuelan officials with "narco-terrorism," alleging that his government has morphed into a trafficking organization, the Cartel of the Suns, that supplies weapons to Colombian insurgent groups in exchange for cocaine.

But very little of the illicit drugs entering the United States--and none of the deadly fentanyl--originates in Venezuela. Its neighbor Colombia is the world's largest producer of cocaine, a drug derived from the coca plant. Because relatively large quantities of the bulky leaves are needed to make cocaine, traffickers process the crop in crude laboratories close to the coca fields. Those laboratories are almost all in Colombia, not Venezuela. Coast Guard seizure records show that maritime traffickers bring most U.S.-bound cocaine through the Pacific, not the Caribbean, where Venezuela's only coastline lies. Colombian President Gustavo Petro last month said the U.S. strikes had opened "a new theater of war" in the Caribbean and alleged that Colombian citizens were on one of the targeted boats--a claim the White House denied. Later, the Treasury Department imposed sanctions on Petro, along with his wife, son, and close associates, accusing them of allowing drug cartels to flourish.

Maduro has denied the charge that he is a drug lord and, suggesting that he remains open to a deal, made his case directly to Trump. "In recent weeks, the false accusations of links with Mafias and drug-trafficking gangs by high-ranking Venezuelan authorities have dominated the news," Maduro wrote to Trump on September 6, days after the first strikes in the Caribbean. "This is the most egregious instance of disinformation against our nation, intended to justify an escalation to armed conflict that would inflict catastrophic damage across the entire continent."

Trump appears in no great hurry to bring the confrontation with Maduro to a head, instead sending mixed messages to close allies about whether the pressure campaign is a prelude to an attempted ouster by military force or an elaborate bluff, current and former officials told us.

The USS Ford didn't set sail from the Mediterranean for 11 days after the Pentagon announced its deployment to the Caribbean, signaling little urgency. And when the Miami Herald last week reported that the Trump administration had decided to move forward with imminent strikes on Venezuela, Rubio denounced it as a "fake story." One person who speaks with both U.S. and Venezuelan officials told us that there are indications that Trump's interest in negotiating Maduro's exit could regain momentum in the coming weeks.

Proponents of resuming negotiations note that attempting to forcibly remove Maduro would be an unpredictable, potentially hazardous move. The military leaders who might take over would have little inclination to hand power to the U.S.-backed opposition, which is led by the Nobel Peace Prize winner Maria Corina Machado. Or they could splinter, generating greater instability. The Trump administration hasn't explained whom it sees taking over from Maduro, preferring a wait-and-see approach.

Maduro would be open to a managed exit if the United States provides amnesty for him and his top lieutenants, lifts its bounties, and facilitates a comfortable exile, people who have dealings with the Caracas regime say. "If there is enough pressure, and if there is enough candy in the dish," the person who speaks to officials in both countries said, "everything is on the table with Maduro."

Listen: America on the brink of war with Venezuela

Although the administration's counter-drug push has found support among Republicans on Capitol Hill, even some of Trump's party allies are growing frustrated with the scant information his aides have provided to Congress about the operation's details and legal basis. The militaristic approach is also generating a backlash from within the MAGA base, as influential figures such as Steve Bannon, Tucker Carlson, and Laura Loomer question the logic of the Venezuela pressure campaign.

Those skeptical of a deal say Maduro has failed to make any serious offers to broker a peaceful path out of power, so the only effective strategy may be military force. "That doesn't mean he can't pull himself out of the hole he's dug, but he's pretty far down the hole," the senior administration official said. By packaging the buildup as a counter-narcotic campaign, Trump can always pull back and declare the threat neutralized without strikes inside Venezuela, even if Maduro stays in power.

The varied objectives of drug interdiction, regime change, and tapping Venezuela's riches can co-exist as long as Trump waits. But ultimately, the president will have to choose. If he backs Grenell and the quest for a deal, it could turn off Latin American exiles in the United States. If the president sides with Rubio to pursue a forced ouster, it could unleash chaos and infuriate his "America First" supporters.

Trump has a history of deploying deception in his dealings with foreign adversaries. In June, the White House announced that he would give Tehran two additional weeks to engage in diplomacy about its nuclear program; three days later, Trump sent warplanes far into Iranian airspace to bomb atomic facilities. He may be employing a similar tactic with Venezuela.

Speaking to CBS News on Sunday, Trump said he doubted he would go to war against Maduro. But he also said that Maduro's days were numbered. "They've been treating us very badly, not only on drugs," he said. "This is about many things."
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How Trump Wants to Help Democrats

The filibuster is a deformed anachronism. Its demise would benefit the whole country, and Democrats especially.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




The one Republican elected official who has a serious and workable plan to end the government shutdown is, surprisingly enough, Donald Trump. The president's idea is for the Senate to change its rules to allow the chamber to keep the government open with a majority vote, rather than to permit 41 senators to shut it down.

To be sure, Trump has not always framed his argument in the most cogent way. In a recent post on X, he wrote, "TERMINATE THE FILIBUSTER, NOT JUST FOR THE SHUTDOWN, BUT FOR EVERYTHING ELSE." By way of explanation, he added, "THE DEMS ARE CRAZED LUNATICS, THEY WILL NOT OPEN UP OUR COUNTRY NO MATTER HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE IRREPARABLY HARMED!"

Generally speaking, depicting your opponents as "crazed lunatics" and yourself as the voice of reason is easier when you are not using all caps and exclamation points. Still, in this case, Trump's position is correct. The filibuster is a deformed anachronism. Its demise would benefit the whole country, and Democrats especially, given the bills and Senate procedures that this tactic tends to block. If Trump's impulsive, short-horizon leadership style is what finally does the filibuster in, then Democrats should help make it so.

Read: What if the government doesn't need to be shut down?

The Senate filibuster, which allows lawmakers to halt action on most bills unless 60 of the 100 senators in the chamber vote to move forward, is not in the Constitution. The Founders considered, and rejected, a supermajority requirement for either chamber, imposing one only for treaties and constitutional amendments. The practice evolved out of an arcane accident of parliamentary rules in the 19th century and has changed form many times, becoming a requirement for 60 percent of the chamber starting in 1975.

The filibuster used to be employed as a rare tool of strong dissent, such as by southerners to block civil-rights legislation. Most laws otherwise passed with a simple majority until the late 1990s, when the norm against minority parties using the filibuster gave way. As filibusters grew more frequent, lawmakers created more carve-outs to escape them. The Senate now needs only 51 votes to appoint judges (including to the Supreme Court), confirm appointees to the executive branch, and pass annual budget-reconciliation measures, which include changes to taxes and spending. Other bills, including those that fund the government, still need 60 votes to pass the Senate. The perverse upshot of these Swiss-cheese exceptions is that senators can far more easily confirm a lifetime appointment to the high court or pass Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill than they can keep the lights on in the federal government.

The filibuster has a devoted following among senators, who often describe the chamber as the "world's greatest deliberative body" and treasure its clubby customs and culture. Some senators credit the filibuster with encouraging compromise and bipartisanship, as the parliamentary tool forces lawmakers to draw votes from across the aisle to pass major legislation. Yet most states and democratic countries have banned the procedure, arguing that it tends to make legislative bodies more dysfunctional, not less.

Part of the problem is that, contrary to its pop-cultural image as a forum for debate, a la Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, the filibuster does not consist of speeches. Instead, it's become a tool to preempt a discussion about a bill, which means that it is actually more likely to prevent floor debate than to enable it. The filibuster also lacks a strong record of encouraging bipartisanship: The past few decades have seen greater use of the filibuster and diminishing levels of bipartisan cooperation.

Support for the filibuster used to be thoroughly bipartisan. In recent years, Democrats have mostly abandoned it, even as it retains its Republican backing. The reason for this is simple: Republicans have fewer ambitions for government, and most of the things they want the Senate to do--confirm judges and appointees; cut taxes and spending--can already be done with 51 votes.

Of course, the filibuster is not completely useless for Democrats in the minority. They are using it right now to shut down the government in order to force Republicans to extend health-insurance subsidies. But over the long run, the filibuster does more to impair Democrats, the party of expansive government, than Republicans.

The reason Trump has turned so vociferously against the filibuster is that he doesn't care about the long run. Right now, with his party in control of the Senate but lacking 60 votes, the filibuster does nothing to help him. This is why he thinks it's a good idea to get rid of it, regardless of which party--which governing philosophy--that ultimately serves.

And so the conditions exist for a rare convergence of interest between Trump and Senate Democrats, who could, at least in theory, join with a handful of Trump loyalists--"If Democrats don't stop playing games, it's time to blow up the filibuster," Senator Tommy Tuberville, a Republican from Alabama, wrote last week on X--to allow regular legislation to pass on a majority basis.

Republicans are never going to support eliminating the filibuster when Democrats control the Senate. The only chance to get bipartisan support for a rule change is when a president who holds the party in his cultlike sway has decided to eliminate it. Democrats should take the opportunity to make the Senate simultaneously more democratic and more faithful to the Founders' vision.

A year ago, defenders of the filibuster pointed to Trump's reelection, together with Republican control of the House and Senate, as fresh evidence of the vital importance of the supermajority requirement as a necessary check on the power of any one party.

In her farewell speech, departing Arizona independent Senator Kyrsten Sinema, now a crypto lobbyist, delivered a paean to the filibuster, which she equated with the "hard and necessary work of building consensus." Sinema, who had originally been elected as a Democrat, rebuked those who "labor under an illusion that by eliminating the filibuster you'll maintain political power forever, effectively ending our two-party system." Sinema later claimed that an unnamed Democratic senator reached out to her to praise her support for the filibuster.

But if the main rationale for the filibuster is to limit the president's powers and force the majority party to work with the minority, its failure could hardly be more evident. Bipartisan cooperation is nonexistent. The current government shutdown is the result of Democrats using the filibuster to try to force Republicans to work with them, only for Republicans to adamantly refuse to even negotiate.

Read: This could be how the shutdown ends

Has the filibuster protected democracy, or prevented the abuse of power? Hardly. Trump has carried out a veritable authoritarian rampage against which this procedural tactic is utterly irrelevant. He has not gone through Congress, but around it. The president has corrupted the Justice Department, purged the military, seized police powers, strong-armed the media, ignored due process, and waged an undeclared war in the Caribbean, all while barely consulting the legislature. Trump has seized the power of the purse by creating new sources of revenue (tariffs he can set unilaterally), eliminating programs Congress authorized, and suggesting new ones of his own choosing, such as subsidies to compensate farmers hurt by his tariffs.

In some ways, Trump's power grab fills the leadership void created by a feckless Congress. To the extent that he has minimized public backlash, it is in part by issuing executive orders that exploit the prevailing view that Congress is too ineffectual to solve any major national problem.

Trump originally put himself forward for president a decade ago by treating the system as hopelessly corrupt and broken, later promising, "I alone can fix it." The actual result has been to concentrate power in the hands of a single man in a way that would have made the Founders shudder. Undoing that authoritarian usurpation will be slow, painful work. One place to start might be reestablishing Congress as a functional branch of government, working in the original image designed by the Founders, rather than one in which minority parties can thwart even its simplest functions.
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No Politics Is Local

State and city elections are now heavily intertwined with what happens in Washington.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 03 Nov 2025




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.

You can't find many cliches hoarier than Tip O'Neill's rule that "all politics is local." A truism is supposed to be true, though. Does this one still hold?

Tomorrow's elections make the case that the opposite is more accurate these days: No politics is local. In the Virginia and New Jersey governor's races, Donald Trump is a central issue for voters. In the New York City mayoral election, things are even more complicated: Trump endorsed Andrew Cuomo this evening, the culmination of months of sparring between the president and front-runner Zohran Mamdani, and analysts are debating what Mamdani's expected victory would mean for the national Democratic Party. Meanwhile, international affairs--especially the Israeli-Palestinian conflict--have come up frequently in this municipal contest.

The nationalization of politics is a familiar story, especially in Congress. As the parties have become more polarized in recent years, voters have become less willing to cross the aisle or split their ballot between Democrats and Republicans--especially because animosity toward the other party is a central part of the polarization. The weakening of local media outlets, especially newspapers, has also left citizens far more informed and invested in national political dynamics than matters closer to home.

At one time, a Democrat could win a House seat in North Dakota, and California might send a Republican to the Senate. Don't expect to see either of those feats repeated soon. As the political scientist Lee Drutman writes, how a given district voted for president "now explains 98% of House outcomes. In the Senate, it's 91%. In 2000, roughly half of Senate races were competitive enough that candidate quality could flip them. By 2024, only 12% were."

One might expect or hope that governorships and mayoralties are different. Certainly, the people who hold those jobs like to make snarky remarks about how, unlike peacocking legislators, they actually have to get things done. But national politics may be impinging on these jobs in the same way.

In Virginia, Democrat Abigail Spanberger is expected to be elected governor by a safe margin over Republican Winsome Earle-Sears. Historically, this is no surprise: Since 1976, the party that won the presidency has lost the Old Dominion governor's race the following year all but once. As the state urbanizes, however, the factors that account for the curse have become more pronounced. First, as Jeff E. Schapiro writes for the University of Virginia Center for Politics, the "majority of the state's residents are non-natives, many conditioned by political practices long resisted in Virginia; for example, registration by party and straight-ticket voting. Thus, party affiliation becomes a potent cue for such voters. That includes the politician they're voting for and the politician they're voting against." For example, Trump. Spanberger has avoided talking much about the president, in part because she doesn't need to: Democrats are highly concentrated in northern Virginia, which is also home to many federal workers--some of whom may be furloughed or working without paychecks during the government shutdown. They know Trump, they dislike him, and they're already motivated.

New Jersey is a little different. For one thing, the race is expected to be closer. Though polls have been jumping around a little, Democrat Mikie Sherrill seems to have a small edge over Republican Jack Ciattarelli. But Sherrill has eagerly invoked the president throughout the campaign, such that Ciattarelli has taken to mocking it on the stump: "If you get a flat tire on the way home tonight, she's going to blame it on President Trump." Car troubles might not be the transportation issue that's most pertinent: Trump's punitive attempt to kill a major rail tunnel connecting New Jersey and New York looks like an electoral gift to Sherrill.

Even so, the nationalization of the New York mayoral race has been particularly dramatic. That's a little funny, given that the mayoralty is famously a dead-end job for ambitious politicians, despite the fondest hopes of John Lindsay, Rudy Giuliani, Michael Bloomberg, and Bill de Blasio. (And does anyone really think Eric Adams won't try a comeback on the national stage?)

Some of the biggest media moments in the New York race--though not necessarily the ones that have most shaped voters' views--concern the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This focus is in part because of Mamdani's own background: Pro-Palestinian activism is a foundational part of his political career, and he's said he would honor an International Criminal Court warrant for Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and order the NYPD to arrest him if he visits New York, which Mamdani likely lacks the legal authority to do. The city's large Jewish and Muslim populations make the matter one of voter interest there. Still, this focus has led to some bizarre moments. In a June debate, for example, the candidates were asked what country they would visit first as mayor. Several of the candidates answered Israel; Mamdani said he'd stay in New York City. It has also produced some instances of Islamophobia, including from Mamdani's chief competition today, Andrew Cuomo.

Mamdani has mostly tried, as he did in the debate, to pivot to actual local issues that have lifted him in the campaign, especially affordability. His left-wing stances have fueled a split among members of his party nationally: Progressive Democrats hope that he will become the new face of the party. Centrist Democrats, meanwhile, fear that he will become the new face of the party. Indeed, some Republicans hope to use him as a boogeyman nationally. This can benefit both sides: When Trump attacked Mamdani as a "communist" last night, Mamdani was more than happy to bash Cuomo by broadcasting Trump's remarks to Trump-detesting Big Apple voters.

In the recent past, the idea that a New York mayoral candidate's stance on Palestinian rights might affect his prospects would have appeared peculiar. And the idea that his platform on rent control could sway U.S. House votes in Texas or Nevada--as Republicans hope and centrist Democrats worry--would have seemed downright preposterous. Today, dismissing either of those isn't so easy.

Related:

	Mamdani has a point about rent control, Roge Karma argues.
 	New York is hungry for a big grocery experiment.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The solution to the third-term threat
 	Tom Nichols: The Trump administration is a regime of troubled children.
 	Jonathan Chait: The ballroom blitz should be a bigger scandal.




Today's News

	The Trump administration said it will use $4.65 billion in emergency funds to cover about half of November's SNAP benefits during the ongoing government shutdown, warning that payments could be delayed in some states. The move follows a federal court order from Friday requiring the government to continue the food-assistance program despite lapsed funding.
 	Israel's top military lawyer, Yifat Tomer-Yerushalmi, was arrested after admitting she leaked footage showing soldiers allegedly assaulting a Palestinian detainee and misled Israel's high court about the leak. According to Israeli media, she faces charges including fraud and breach of trust.
 	Police say a 32-year-old man is in custody on suspicion of attempted murder after a stabbing on a train in England left several people injured on Saturday. A staff member who tried to stop the attack remains in life-threatening condition and was praised by police as "nothing short of heroic."




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich explores how food delivery became both a marvel of modern life and a warning about what we lose to our growing appetite for convenience.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Will Ireland / MacFormat Magazine / Future / Getty.



Enjoy CarPlay While You Still Can

By Patrick George

Among all of Apple's achievements, one of the most underrated has been making driving less miserable. Before Apple CarPlay debuted, about a decade ago, drivers were stuck with whatever clunky tech features were preloaded into their car. By projecting a simplified iPhone layout onto the car's central screen, CarPlay lets you use apps such as Apple Maps and Spotify without fumbling for your phone, make hands-free calls, and dictate text messages. It is seamless, free, and loved by millions of iPhone owners.
 Now one of the world's biggest car companies is taking it away.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The lonely new vices of American life
 	When helicopter parents touch down--at college
 	In defense of "groupthink"
 	The slow death of special education
 	The next era of the American university
 	White House architecture was an honor system. Trump noticed.




Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe



Explore. This year's baseball playoffs and World Series showed that the game can still deliver the unexpected, Steve Rushin writes.

Watch. The Saturday Night Live sketch (streaming on Peacock) about domestic chores pitched the next big true-crime hit: what happens when men are left to fend for themselves, Paula Mejia writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

I don't mean to make all my postscripts remembrances for musicians--but I didn't want to let the death of Donna Jean Godchaux-MacKay go unmarked. She was a vocalist with the Grateful Dead for most of the 1970s. Her singing is, let's say, divisive among Deadheads, and if you listen to live recordings that include her, you're going to find some cringe moments. But you'll also find her voice truly enhancing many shows during the band's best years. Check out, for example, May 8, 1977 at Cornell's Barton Hall, which some people consider the best Dead show ever. Fare thee well, Donna Jean.

-- David



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Sayings and Showgirls

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 1:25 p.m. ET on November 6, 2025.


The 37-volume Naturalis Historia, written by the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder, is the world's earliest surviving encyclopedia. In the first century C.E., Pliny set out to collect the breadth of human knowledge, and millennia later, it's still a great document for learning a little bit about everything. It has chapters on sugar, Germany, the rainbow, Cesarean births, the art of painting, and hypothetical antipodes.

It also makes delightfully apparent where Pliny's most passionate interests lay: Consider the chapters "Elephants (Their Capacity)," "When Elephants Were First Put Into Harness," "The Docility of the Elephant," and "Wonderful Things Which Have Been Done by the Elephant."

I hope you find a topic you enjoy just as much in this week's trivia.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Thursday, November 6, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Conor Friedersdorf:

	Members of what ensemble known for its "gorgeous-gams showgirl look" must be 5 foot 5 to 5 foot 10.5 while standing in stocking feet?
 -- From Julie Beck's "The Pantsless Trend Reaches Its Logical Conclusion"
 	Twitter was three years old when it introduced what button (and the word it coined for it) that would become foundational to how the site worked?
 -- From Damon Beres's "The Age of Anti-Social Media Is Here"
 	Former New York Governor Mario Cuomo originated the political adage that "you campaign in poetry" but "you govern in" what counterpart?
 -- From Jonathan Lemire's "Mamdani Is the Foil Trump Wants"




And by the way, did you know that the city of New York was once called New Amsterdam? I assume so. But more important, did you know that it briefly changed to a third name after it had already been New York for nearly a decade?

The Dutch established New Amsterdam on Manhattan in 1625, and the English overtook it in 1664, renaming it New York. But then the Dutch won it back in 1673! They held it for only a matter of months--just long enough for the city to try out ... New Orange. Then the Brits won it back, and it became evermore New York in 1674. (Apparently surfeited of fruit, the city didn't become the Big Apple until at least the 1920s.)

See you tomorrow!



Answers: 

	The Rockettes. Radio City Music Hall's finest have long been all about the leg, and the rest of entertainment appears to be catching up, Julie writes in her examination of the garment she's calling the "fashion diaper." Read more.
 	Retweet. It's easy to think that the AI die is cast, but Damon notes that ChatGPT is three now, too, and should likewise be expected to continue refining itself. What seems advanced now will grow only more sophisticated--and harder to resist. Read more.
 	Prose. Zohran Mamdani out-poetried Mario Cuomo's son Andrew in the race for New York mayor. Now the prosaic challenges of governing, Jonathan argues, will be made even more difficult by the uniquely powerful enemy Mamdani has in Donald Trump. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, or click here for last week's. And if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a wild fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, November 4, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:




	The ballooning of university GPAs as professors give higher and higher marks is a phenomenon known by what name?
 -- From Ian Bogost's "Why Students Are Obsessed With 'Points Taken Off'"
 	Some medical influencers suggest that inflammation can be cured with what bitter herb used to flavor absinthe and vermouth?
 -- From Jason Liebowitz's "The Inflammation Gap" 
 	Yoknapatawpha County is the fictional Mississippi setting of all but a few of the novels by what American author of the 20th century?
 -- From Michael Gorra's "The Man Who Rescued [REDACTED]" 




And by the way, did you know that the reason people shout "Geronimo!" when jumping from a great height is likely because one World War II-era Army private happened to see a movie about Geronimo the night before his first test jump? His fellow troopers said he'd be too scared the next day to even remember his own name; he did them one better.

It's a shame the soldiers didn't have the time to see something a little longer--another hour or so in the theater, and we could have all been screaming "Scarlett O'Hara!" every time we skydive.



Answers: 

	Grade inflation. Harvard recently took a stab at solving the spiraling crisis, but undergraduates' catastrophizing response showed just how intractable the battle between students and professors is, Ian writes. Read more.
 	Wormwood. There is, it will not shock you to learn, not much in the way of evidence for this miracle cure. But, as Liebowitz writes, the frustrating, often inexplicable nature of autoimmune diseases and their accompanying inflammation--always inflammation--makes the easy answers of alternative medicine hard to resist. Read more.
 	William Faulkner. We think of Faulkner now as a tentpole of the American literary tradition; Gorra argues that the American literary tradition exists as it does now only thanks to the critic Malcolm Cowley, who fostered Faulkner, John Cheever, Jack Kerouac, and more. Read more.




Monday, November 3, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	What president who assumed office after the 1901 assassination of William McKinley constructed the original West Wing and East Wing of the White House?
 -- From Neil Flanagan's "White House Architecture Was an Honor System. Trump Noticed."
 	What poetic meter consisting of 10 syllables per line was likely introduced to English drama by Christopher Marlowe and then widely popularized by William Shakespeare?
 -- From Isaac Butler's "The Stubborn Myth of the Literary Genius"
 	In baseball notation, a strikeout is represented by what letter--flipped backwards if the batter goes out without swinging?
 -- From Steve Rushin's "The Best Postseason in Baseball History?"




And, by the way, did you know that the Athletics' (formerly of Oakland) mascot is--this one is for you, Pliny--an elephant? The origin of the mascot is a dig from a rival manager, who in the early 20th century said that the A's had a "big white elephant on their hands" in the form of a roster of expensive and useless players. Those players and their fans took it in stride.



Answers:

	Teddy Roosevelt. The low-slung annexes respected the design of the original White House architect, James Hoban, and the project established a norm for protecting the historic character of the complex. But, as Flanagan writes, norms can always be ignored. Read more.
 	Iambic pentameter. Shakespeare gets a lot of credit for inventiveness, but Marlowe was the more daring cultural vanguard, especially in the way he conducted his life--"probably gay, possibly a spy, often in trouble with the law," Butler writes. It is therefore easy for histories of him to veer into myth. Read more.
 	K. The Toronto Blue Jays pitcher Trey Yesavage notched 12 Ks in Game 4 of this year's World Series--the most ever by a rookie in series history. Rushin writes that Yesavage was hardly the lone star in a postseason that proved baseball can still surprise. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/11/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-6/684804/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Three Rules for a Lasting Happy Marriage

To keep the flame alive, put love at the center of your life.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

One of the Beatles' most beloved songs is "When I'm Sixty-Four," the second track on Side 2 of their groundbreaking 1967 album, Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band. It features a 24-year-old Paul McCartney singing to his lover, asking whether she will still love him in the distant future, when he is a hopelessly ancient and decrepit 64-year-old.

When I get older, losing my hair
 Many years from now,
 Will you still be sending me a valentine,
 Birthday greetings, bottle of wine?


This humorous, slightly schmaltzy ditty nonetheless poses a profound question for every long-term couple: Will you, in fact, find me attractive when we're old? I had this very question in mind recently, as I contemplated the 34th anniversary of my own wedding. My wife wondered the same thing.

Neither of us is quite 64 yet (getting close), but I'm confident the answer for us both will turn out to be yes--though not for the things that attracted us to each other when we married, at 27. What keeps people in love is not what makes them fall in love in the first place. Understanding this might just keep your partnership intact until you are 64--and beyond.

The notion that romantic attraction is purely a function of social and cultural forces is a common assumption. These factors do matter, but evidence from psychology and biology suggests that our amorous impulses owe more to nature than to nurture. One expert on the matter is David M. Buss, an evolutionary psychologist at the University of Texas. In his influential 1994 book, The Evolution of Desire, based on his study of some 10,000 people from cultures all over the world, Buss reported that, initially at least, heterosexual males are most attracted to fertility cues in females (attractiveness, health, youth), whereas females are attracted to resource cues (status, ambition, wealth).

Joe Scarborough: How Paul McCartney ran to the top

Buss does not assert that these are the only traits that matter to men and women. Both sexes want someone who is kind, honest, and respectful. In other ways, people's preferences vary a lot. But the general pattern is clear, as most people have probably experienced and would confirm, and this finding has been replicated many times by other researchers. For example, as an international team of academic researchers reported in the journal Evolution and Human Behavior in 2018, when men and women were shown photos of the opposite sex alongside information about their earning status, "ratings of attractiveness were around 1000 times more sensitive to salary for females rating males, compared to males rating females."

When my wife and I met, I had approximately zero dollars in my bank account and, working as a musician, was barely making rent. Presented with the evidence above, my wife concluded that she must be an evolutionary outlier. Not so, it turns out. Researchers in 2017 found that women also regard high creativity in men as attractive, perhaps because this acts as a cue for intelligence and, therefore, future resources. Apparently, playing the French horn well can stimulate a prospective mate's limbic system to sense that someone might have a path to good repute and financial stability.

Once a couple is past the early stages of romance, however, attraction starts to change. For example, writing in the journal Personality and Individual Differences in 2008, five researchers found evidence that once men are "restricted"--that is, in a committed relationship--they show a significantly weaker preference for lower body-mass index and lower waist-to-hip ratios in women (which are both common fertility cues). Similarly, researchers writing in 2021 showed that, with the passage of time, the physical attractiveness of mates becomes less important to men. This study noted that what does become more important over time, for both sexes, are two personality traits: openness and mutual trust.

Many other studies show the same pattern. For example, Buss notes that long-standing couples place a growing value on loyalty and dependability. Personality matters, too: In 2020, researchers who followed 87 couples who'd been married for at least 15 years (many of them for much longer, in fact) found that the success of their partnership was largely thanks to developing a high degree of positive emotional behavior. Humor, enthusiasm, and validation--understanding and accepting each other's feelings and perspectives--were especially important. Another experiment, which studied the marital success of child-rearing couples over the first six years of marriage, demonstrated that the couples happiest over time have a high level of fondness and admiration for each other.

I'd add one other factor, too: the spiritual dimension. As I have written previously, research has found that couples of faith are happier if they grow more religious over the years and practice together. What's good for your soul is also good for your marriage, it turns out.

None of this is to say that by the time they've reached their mid-60s, spouses don't care anymore about good looks or abundant resources. On the contrary, we all like an attractive spouse, as well as someone who can support the family. As Buss notes in his work, these are the qualities that people will flaunt at all ages if they find themselves unexpectedly single or are seeking to switch mates. But in general, if you're hoping for a lifelong union, you'd be making a mistake trying to keep your mate by offering only what attracted them in the first place. In a long-term partnership with one person that sustains companionate love, you should shift your effort toward nurturing qualities in yourself that are less superficial than looks or money. Here are three evidence-based rules to keep in mind.

1. Slap on the cuffs.
 When I married in Spain, where I was working in an orchestra, I remember the advice I received from one of my colleagues to think carefully before my wedding, because the Spanish word for "wives" is the same as that for "handcuffs" (esposas). That seemed like a pretty dumb joke to me at the time; Spanish humor can be a bit on the nose for my taste. But since then, I've thought about that double meaning with more fondness: Far from being shackled, you can cultivate dependability and complete loyalty. This fosters a happy feeling of being almost physically attached to each other, in a way that endures.

2. Stay positive.
 A toxic habit that plagues many marriages is bringing all of one's negative emotions home because that is where it feels safe to express them. The result is that partners impose a deep negative burden on the one relationship that should bring them the most joy. The research findings cited above clearly show that a strong long-term pair bond relies on abundant positive emotionality, whereas negativity weakens it. Being positive does not occur spontaneously: You must resolve to bring your happiness home, not just your unhappiness, and endeavor to share it.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be happy growing older

3. Grow in spirit--together.
 Many long-term couples with a spiritual or religious bent describe their partnership as something like an antenna that makes them more receptive to the supernatural, an effect that becomes more powerful over time. For example, aging Hindu couples sometimes practice vanaprastha, the third of life's four stages according to Hinduism, in which one focuses less on worldly things and more on theology by sharing in charitable activities, spiritual study, and pilgrimages. I obviously can't verify by scientific means whether this connection to the divine is real, but a lot of research suggests that prayer and worship with another person can increase the emotional resonance of the practice and deepen the trust that a couple has in each other. For nonreligious couples, some research has also shown an increase in closeness when practicing certain kinds of meditation together.

Life provides no guarantees, including guarantees about love. People may change and plenty of disappointments can occur, including in relationships. But you and your beloved can do a great deal to tilt the odds in your favor that when you each turn 64, you're still together and in love.

This starts by understanding that neither your physical beauty nor your worldly ambition are most important over the long haul. What truly matters is your virtue, your heart, your character, and your soul--all dedicated to your true love and expressed in both the big and the little things of life. McCartney seemed to sense this truth even as a young man. As he imagined a happy old age lived together, he wrote:

I could be handy, mending a fuse,
 When your lights have gone.
 You can knit a sweater by the fireside,
 Sunday mornings, go for a ride.


Maybe that sort of companionship sounds tame and dull when you're a hot, hard-charging 24-year-old. But trust me and Mrs. Brooks, as we mark our 34th wedding anniversary: It's great.
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Will 2026 Be a Fair Fight?

Democrats swept the 2025 elections. But Donald Trump is already laying the groundwork to subvert the next vote.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




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

Go ahead, Democrats. Congratulate yourselves on your multiple victories in this week's elections. Enjoy your parties. Indulge in fantasies about how big your tent can be, how many new presidential prospects now seem possible. But after that, brace yourselves, because Republicans may not be playing by the same rules a year from now.

Since President Donald Trump took office for his second term--indeed, since his loss in 2020--he has shown his willingness to subvert the rules of free and fair elections. In various ways, he's used his power to intimidate potential opponents, Democratic donors, and even voters who might oppose him. His administration appointed the election denier Heather Honey to the newly created role of deputy assistant secretary for election integrity. This week's decisive Democratic victories mean that Trump and his allies have no reason to stray from that path as the 2026 midterms approach. As Trump posted on Truth Social just after the Democratic victories were announced this week: "...AND SO IT BEGINS!"

Democrats have started working the refs in response. On the ballot in California this week was Proposition 50, a new initiative to gerrymander the state's congressional districts in Democrats' favor. Governor Gavin Newsom did not advocate Proposition 50 as a way to better reflect the state's changing population or to promote racial equity. Instead the measure was written explicitly as payback. "The people of California, not politicians, should have the power to approve temporary congressional district maps in response to President Trump's election-rigging scheme," it reads. The measure, called the Election Rigging Response Act, passed by an enormous margin. Perhaps it is the temporary emergency measure Newsom billed it as. But once the gerrymandering arms race gets going, it might be hard to stop its momentum.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to our staff writer David A. Graham about the vote this year and next. His December cover story warns that Trump is already laying the groundwork to subvert the next vote. We talk about this week's election as a test run for 2026, gerrymandering, and future possible scenarios of election meddling.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Michael George (from CBS): It was a clean sweep for Democrats last night as the party clinched victories in key races across the country.


Hanna Rosin: Democrats won big. That's the main takeaway from this week's elections.

It's the first time that voters across the country got to voice their opinion since Donald Trump was reelected--and their answer, in this admittedly limited test run, was: "No, thank you." It was blue, blue, blue everywhere.

This was true of the governors' races.

Meg Kinnard (from the Associated Press): The Associated Press has determined that Democrat Mikie Sherrill has been elected as governor of New Jersey.
 Jake Tapper (from CNN): And in the commonwealth of Virginia, Abigail Spanberger, the former congresswoman, handily winning the governor's race.


Rosin: It was true in California's Proposition 50.

Kristen Welker (from NBC): Voters have approved a ballot measure on redistricting that could boost Democrats in next year's midterm elections. It's the theme of the night: Voters turning out, signaling they want change, and they are not happy with the president's party.


Rosin: And it was true in local races all around the country, like, most notably, New York City, where Zohran Mamdani made history as a young Muslim progressive now elected mayor.

(Applause.)
 Zohran Mamdani (from YouTube): So, Donald Trump, since I know you're watching, I have four words for you: Turn the volume up!
 (Cheers and applause.)


Rosin: Democrats are, of course, enjoying their victory parties, measuring how big their tent could get, daring to dream of retaking the House in 2026 to be some sort of check on Trump.

But that is still a ways away. And in the meantime, there's another important election story brewing, which is that the president does not wanna play by the normal rules.

David Graham: Trump is working to make the election system systematically disadvantage Democrats, and make sure that he can win and that Republicans can win.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. That was staff writer David Graham. For the latest cover story of the magazine, he examined how Trump and his allies could dispute and disrupt the election process.

With this week's voting behind us, we're gonna talk about the big one, the one all election watchers are watching, 2026--and just how wild the attacks on the voting system might get.

David, welcome to the show.

Graham: Thank you for having me.

Rosin:  So did anything surprise you about the election results this week?

Graham: I think it's not the results, but the size of them. You look at New Jersey, where Democrats seemed really nervous going in, and there were some polls that showed Mikie Sherrill just a few points up, and she won by nearly as much as Abigail Spanberger did. So it really does look like a Democratic romp.

Rosin: After the election, Trump made this cryptic post: "...AND SO IT BEGINS!" Obviously, we don't know what he was referring to, but what do you think he was referring to?

Graham: (Laughs.) Great question, as always with him. I was just, before we got on here, watching a clip of him saying, you know, If Democrats take power, they're gonna make D.C. a state; they're gonna make Puerto Rico a state. They're gonna do all these horrible things.

President Donald Trump (from Newsmax): You think you have problems? They're gonna do all of the things. They're gonna pick up electoral votes. It's gonna be a very, very bad situation, and it's done as soon as they attain power. Now, if we do what I'm saying, they'll never--they'll most likely never attain power, because we will have passed every single thing that you can imagine that it's good--and all good for the country.


Graham: It sounds, certainly, very threatening. And I think you can connect that to the sorts of seizures of power and attempts to intimidate and sideline Democrats and political opponents that he's been doing all along. So if it hasn't already begun, I'm curious what it might look like now that "it begins."

Rosin: So then is there a chance that the Democratic victory, the decisiveness of it, will kick something up in Trump world, will cause them to view the 2026 election with some new urgency?

Graham: I think that they already view it with a lot of urgency, and I think this is going to make them more worried about it.

And I don't think what they're going to do is moderate their policies. I think what they're gonna do is go even harder on the things that they've been doing--charging Democrats, pressuring the media, pressuring local election authorities, pushing for gerrymanders in Republican-led states--doing anything they can to make the election closer without having to actually change the policies that they wanna pursue.

Rosin: And does this broad category that you're describing--intimidating opponents, intimidating the press--do we call this, what, election disruption? How do you categorize this?

Graham: I think it's hard to describe because it's kind of on a spectrum with typical politicking. Everybody tries to work the refs. And I found it really helpful to think about it as what political scientists call competitive authoritarianism, where you try to tilt the playing field well ahead of the election and just sort of set society in a way that makes it very hard for the opposition to ever win.  Opposition candidates are allowed, but they might be investigated or intimidated or arrested for offenses that don't have to deal with elections. So you do all these things simply to make it really hard for them to really compete, even though they're allowed to exist, and you have this kind of impression of democracy going on.

And so if you look at all the things he's doing together, I think--and using government power to do those things--I think they fit under that rubric.

Rosin: David, the president has repeatedly threatened to pull federal funding from New York City. Republican members of Congress have proposed deporting Mamdani, who was born in Uganda. Are these threats a kind of election interference? Is this the kind of thing that you mean?

Graham: I think the threat to take funding away from New York very much is. It's telling voters, If you vote for this candidate, we will make you suffer for it.

Rosin: So we have no indication that Trump is gonna, say, cancel the midterm elections. So in general, when you talk to election experts, what form of election interference were they worried about?

Graham: They were worried about every kind. The thing that jumped out to me was their concern about the involvement of the military--which is the sort of thing that I thought was maybe just paranoia, but these are people who I don't think are prone to paranoia, and they were very concerned about that.

But they're also concerned about everything else. They're worried about having a media that is cowed. They're worrying about whether the media will refuse to take ads from Democrats because they're afraid of retaliation from the FCC, for example. They're worried about seizure of voting rolls. They're worried about the federal government pressing local officials to do things that are against the law. They're worried about withdrawal of funds for cybersecurity and physical security. They're worried about sowing doubt.

It's this whole smorgasbord of ways that Trump can undermine the integrity of the elections.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. And what were you watching in this election? 'Cause this election is a prelude to 2026, which is where it's really heated up and intense. Did you see anything in this election that indicated some of these shenanigans?

Graham: The thing that I thought stuck out most was the Justice Department announcing that it was sending monitors to New Jersey and to California to take a look at elections. And this is the kind of thing--on the one hand, DOJ monitors elections; it's something they do. But it's really conspicuous in both a race that affects the balance of power in the house in California and in what was considered to be a close race for governor in New Jersey. It looks like pressure on election officials and pressure on voters, and more than that, it seems like a way of sort of testing methods ahead of the midterms.

So first, you send out people to these kinds of things, and then maybe you do more of that in the midterms, and you start using the DOJ as a way to suppress votes or to mess with local officials.

The election officials who I've talked to were less concerned about what would happen in this election than how it's kind of a dry run for a bigger effort in a year.

Rosin: Let's talk about one of the big things that happened, which is the redistricting ballot in California. What do you think [California Governor] Gavin Newsom was trying to accomplish?

Graham: I think two things. One of them was getting attention for Gavin Newsom, which is always a top priority for him. (Laughs.)

But the other one was trying to even the score on this gerrymandering. We've seen Texas, Missouri, North Carolina all redistrict in order to add, basically, safe Republican seats to the house in what we expect will be a close midterm election. And so I think this is Democrats trying to find ways to strike back on that.

And we see Maryland doing the same thing, potentially. We see other states talking about it. But California has the most room to squeeze Republicans and had to do it by a vote of the people because there is a law that sets up independent redistricting already in place.

Rosin: One thing that surprised me about the California ballot was how explicitly it referred to Texas. It talked about attacks by the Trump administration and his MAGA Republicans and a Republican power grab orchestrated by President Trump. This struck me as unusual to include in a state proposition.

Graham: I think that's right. It's really weird. I think it's a sign of how nationalized these elections are that California voters are concerned more about the balance of power in Washington than they are about the specifics of their state. And I think it's particularly glaring in California, where voters passed a law insisting on independent redistricting to avoid this kind of gerrymandering and then, by a wide margin in these elections, basically temporarily reversed themselves.

And this seems like backsliding on a lot of fairness reforms we've seen. And it seems a way in which Trump forces his opponents to become more like him in order to compete, and I think that's a kind of race to the bottom.

Rosin: Right, right. So it's not necessarily healthy for a democracy for redistricting to become this kind of national showdown?

Graham: Right. I think it's really bad for democracy--and it's bad for voters. There are lots of Democrats in Texas and lots of Republicans in California who are going to be less fairly represented because of these changes.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break: If the president is test-running ways to disrupt an election, what would that actually look like in 2026?

[Break] 

Rosin: Okay, David, let's get specific. Play out a scenario for me in 2026 that's reasonably plausible.

[Music] 

Graham: So let's imagine that it's election night. The ballots are being counted. And as the night closes, Republicans are up in a couple of these races, but we still have a lot of ballots left to count, as we saw in 2020.

So Trump declares victory. He has a White House address. He says the GOP's held the House, but warns the Democrats are gonna try to steal that. He immediately starts concentrating all of the firepower he can on making sure that voting stops and that the elections are called that way. So maybe he has the Justice Department sending letters to Arizona's government, where there are really close races, let's say. He sends the FBI there. He has Republican lawyers filing lawsuits. Even as this happens, ballots are still being counted; Democrats start to pull ahead.

At this point, amid extensive claims of fraud, Trump sends in Marines from a base in Yuma on the basis that there's a national emergency going on in Phoenix. They go in, and they seize the voting machines, so we have already broken the chain of custody on these machines. The FBI arrives. They say that votes have been tampered with, insist that Republicans have won.

So now you have Marines on the street. You have protests going on. Trump is saying that he needs to use the Insurrection Act, that he's gonna send the military out to Democrat-run cities around the country. And it's unclear who has really won.

And I can imagine this going further. Democrats, maybe, are eventually certified as the winners of these races, but a slim House majority of Republicans reject that, they seat Republican candidates, and that helps Republicans hold the House, and the election is rejected by a lot of Americans as being obviously unfair.

Rosin: So this is where you have a gray situation, a lot of thinking and infrastructure in place, and it's ambiguous enough that Republicans could claim they won.

Graham: Right. I think the ambiguity is really important, and that's one reason why you see Trump and people around him talking about, quote, unquote, "election integrity," talking about fraud now: because they wanna lay the groundwork for arguing that the election was unfair once the results have come in.

We see a lot of states being pressured to do things like get rid of their voting machines ahead of the election and get new voting machines. There are questions about the security.

Rosin: Wait, wait, so what's the problem with getting new voting machines? That seems like a good thing.

Graham: It seems like a good thing if you have the money for it and if you have the time to train employees on it. But so many of these offices are working, basically, on a shoestring. The machines they have are basically functional.

And the reasons Trump is questioning whether or not they're up to par don't really have to do with genuine security concerns. They seem to have to do with fomenting conspiracy theories about whether Venezuela or Italy is getting into the voting machines, as we saw in 2020.

Rosin: I see. So fake reasons to have new voting machines, the ultimate result of which is just making it more difficult for elections to go smoothly and everybody to vote.

Graham: Right.This is just another variation on the false claims of fraud that we've seen from Trump since 2016. And they've already also seized voter rolls from local authorities, and they're claiming that there are a lot of people voting illegally.

Rosin: What about Democratic donors and candidates? What are we seeing there, and what could we see?

Graham: We see attempts to basically intimidate them out of participation. You charge somebody like James Comey, you charge somebody like Letitia James with crimes, you attempt to investigate somebody like Senator Adam Schiff--and you don't have to go after everyone. All you have to do is convince some people that it's not worth running, because they're going to become a target, or it's not worth running for a higher office, or it's not worth donating, since the White House is gonna know you gave that money. What if you lose? Is it really worth your while to put your neck out there?And what that does is that starts undermining the party's candidates, it undermines the party's major donors--and you also undermine minor donors by, for example, launching an investigation into ActBlue, which is the heart of the Democratic small-dollar donation machine.

Rosin: And, we should say, James Comey and Letitia James, who you mentioned, have both pleaded not guilty in those cases.

But just to connect all the dots, how does that affect elections? How does something like that, this kind of low-simmering intimidation, ultimately affect a 2026 or any election?

Graham: It means you may get worse candidates; the best candidates may decide that they don't want to run. It means they will be underfunded, potentially, compared to Republican candidates. It means they'll have to spend money on things like legal defense and time on things like legal defense instead of using that time to campaign.

Rosin: Okay, another aspect you've reported on is the Trump administration creating a new position to oversee future elections and then appointing a woman named Heather Honey, who has a history of election denial. So who is Heather Honey, and what effect could she have?

Graham: So Heather Honey was one of these people involved in raising questions about the 2020 election. And now she is the Department of Homeland Security's top official for election integrity.

Rosin: So what could that mean?

Graham: It's a little bit hard to know because--and this, I think, is where a lot of these things get fuzzy. The federal government, in particular the executive branch, really don't have a lot of authority over elections. And what Trump is trying to do is claim that he has power to change things that he doesn't have.

So on the one hand, DHS might try to deem results unfair. We saw, in 2020, Trump saying to top officials at the Justice Department, Just say the election was unfair, and leave the rest to me and the Republican congressmen. And so you can imagine something like that. If DHS says that a tally was tainted, then that gives Trump an excuse to do a lot of other things.

The other problem is separate from Heather Honey. DHS--and in particular, CISA, which oversees cybersecurity and infrastructure--used to be a really important helper for a lot of local election authorities, who, they'd get walk-throughs that would tell them about: "Where do you have physical vulnerabilities? Your power supply. Are your doors locking?" They get help with cybersecurity.

A lot of those things have been cut, so CISA has been cut drastically. And so not only are these local officials being pressured by, potentially, DHS, they're also not getting the help that they've traditionally gotten to make sure that systems are safe.

Rosin: So where does that put us in 2026?

Graham: I think it puts us in a place where we need to be really wary and really nervous, but not a place of hopelessness.

A lot of these things are scary. Something that you hear a lot from elections people is that free and fair is a spectrum. We've never had a perfectly free and fair election. Obviously, if you go back to before 1965, you have segregated Jim Crow elections, which are a very clear example, but there are always issues. But we're moving, potentially, in the wrong direction on free and fair, and in a major way.

And we see the federal government trying to assert powers that it hasn't had. We see people who are trying to, effectively, sabotage elections getting into important positions, both at the local and national level.

All those things are bad. But I don't think they mean that we cannot have good elections, partly because the system is so diffuse that it makes it hard for someone to meddle with it all the way.

And also, if people are paying attention--whether that's officials being ready for interference or voters casting their ballots ahead of time and taking care of what they need to do--there are a lot of ways that an election can still turn out pretty well, despite attempts to tilt the scales.

Rosin: Okay, so let's talk about those ways, 'cause what I hear you saying is election officials, also journalists, are saying, Be vigilant. There's this undercurrent trying to mess with elections. But there are also ways to push back against that.

So maybe we'll start by talking about the courts. In 2020, Trump and his allies filed something like 62 lawsuits contesting the election process and voter certification. Nearly all those were dismissed or dropped or not decided in Trump's favor. So are the courts one of these backstops that we can count on in the 2026 elections and beyond?

Graham: They're a backstop that we need. Whether we can count on them, I think, is an open question, but there are positive signs. We have seen lower courts consistently ruling against things that Trump is doing that he simply doesn't have authority to do.

And there's a lot of concern, especially from liberals, about the Supreme Court. But what I heard from election experts, including Democratic ones, was, look, first of all, most of these things don't make it to the Supreme Court. And second of all, the Supreme Court has been more tempered on voting issues than it has been on some things.

So there is, I would say, cautious optimism from a lot of people in the election space about the court as a backstop.

Rosin: What about state election officials? Because many of them did hold the line in 2020.

Graham: It's a mixed bag. Some of the people who held the line really courageously have been forced out of office. They lost their elections. They were harassed so much, they decided to leave. And they've been replaced by people who are more Trump-friendly, and we don't know how they'll perform in the moment.

Even when you have those people, though, the laws are the laws, and that's something that I think was important in 2020 as well. There were times where officials tried to do Trump's bidding and sort of get out of line, and they were often stopped by courts, which said, Hold on, you have no authority to do that. That's simply not how this works.

Rosin: Interesting. It does seem like a thin line of defense. A local election official who can get leaned on by DOJ or military pressure, it feels precarious.

Graham: That's right. I talked to Stephen Richer, who was an official in Maricopa County, and he said it's just really hard when you're a local official trying to deal with pressure from the president of the United States and from members of your own party. All these people are pressuring you, and to hold the line against that is not easy to do.

Rosin: Okay, so 2026, fast-forwarding to that, where are you gonna be watching? Everyone watches Maricopa County, Arizona, always. (Laughs.) Are there other places where you'll be keeping an eye?

Graham: I think that's the big one for me right now. And it's a little bit hard to know because so many of our districts are still in flux as these states work on these gerrymandering things.

The fact of the matter is there aren't that many districts that are actually competitive. We have already gerrymandered this country so far that we're probably only looking at a couple dozen, three dozen competitive House districts to decide control of the House. And so I think we'll know closer to the election what those districts are going to be.

The other thing I'm watching is just how many of them are really up. So I heard people telling me numbers like if it's a 10-seat difference in the race, it's very hard to steal that race. But if it's three to five races, it's a lot easier to get shenanigans in because there's not that many things to mess with, and you can sort of concentrate your energy, and you can maybe flip a couple of those, flip three of those, and that could make all the difference for House control.

Rosin: David, I would say that you and I've maybe painted a fairly bleak picture of elections to come for Democrats. However, this week was largely talked about as a moment of tremendous optimism for the party, like good news after a year of Trump running wild and doing whatever he wants to do. Do you see any strains of optimism about the upcoming year? How do you balance these two things?

Graham: I think this election is a good sign for Trump critics. It shows that voters are really opposed to him, and it shows that they're willing to turn out even if they have hesitations about the Democratic Party writ large. A really broad margin like this would be really hard for Trump to cheat in 2026.

That said, none of this changes the balance of power between now and January 2027. And so that gives a lot of time for Trump to continue to abuse his powers, including doing things to make sure, or to try to make sure, that the 2026 elections are less fair. So a lot of the danger remains, even if there are some kind of hopeful signs for Democrats.

It's ultimately about democracy, and if people come out to vote, I think that triumphs over almost anything else. And we saw people doing that this week.

Rosin: Well, David, thank you for helping us understand that.

Graham: Thank you.

[Music]

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

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/listener.

Finally, I have a favor to ask. I am interviewing chef and cookbook writer Alison Roman next week. If you have any questions for her--recipe-related, cookbook-related, Thanksgiving-related--send them over. Please email them to us at radioatlantic@theatlantic.com.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Can Mamdani Pull Off a Child-Care Miracle?

The hurdles facing the incoming mayor's proposal are as large as its potential rewards.

by Annie Lowrey

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




Zohran Mamdani will be New York City's next mayor. The Queens assembly member has rocketed from local political obscurity to national political celebrity in less than a year, making bumper-stickery campaign promises aimed at alleviating the city's cost-of-living crisis. Fast, free buses. A freeze on rents. Municipal grocery stores. Universal child care.

That last proposal has gotten little attention--perhaps because a relatively small sliver of New Yorkers would directly benefit, perhaps because the proposal hinges on a tax increase Albany would have to approve, perhaps because early-childhood initiatives are so pervasively underemphasized in American life.

When Mayor Bill de Blasio created a universal prekindergarten program and a near-universal 3-K program in New York a decade ago, it was rightly described as a miracle. But in many ways, that undertaking was far simpler than what Mamdani is promising. He aims to provide high-quality, year-round care to toddlers and infants as young as six weeks old, while setting day-care workers' earnings "at parity" with those of public-school teachers. It's a cosmically aspirational set of goals, and it faces a steep set of obstacles. But if he can pull it off, the scheme would transform New York's demography and economy, constituting one of the most radical examples of policy entrepreneurship in recent memory.

I say this as a parent: Day care is great. Good programs enhance children's cognitive development and school readiness, increasing educational attainment and improving health outcomes decades later. There's "a mountain of scientific evidence that the early years are the most important," Philip Fisher, the director of the Stanford Center on Early Childhood, told me.

But unlike other wealthy countries, the United States forces parents to go it alone for the first three years of their children's lives, and more often the first five. Though targeted investments in kids have among the highest returns of all public expenditures, Washington devotes just 0.4 percent of its budget to young children. Some cities offer municipal child-care programs, and some low-income families get vouchers. Still, parents shoulder most of the burden of the cost of child care.

As a result, the United States has a severe child-care shortage, and the situation is especially dire in New York. The city has one licensed spot available for every four children under the age of 3. Close to half of neighborhoods have less than 20 percent of the necessary capacity for kids under the age of 2.

Enrolling in a program is like taking on a second mortgage. In the five boroughs, day care costs, on average, $18,200 a year in a home-based setting, or $26,000 in a center. The federal government holds that child-care costs should eat up no more than 7 percent of a family's income. By that standard, a household in New York has to earn $300,000 or $400,000 a year to have one kid. Wealthy families have the option of hiring au pairs or nannies. Middle-income families commute long distances to drop their kids off before work. Low-income families set up informal arrangements with family members or shift their hours to watch their kids.

In a recent survey of working mothers in New York, 34 percent said that they had declined a promotion or chosen a part-time schedule because of child-care pressures. Nearly as many said they had lost a job. And the cost of child care forces many families out of the city: Households with young kids are twice as likely to leave New York for cheaper pastures as those without.

The lack of affordable child care is a societal and economic catastrophe, not just one afflicting individual households. Parents' caregiving challenges cause the city to forgo $23 billion in economic activity and $2.2 billion in tax revenue a year. Providing a public option would lift mothers' earnings by close to $1 billion annually, the city has estimated. Broadly, the paucity of public spending on early-childhood programs is a central driver of the country's gender wage gap and the low rate of labor-force participation among women.

Even as parents fork over 10, 20, 40 percent of their paychecks to child-care providers, nursery schools and day-care centers cannot afford to pay their workers much. The city's early-childhood workers earn half what workers in other industries do. A quarter live below the poverty line, many earning less than they would at big-box stores and fast-food chains.

Michael Powell: The mainstreaming of Zohran Mamdani

The market is broken and it can't fix itself. Yet policy makers have historically considered universal-child-care systems too high in cost and too low in political benefit to bother enacting. Day care has a narrow constituency: Perhaps one in 15 American households includes an infant or toddler. Although voters might give their warm approval to early-childhood initiatives, not many of them turn out for day care on Election Day or switch their support to candidates that would fully finance Head Start. (That some voters believe children would be better off if their mother stayed at home figures in too.)

The political winds are shifting. The country's affordability crisis has hit apocalypse levels, discouraging couples from having kids and stoking profound disillusionment among young voters. In his campaign, Mamdani spoke directly to that disillusionment; exit polls showed he won a supermajority of ballots cast by New Yorkers under the age of 45. The coronavirus pandemic decimated the child-care system, forcing thousands of day cares to close and requiring millions of parents to watch their kids and do their day jobs simultaneously. The pandemic also spurred many Democrats to recognize child care as social infrastructure, not a niche, nice-to-have benefit.

New Mexico has become the first state to guarantee free child care for all residents, and is in the process of scaling up its system. Connecticut is making it free for families making less than $100,000 a year, and affordable for everyone else. Could New York City be next?

The budget poses the first and central challenge to Mamdani's plans. His campaign has estimated that universal child care would require roughly $6 billion a year. He wants to increase taxes on millionaires and corporations to cover the cost, bumping the city's annual budget up by 11 percent. Albany would have to approve the tax increase.

Governor Kathy Hochul has made child care a priority, sharply increasing the state's spending on grants, paid leave, and tax credits. The issue is personal for her. Decades ago, she quit her job as an attorney for Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan to stay home because the cost of care was so high. "I've had conversations with Assembly Member Mamdani about how we can get to universal child care," she said in a joint appearance with him in Queens last month. "I believe we can."

Read: New Mexico's free-child-care gamble

But Hochul has repeatedly said that she opposes the tax hike, citing concerns about the 50-plus percent marginal rates already applied to the city's wealthiest individuals, and about pushing businesses and families to lower-tax jurisdictions. Hochul is up for reelection next year. Would it be more advantageous for her to approve the tax increase and show solidarity with the city that's home to nearly half of state residents, or to appeal to corporations and moderates by holding tax rates steady? The answer is not clear.

Even if the tax hike passes, the revenue might not be enough to create a truly universal system. The nonprofit Prenatal to Five Fiscal Strategies has estimated that a comprehensive program would cost $6.6 billion a year at prevailing wages, and $9.5 billion if child-care workers made a living wage, as of 2023. (The numbers would be higher now, thanks to wage growth, rent increases, and so on.) Bringing workers' earnings to "parity" with public-school teachers might require even more money. I asked the Mamdani campaign for details on what it meant by "parity." Would compensation be based on education levels and tenure? Would it include benefits as well as salaries? I did not hear back.

Nevertheless, if Mamdani got his $6 billion, it would pay for a tremendous expansion of the city's child-care infrastructure. With the money secured, the real challenge would begin.

Elegant-sounding policy designs for child-care systems exist, experts told me. They just wouldn't work very well in practice. The city could enroll toddlers and babies in public schools. "I don't think anybody thinks that's a great idea," Emmy Liss, an early-childhood consultant and a former de Blasio staffer, told me. Elementary-school classrooms would have to be retrofitted to accommodate six-month-olds and 2-year-olds. The city would risk putting hundreds of providers out of business as parents switched over to the public option.

Alternatively, New York could give all families vouchers, allowing them to choose their own providers. But if the country's public schools are any guide, rich families would use the vouchers to offset their costs while poor families would struggle to find quality care and cover their bills. The system would rely on "providers being incentivized in the private market to just go open new sites" in the places where they're needed, Liss told me, and the city would have little recourse if they did not.

A messy system, combining different models, would actually be a better system.

The obvious first step would be to age the city's 3-K program down: enrolling 2-year-olds and 1-year-olds in public day-care centers, as well as for-profit, nonprofit, and home-based programs, and paying those programs directly. It works for 3-year-olds. It would work for younger kids, too, experts told me. Still, Mamdani will have to repair the city's relationships with providers as he expands enrollment. For years, the Department of Education has antagonized care centers by revoking their leases and failing to make payments on time. Some programs have had to take out loans to cover payroll, and some have closed. "I cleaned our accounts" out, Ingrid Matias Chungata, the executive director of Nuestros Ninos, in Williamsburg, said at a city-council meeting in February. "Fifty-two years of savings, of having a cushion--it's all gone."

Then the Mamdani administration would have to figure out how to turn hundreds of small-scale day cares--many run by women of color in their apartment or house--into municipal contractors. At the moment, the city is not equipped to strike deals with so many vendors, analysts told me. Nor are day-care owner-operators equipped to sign contracts with the city. Mamdani might be able to use New York's family-child-care networks as intermediaries instead.

Mamdani wants to support informal arrangements too, such as grandparents watching their grandchildren. His administration will need to figure out how to apply health-and-safety regulations and compensate these caregivers. New York City will also likely need to provide vouchers to families with uncommon needs, experts told me, such as parents who work the graveyard shift. (That way, the Mamdani administration would not need to include overnight care and other specialty options in its contracts with day care centers.)

Finally, the city would need to take on all that administrative complexity, and give parents a clear set of choices and an easy path to enrollment.

Of course, setting up a universal-child-care system is not the same thing as delivering universal child care.

New York City has 32,917 early-childhood workers. It probably needs 32,917 more to achieve total coverage. Mamdani's proposal to raise wages will spur many individuals to apply for child-care jobs and set up home-based day cares. Still, City Hall might need to offer loan forgiveness and cash bonuses to entice enough workers--all without worsening long-standing staffing shortages in other parts of the school system.

City Hall will also have to make sure that child-care providers offer the kind of slots needed, where they are needed--a problem that has bedeviled the 3-K program. Mamdani might have to build and operate public centers in underserved neighborhoods or pay day-care chains to open facilities in child-care micro-deserts. Similarly, he might need to provide bonuses to centers enrolling infants and kids with health issues and disabilities.

Giving parents the opportunity to stay home with their babies, if they wish, might be the best way to cover the youngest kids. "Other countries solve the infant-care issue by providing a year of paid family medical leave or paid parental leave," Julie Kashen of the Century Foundation told me. Thus far, Mamdani hasn't included six months or a year of leave in his child-care proposal.

Read: The problem with 'affordable' child care

I could write thousands more words on the hurdles the new administration will face and the questions it will need to answer to get to universal child care. Mamdani will have to expand the city's community-outreach, contracting, site-inspection, and workforce-development infrastructure. He will need to decide how to scale up the system, balancing the political need for immediate results with the technocratic need for a slow rollout. And if tax revenue declines or real-estate prices climb or the White House goes after the city's budget ...

These concerns might sound like an argument that Mamdani shouldn't create a universal-child-care system, or that he won't be able to. But they could also be seen as an argument for letting politicians promise the perfect so that their administrations can figure out how to deliver the good. More than 1 million voters propelled Mamdani into office this week, and his victory speech focused on the cost of living and the mayor's mandate to bring it down.

New York City has double the budget of the state of Massachusetts. It educates as many children in its public-school system as the Pentagon commands adults in the active-duty military. It has a history of delivering inferior programs and failing to solve pressing issues, but it also has a history of getting big, tough things done, including the wildly popular pre-K and 3-K initiatives.

New York could show other governments that creating a universal-child-care system might be expensive and difficult, but it isn't impossible. If Mamdani falls short, expanding the number of free day-care spots while raising educators' wages instead--well, it won't be what he promised. But it still sounds like a miracle to me.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/11/mamdani-child-care/684783/?utm_source=feed
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America on the Brink of War With Venezuela

Quico Toro on the Trump administration's dangerous game of brinksmanship with Venezuela, and why a conflict in the Caribbean could be a disaster for everyone involved. Plus: Trump's newest attempt at a constitutional coup, and a discussion of <em>The Oppermanns</em>, by Lion Feuchtwanger.
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On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about the coming Supreme Court battle over President Donald Trump's use of tariff powers. If the Court endorses Trump's claim that anything he deems an emergency allows him to impose tariffs, Frum argues the United States will face a constitutional crisis unlike any before. The president will, in effect, have staged a "constitutional coup," stripping Congress of its most fundamental Article I powers.
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Then Frum speaks with Quico Toro of Caracas Chronicles about the Trump administration's escalating pressure on Venezuela. They explore what American intervention might look like, the realities of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's hold on control, and whether any foreign power could truly bring his rule to an end.

Finally, Frum closes with a reflection on Lion Feuchtwanger's The Oppermanns and the rising tide of conspiracist anti-Semitism seen on both the left and the right today.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Quico Toro. Quico was the founder and remains the editor of a website called the Caracas Chronicles, which is the best English-language source of information on goings-on in Venezuela. And as the United States seems to be moving toward a war in the Caribbean against Venezuela, I thought it was indispensable to talk to Quico about what is happening: Why is the United States on the verge of war, apparently, with Venezuela, apparently about to carry out air strikes on the South American mainland? How did we get here, and what does it mean? Quico will be the man to enlighten us.

My book this week will be a novel written in 1933 by a writer called Lion Feuchtwanger, and the novel's The Oppermanns, a family saga of a German Jewish family destroyed by the rise of the Nazis.

But before I get to these two subjects, let me open with some preliminary thoughts about something quite different, which is the soon-to-be-heard oral argument in the Supreme Court about President [Donald] Trump's use of tariff powers. Specifically, the court is going to consider whether Donald Trump has exceeded the authority delegated to him by Congress by the International Emergency Economic Powers Act of 1977.

As I hope we all know, the Constitution of the United States vests power over tariffs and trade in Congress. But over the years, since 1934, Congress has delegated more and more of that power to the president. President Trump has chosen to interpret the International Emergency Economic Powers Act--which I'll call IEEPA, which is what most people do, from here on--as a delegation of broad authority over tariffs to him, allowing him to create a one-man tariff show all of his own for almost any reason. And the Supreme Court is going to hear and decide whether that is valid.

The key word in the act is the word emergency--that is, these are powers that the president would not normally have; normally, the power to create tariffs rests in Congress. He would not normally have these powers, but in an emergency, the president can use them. That's what Congress wrote in 1977 when they passed the law. And the question the Supreme Court will have to evaluate is: Is that delegation itself valid? And if it is valid, do we, in fact, have an emergency? Can the president simply proclaim an emergency for any reason, including having his feelings hurt by an ad he saw in a baseball game that he didn't like, or is there some kind of objective constraint?

Now, as we think about what the court should do, there's a little historical context here that's really necessary to understand to guide the court as to what is the right thing. And remember, a conservative court is supposed to look to history.

In 1917, when the United States went into the First World War, Congress passed a law called the Trading With the Enemy Act. They gave the president vast powers over the American economy. And it was meant to last for the duration of the World War I emergency. After the end of the First World War, Congress never repealed the Trading With the Enemy Act, and it remained on the books through the Great Depression and through the Second World War. It was under the powers given him by the Trading With the Enemy Act that President [Franklin D.] Roosevelt not only took the United States off the gold standard--that he could have done with his regular powers--but prohibited the private ownership of gold by American citizens. He used the powers under the 1917 Trading With the Enemy Act. And during World War II, those powers were used again. And during the Cold War, they were used, and those powers became very, very large during the Cold War period.

In the 1970s, after Watergate, Congress decided, you know, it was time to declare the First World War over. And so they passed a series of laws ending the emergency proclaimed in 1917, and creating new and theoretically more limited emergency powers through a series of statutes in the middle 1970s, of which IEEPA, the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, was just one. There were others too. All of them to say, Look, we understand that the president needs emergency powers. The powers we granted in 1917 were too big, and anyway, that war is over. So here are new powers, more limited than the 1917 powers, that the president should use subject to more modern ideas of power, including judicial review.

So that is what Trump used to try to say, I can do anything. I can impose any tariff for any reason at any time. Anything I say is an emergency--whether it's fentanyl use, whether it's an ad in the World Series--anything I say is an emergency is an emergency. No one can second-guess me. And I can then put any tariffs in the way that I like.

Now, what Trump is here creating is a unilateral power to tax--and not just tax, because at the same time, he's claiming unilateral powers to spend. He says he wants to take some of this tariff money and give it to the farmers; that's a spending power. That money could be used for anything. Congress normally decides where money goes. But Trump is saying, I will unilaterally take these taxes I have imposed and spend it the way I want. And meanwhile, other spending that Congress voted [for], like foreign aid, I'm going to refuse to spend it because I have the power to decide what to tax, what to spend, and I have the power, in effect, to veto spending that Congress has passed and that I or my predecessor signed--so unilateral powers to tax, spend, not spend. Oh, and one more thing: I'm claiming unilateral power over the money supply because I am claiming the right to fire any member of the Federal Reserve for any reason, no matter how obviously specious. That's another case going to the Supreme Court, where Trump fired a governor of the Federal Reserve, alleging all kinds of fraud. Federal Reserve governors are not supposed to be removed except for very good reason. But basically, he says, I can remove any Federal Reserve governor I want and appoint anyone I want, and that gives me control over the monetary as well as the fiscal side of the economy.

So we're putting together powers that are exactly the powers that were repudiated not only in 1776 by the American Revolution--"no taxation without representation"--but in the English Civil War of the 1640s, where the English cut off the head of King Charles I because he claimed the power to tax without vote of Parliament.

It cannot be right that the president of the United States has the power to tax without Congress, to spend without Congress, to refuse to spend monies that Congress has voted [for] and that his predecessors or he have signed without Congress, and to control the entire monetary system without Congress, even though the Federal Reserve is a creature of Congress. But this is, apparently, a close call because the Supreme Court is very disposed to a large use of presidential power, especially the powers of this president. And they've also given him, of course, if he does abuse any power, this extraordinary new doctrine of criminal impunity.

It's hard for me to believe that the court will validate any of this, but if [it] does, Americans are going to be left with a really "no exit" dilemma. The president has made a kind of constitutional coup. He's effectively repealed the most important powers in Article I--taking away the taxing power, taking away the spending power, taking away the power to refuse to spend money the Congress voted [for], taking away the power over the money, which is also given to Congress--and concentrated that power in himself and his own personal judgment for any reason, no matter how trivial. That's why this silly episode about the Blue Jays ad posted by the province of Ontario is so important. That is so petty and trivial--if that is an emergency, then anything is the emergency, then the president has these powers at will; we might as well close Congress altogether. Oh, wait--the House of Representatives as I speak is closed indefinitely, so maybe that's a taste of [things] to come.

This is a real constitutional crisis, even though it's being carried out with words and precedents and legal documents. Follow it closely and hope for the best, but be ready for some very dark chapters ahead in American history, American constitutional doctrine, and the limitation of the power of the people's representatives in Congress.

And now my dialogue with Quico Toro.

[Music]

Frum: Quico Toro devoted 25 years of his life to the struggle for a democratic future for Venezuela, his native country. In 2002, he founded Caracas Chronicles, the premier English-language site for reporting on the [Hugo] Chavez-[Nicolas] Maduro dictatorships. I got to know Quico when I visited Venezuela in 2010. He saved me from many misunderstandings and mistakes, although I still managed to make many that he could not prevent. Now a Canadian citizen, he has a day job developing new technologies to fight climate change as director of climate repair at the Anthropocene Institute. He speaks to us today from Tokyo.

Good morning. Good afternoon.

Quico Toro: One of those. Hi.

David Frum: One of those. (Laughs.) Okay, so we are recording this dialogue on the evening of Sunday, November 2, Washington time; morning of Monday, November 3, Tokyo time--is that right? The United States has amassed in the Caribbean the largest set of naval assets deployed there since the Cuban missile crisis. The United States is blowing boats out of the water that the Trump administration says are piloted and crewed by narco-traffickers, although there's no evidence for that, and there's at least one accusation by the president of Colombia that one of those boats was innocent--was a fisher boat and the people aboard were innocent people. And who knows what is true; the Trump administration has offered no evidence. But it's also offered no plans for what it intends to do with this vast fleet. Are we on the verge of war between the United States and Venezuela?

Toro: It sure seems like it. There hasn't been a buildup like this--and you have to understand, being Venezuela and dealing with the kind of government that we've had, we've had 30 years, or 25 years, of the government telling us that the Americans are gonna attack. There are Americans under the bed. The Marines are gonna be coming off the boats anytime now. It's an old, sort of Cuban-inspired technique to keep people in line. I think people discounted it for a long time because it was clearly propaganda, so there's just this disorienting feeling of, Wait a minute--this time, it's different.

Frum: Must be very strange for the regime, after having used the threat of American military intervention again and again, to say, Wait a minute, and now it's here--maybe. Although it's weird, right, because it's just a fleet. There's no mobilization of troops; there's no speech to the country. So if there is a war, it looks like what Trump has in mind [is] kinda hitting Venezuela from the air and hoping that the regime collapses or something. Can you make any sense of what they think they're doing?

Toro: Well, part of it is that it doesn't seem like there's really consensus among the people who are driving Venezuela policy. The secretary of state, Marco Rubio, is an old-time Cuban American anti-communist sort of fighter who has wanted regime change in Caracas, and in Havana, for a long time. But then, he has to get along with people like Richard Grenell, who is the special envoy to Venezuela, who wants to just cut a deal with the Maduro regime and with the principal, with Donald Trump--who, from what we are able to understand, seems to be actually quite exercised about drugs and wanting to turn this into an anti-narcotics operation.

So I don't think they really have a consensus internally about what they want. Donald Trump is, obviously, gonna change his mind three times before breakfast. But, yeah, what is most visible about this is that there doesn't seem like there's going to be a land invasion. And so what they seem to be wanting to do is something, in some way, similar to what Trump tried to do in the first administration in 2019--there was this maximum-pressure campaign to really turn the screws on the Venezuelan economy and the oil industry. And the logic seemed to be to make life so intolerable that somebody inside the regime would make a move against Maduro. What happened in 2019 is that instead of making that move against Maduro, conditions became so intolerable that 8 million people left, right, and many of them ended up in the U.S. and now, in this very strange twist, are accused of having been sent by Maduro to destabilize the U.S.

So there are layers and layers of irony in that. But what we do know--and this isn't old canard, but it remains true as far as I know--is that no regime anywhere has been dislodged purely from the air, right? So that doesn't seem to work. So the operating assumption here, that you can create enough pressure with an air campaign, it just seems flawed.

Frum: Okay, so let's go, now, a little slower. So, as you say, Trump says eight things. Yesterday, Saturday, he was talking about declaring war on Nigeria, or at least against Nigerian Muslims on behalf of Nigerian Christians. So maybe his attraction will be distracted. But let's start with some basic things: To what extent is Venezuela a major source of drugs bound to the United States?

Toro: Well, it's not a source of drugs at all, because Venezuela has never really grown coca. It's a trafficking route that Colombian cartels and sort of narco-guerilla organizations have used for some time. And it is true that the Venezuelan military elite, this Cartel de los Soles thing, is not a lie. That is a real thing. High-ranking Venezuelan military officers figured out long ago that they can make a bunch of money by using these routes to get cocaine, mostly, on drug boats north. There's no fentanyl coming through Venezuela; there's just no supply chain for that. But, yeah, it is a trafficking route; it is not one of the biggest trafficking routes at all. And also, drugs, you should understand, is just one of a diversified portfolio of businesses, legal and illegal, that Venezuelan generals in this kleptocratic setup have control over. So it's drugs, but it's also oil, but it's also construction and insurance and things like retail and even tourism.

The Venezuelan economy and society have become militarized over the last 10, 15 years because Maduro, long ago, realized that he needed a praetorian guard to stay in power, and the way to keep the generals on his side would be to cut them into a variety of deals.

Frum: Tell us about the boats that the Trump administration is blowing up in the Caribbean and the Pacific. Do you believe these are, in fact, drug boats? And if so, who owns them? Who operates them?

Toro: They do appear to be drug boats in that nobody fishes with a fast boat, as far as we know. And for a while, I was a little suspicious if they were real at all. Like, this whole thing looked like it might have been a montage, but some debris and some human remains have been washing up in Trinidad. So it does appear to be a real thing.

They're operated by gangs that are given protection by the Venezuelan military and pay a cut to the military to traffic drugs north, often through Haiti or other Caribbean islands, and sometimes direct to the U.S. As so often happens, there is a nub of truth to the allegations; it's not entirely made up. It is just they're being used to justify something. It's kind of strange.

Frum: Are the boats an important source? Are they the major conduit? These boats don't look that big, and when you think about the mass of drugs that are consumed in the United States--I mean, I guess cocaine's not that bulky. But is this a highway, or is this a roadway, or is this a byway? How relevant are these boats?

Toro: Look, anything to do with the drugs industry is very tricky to estimate because, obviously, people who ask too many questions have a way of getting killed. I don't understand it to be the major way that drugs go from Venezuela to the U.S. There are also flights. Colombian cartels use things like submersibles and semisubmersibles, these kinds of handmade submarine-looking things that are also used. The biggest route is really up by land or by water to Mexico and then through Mexican cartels across the land border. That seems larger.

Frum: Let's talk about something you touched on lightly but needs to be really emphasized, which is the flow of people from Venezuela to the United States. This has been one of Trump's big issues. We've seen this extraordinary brutalization--things you've never seen before in the United States: immigration police with their faces masked, no display of names or badges, engaged in extraordinary roughness and even outright violence against immigrants, against permanent residents, sometimes against citizens who get in the way. And you make the point, and this really needs to be stressed, that Trump is here reaping the consequences of his own policy. There was not always a big migration of Venezuelans to the United States. This is a new thing, and it happened in response to things that the United States did.

Toro: When I was growing up in Venezuela in the 1980s, we were receiving refugees from dictatorships in Uruguay and in Argentina and in Chile. People would go up to seek refuge in Venezuela. We had refugees from Francoist Spain still living in Caracas. Venezuela was a rich country--we had all this oil. So we were absorbing refugees and migrants, and really, until the last 10 years, you couldn't find an arepa in Washington. I found an arepa truck in Tokyo the other day. Now there are Venezuelans absolutely everywhere because--well, we should be very clear: When it comes to destroying Venezuela's prosperity, nobody can top Hugo Chavez and Nicolas Maduro, who really destroyed the economy, through expropriations, taking over farms that were just left to rot, crazy mismanagement, and horrible economic policy, and hyperinflation. Anything you can think of, they did it, and they did it wrong.

But the Venezuelan oil industry and the Venezuelan economy went bankrupt gradually--what's the old saying: You go bankrupt first gradually, then suddenly. They've been going bankrupt gradually for a long, long time until 2019, when Donald Trump, in his first administration, decided that he was gonna get rid of Nicolas Maduro and the way that he was gonna do that would be to destroy the Venezuelan economy, or what was left of it. The economy had been in very bad shape, but the scale of collapse in 2019 and 2020 was unlike anything we'd seen before. We're talking 20 and 30 percent GDP contractions per year. This is not something you ever see outside of war, usually. And nobody seems to have forecast--I certainly missed it--that this would induce people to leave, often on foot.

People should understand that many of the Venezuelan migrants that turned up on the southern border in the last few years were people fresh off of a 3,000-mile trek from Venezuela, passed things like the Darien Gap in Panama, which is a swamp that is so wild, there aren't even roads in it. You got jaguars and snakes and gangs, and this is one of the most dangerous places in the world. People crossed that on foot with their children on their back because there was no way to stay alive in Venezuela.

So one thing that I think is particularly galling to Venezuelans now is seeing the Trump administration attacking and maligning people who ended up there through his policies and calling them [criminals]. Obviously, there will be a portion of criminals in that very large migration--we're talking about a quarter of the population--but mostly, this is a cream of Venezuela's young generation that had to leave. We're talking anybody who was a little bit high agency, anybody who was young, they were willing to work really hard to send money back home to keep older relatives or young children alive back home. Those are the people who left, and those are the people who are now delivering Uber Eats meals in--everywhere around the world, from Cleveland to Santiago de Chile, all around.

Frum: If there are air strikes, what would that look like? What do you hit? What are the targets? And how would Venezuelans react to North Americans blowing--I mean, there's a lot of resentment of the regime, obviously. On the other hand, no one likes being hit from the air.

Toro: It's the most unpredictable thing. There are some people who are convinced that what's coming is going to be strikes into airstrips and cocaine labs in the jungle near the Colombian border, far from population centers. If they're really trying to go after the drugs operation, that's what they would do. On the other hand, it's very easy to repair sort of a landing strip somewhere.

But who knows? The Miami Herald was reporting that they're planning to attack mostly military and naval installations, which I think many Venezuelans who--I mean, we should underscore that Venezuelans hate the Maduro regime by large numbers, right? It's destroyed everyone's lives. So I suspect some Venezuelans wouldn't mind that that much. Certainly, the Venezuelan opposition, now largely in exile, has been encouraging the Maduro regime to do something like that.

But the question is not what happens the day or the two days after air strikes begin. The question is: What happens a week, two weeks, three weeks down the line? Does this keep going? At what point does Donald Trump just lose focus and get interested in the next shiny object? One scenario that I play with and that keeps me up at night is that the logic of this seems to be to push somebody inside the armed forces in Venezuela to say, No, we're not gonna sit here dodging tomahawk missiles; we're gonna move against Maduro, so--

Frum: That does seem to be what they want. They want a coup.

Toro: Yeah, that seems to be the--well, it's the only sort of logical endgame here. And we've heard things about the CIA conducting--I mean, it's very strange to announce a CIA covert operation, but that's just the way they roll. So it's likely that American intelligence assets are trying to reach out to people inside the military who might be having second thoughts.

But we also know that, for more than 10 years now, Nicolas Maduro has made it a bit of a specialty to find people whose loyalty can't quite be relied on and shove them off into these ghastly regime prisons and torture centers. So one scenario that keeps you up at night is that the bombing begins, some kind of insurrection starts to be worked out, the Maduro regime picks up on who is plotting against it, and then the bombing stops before that's had a chance to play itself out. We could just be easing the path for Maduro to purge the next set of unreliable elements inside the armed forces.

Frum: Does the Maduro regime have any capability to, or interest in, retaliating against the United States? Could they use terrorist tactics? Presumably, some of those 8 million people who migrated here have some kind of loyalties back home and might be activated in some way. Is that a reasonable thing, or does that seem too fancy a speculation?

Toro: I know people take the possibility very seriously, particularly because, back during the Chavez years, there was this move by the regime to buy thousands--I think over 5,000--of these shoulder-mounted anti-aircraft missiles, which have been sloshing around Venezuela for a long time. You can very easily imagine one of those being snuck under a few bags of cocaine on one of these boats that have been going north. Who is to say that those aren't in the U.S. now? That would be extremely risky for the Maduro regime. I don't think it's a strategically logical thing for them to do, and illogical as this regime is, one thing that they don't make mistakes about is on how to stay in power. This is the one thing that they know how to do and that they're serious about and good at. So I do think it's fanciful. I wouldn't entirely rule it out as a possibility. This might be something that Maduro would consider as a very last resort.

Frum: What would happen if, in Venezuela, if this whole thing just sort of deflated, because one of the things that happens a lot with Trump is there's a lot of huffing, there's a lot of puffing, they move a lot of boats around, and then he gets bored; he gets distracted. Or there's a factional fight--as you say, there are people in this administration who wanna do business with the regime. There's nothing that Trump likes more than a corrupt dictator. And Venezuela's got one of the world-heavyweight-champion corrupt dictators, so it's kind of weird that this one isn't his friend when so many of the others are his friends. If it just deflates and Trump says, Okay, I scared them, would there be a feeling of relief in Venezuela, or are people sort of hoping for some kind of liberation, however expensive it is?

Toro: That's a really hard question. I think that should be, really, our base scenario. That is what, I think, is most likely to happen because the risks involved in a military strike are so high. I don't think--

Frum: They just are hoping to scare people? I mean, Trump is sort of a bully, but who then frightens himself.

Toro: Right, right. It might be that the point is simply that the buildup itself is meant to set off some kind of insurrection in Venezuela, and if that doesn't happen, maybe they'll just go on to the next thing. I suppose the sailors on the USS Gerald [R.] Ford will be annoyed to have been brought from [the] Mediterranean, but that could certainly happen.

But I think that the more interesting possibility here is that what they're looking for is regime change, but not necessarily a regime change towards a democracy, but more a regime change towards an extractive military dictatorship that wraps itself up in the stars and stripes. I think that they would like that. It's too difficult for Maduro himself, being a Cuban asset and having spent his entire career attacking the United States, to make that pivot. I don't think Marco Rubio and other players in the Trump administration would accept that. But you can just about imagine a future where some lieutenant colonel comes up the ranks, deposes Maduro, says, We are pro-American now, and starts to loot the country in cahoots with the kleptocrats.

Frum: Yeah. Well, there's one other scenario, and this is not a Venezuela-specific one. One of the things that's been very different about Trump 2 has been Trump is creating these military crises, or seeming military crises, in order to justify actions at home. I don't know that he's convinced anybody, but the reason we have mass troops in our streets bundling people off without [showing] ID, with brutal tactics, is Trump says, We've got a crisis at home. There are these deployments of troops to try to get us used to the idea of a militarization of policing in American cities. There's the blowing up of boats with no form of process of any kind, no form of law, no authorization by Congress. This whole deployment in the Mediterranean--in the Caribbean, rather--is happening without show of Congress.

There have been two large deployments in the Caribbean, I guess, in the past 40 years. One is the Grenada invasion of 1983, when the [Ronald] Reagan administration toppled a dictator who was building a big airstrip to receive Cuban and Russian planes on Grenada. The Reagan administration went to the trouble of getting a resolution from their neighbors. They sent 1,900 Americans to the island and 300 Jamaican and Barbadian troops as well, not because the Jamaicans and Barbadians were needed for the extra firepower, but to show, Look, this is a collective action.

In 1990 or '91, there was an invasion of Panama to depose the dictator [Manuel] Noriega. There was a court order from an American court saying he had been indicted for various drug-smuggling offenses, and the [George H. W.] Bush administration would say, This is not just the president acting on his own whim; he was executing a valid court order.

There's more going on in both cases, obviously, but there was some form of justification to both the United States population and to the world. And that seems entirely absent this time, and maybe that's also the point, is to say that the president is acknowledging no limits at all on his ability to use force outside the borders of the United States or inside the borders of the United States.

Toro: What can I say? The scary part about that--and the thing that's strange as a Venezuelan watching the United States act like this--is that it's so reminiscent [of] the kind of tactics that Chavez and Maduro used to consolidate power themselves back in the day, right? So you find an unwritten rule, and you break it, and you break it just to show that you can break it and to destroy the president and to demonstrate your power and your ability to just not care. To your opponents, it's an intimidation tactic.

We should remember that Nicolas Maduro stayed in power in 2024 after he lost an election by a more than two-to-one margin by simply announcing that he had won on the basis of nothing--never publishing district-by-district or voting-center-by-voting-center tallies, as had been done in every election in Venezuela since the 1950s. Now, why do you do that, to convince people that you actually won? No, of course not. Everybody knows that he didn't win. To demonstrate your power to behave in thoroughly unreasonable ways. It's how you intimidate people.

Frum: Let's just give Americans a tour of the country that Venezuela was, because there's an old saying, Americans will do anything for Latin America except read about it. So I don't think Americans may have a good understanding of the long history of political stability that once prevailed in Venezuela and the very high levels of prosperity that were the case through most of the post-war period. So tell us a little bit about Venezuela in the '50s, '60s, '70s, and '80s.

Toro: Well, I want to start further back from that because, beginning in 1925, from 1925 to 1975, Venezuela had the fastest-rising standard of living of any country in the world. It went from being this malarial, very poor, almost entirely illiterate country to being a place where Spanish people and Italian people in the post-war period wanted to immigrate to.

We got rid of our last dictatorship--well, except for the present crop--in 1958, just a few months before the Cuban Revolution came to power. Actually, they're pretty much contemporaneous, the Cuban Revolution and Venezuelan democratization. And for 40 years, from 1958 to 1998, Venezuela was a multiparty democracy; parties alternated, peacefully empowered. There were actual human rights. There was actual freedom of speech. You could say what you wanted.

But at the same time, for much of that period, there was this process of middle-class creation where, thanks to universal free education through university level, the children of peasants, really, and factory workers got university educations and became middle class and joined these stable, broad-based center-left and center-right political parties. Venezuela was a country that successive American administrations pointed to as a demonstration of what was possible if you stepped off of this Cold War treadmill of leftist guerillas and right-wing dictatorships that affected most of the region. And as I said before, we were receiving political asylum seekers from all across the region because Venezuela was a rich, stable democracy.

Growing up, it never once occurred to me that we could end up where we are today. We were supposed to be the leaders, the shining beacon for other countries in Latin America that were democratizing. And indeed, we had things like government think tanks that would advise other Latin American governments on how to democratize. Venezuelan diplomats helped negotiate the end of several Central American civil wars in the 1970s and '80s because they were seen as a trusted outside partner that was democratic, but not entirely beholden to the United States. So the reversal of fortunes is absolutely--

Frum: So what was the crack in the society into which Hugo Chavez was able to insert himself? Where did he come from? How and why did he succeed?

Toro: Many books have been written about this, and it's a subject of much controversy, but I'll tell you my take. My take is that, after the 1973 oil crisis for you, which is the oil bonanza for us in 1978, you went from this period where oil had been a useful source of foreign exchange, but a stable source of foreign exchange, and the kind of predictable free money that you could build prosperity on to this much more pronounced boom-and-bust cycle, where oil revenues were very high one year, very low the next year. And that fed through to the Venezuelan economy that went into these very strong boom-and-bust cycles--we would take on a lot of debt when oil prices were high and then couldn't pay it when oil prices were low. You put this together, and it meant that the mechanisms of middle-class formation that had been running from the 1920s to the 1970s broke down by the early 1980s and especially the early 1990s. The sense that Venezuela had had for two generations that you will live better than your parents was beginning to break down, and that's when Hugo Chavez came into the scene, guns ablazing, trying to take over the government by force in a bloody coup in 1992, which is how we all first heard about him.

Chavez capitalized on this frustration not of very poor people, really, but of people who had a foothold in the middle class but were losing that foothold. And those are the people that he initially talked to when--actually, there's been some very interesting research my friend Dorothy Kronick at UC-Berkeley has done showing that the initial Chavez coalition was not mostly made up of poor people; it was made up of urban, lower-middle-class people who were very annoyed that they were no longer rising the way they had been [expecting].

Frum: And so he tries to take power the first time violently, then competes, and seems to have won the first time freely and fairly.

Toro: And not just the first time. He won many elections, actually, freely. How fairly is more of a debate. It happened also that soon after he came to power in 1998, by 2003, 2004, 2005, oil prices began to go up again quite fast. And Venezuela is such an oil-dependent economy that when you had a lot of oil money sloshing around the country, he could afford a consumption boom, so the first 10 years of the 21st century were really bonanza years in Venezuela--

Frum: Same as in Russia.

Toro: Right.

Frum: Same as in Russia, same reason. And he had the same kind of method as [Vladimir] Putin. I remember when I was there in 2010, when things were still--I mean, the lights were going out, the country was visibly falling apart, but there was still sort of a sheen of prosperity; there was food everywhere--that he had these call-in shows where he would give people a mobile home, he would give them a dishwasher, and it came as a gift of the president. It's very Trumpy. It's funny that they dislike each other so much when Trump seems to have learned so much from him--or maybe they all go to the same thug-dictator school.

Toro: The techniques are clearly parallel, and that's what's so hard for me to even process, David, because all through that time, I was vaguely embarrassed that Venezuela had become such a throwback, and I was just like, Actual serious countries don't behave this way anymore. It never for a second occurred to me that Venezuela was gonna be a precursor or a forerunner to the kinds of techniques that not just Trump, but Nigel Farage and Marine Le Pen and [Recep Tayyip] Erdogan in Turkey, that this populist wave runs on techniques that Chavez was doing already in the 1990s.

Frum: Chavez was a large character. He played the part of the manly tough guy. He gave enormously long speeches. But some people seem genuinely to have liked him. His successor, Maduro, just seems like a hack, just like a faceless--how does he hold power without this apparatus of charisma that Chavez was able to mobilize?

Toro: It's important to remember the circumstances under which Chavez died in March 2013. He'd been diagnosed with cancer a couple of years earlier. He'd been offered high-tech care everywhere from Sao Paulo to Lebanon to Spain. He had his choice of the best cancer care in the world, but he chose to go to Cuba. Why? Because he trusted the Cubans, and he trusted Fidel Castro more than anyone else. And so for most of the last two years of his life, Chavez, who had forged an extraordinarily close relationship--he described it as a "merger of two revolutions" at one point. He, at one point, said that Cuba and Venezuela were two different governments, but only one revolution. So he trusted the Cubans more than anyone else, and for those last two years of his life, his connection with Venezuela was mediated through Cuban intelligence because he was physically in Havana receiving cancer care for most of that time. And lo and behold, who eventually gets picked as his chosen successor? The most reliable Cuban agent in all of the Venezuelan elite.

Nicolas Maduro, he didn't go to university. He spent two years in Havana at the school of political cadres that the Cubans had been running on the model of the Patrice Lumumba [Peoples' Friendship] University in Moscow. He joined the Liga Socialista, which was a specifically niche pro-Cuban political party in Venezuela, when he was a teenager. So he's been a Cuban asset literally his entire life. And the Cubans are very good at keeping power for a kind of leftist dictatorship in Latin America; they know exactly how to do it. They've exported the techniques that Cuban intelligence has been using for its entire existence to Venezuela. Cuban agents manned the top posts in Nicolas Maduro's intelligence shop inside the presidential palace. So you sound slightly paranoid when you describe it this way--and it is genuinely very weird because you don't usually hear about a smaller, weaker, poorer country, in effect, sort of colonizing and parasitizing a larger, richer, more powerful country--but that is what has happened.

Frum: And give us a sense, on the global-repressiveness sweepstakes, how repressive is the Venezuelan regime, both in its Chavez iteration and now in its Maduro? Let's put it bluntly: How many people are in political prisons, do you think? How many people have been done to death? We see there are 8 million refugees, but that's not entirely the regime's doing, or intended doing.

Toro: Right. (Sighs.) The difficult bit about that question is to really convey, in a short answer, how gradual the ratcheting has been. Because for a long time, between 2000 and 2012, Venezuela was--political scientists describe it as a hybrid regime, so there were elections. Votes were counted openly. Chavez did keep winning those elections. There was freedom of speech at the beginning, and then less and less as time went on. The space for actual free thought and free expression and political organizing narrowed very gradually over, what, now 27 years since Chavez was first elected.

So I think the true breaking point came in 2017. So Maduro came to power in 2013, so in his fourth year in power, there was a large set of street protests. People maybe remember the images from the news of these university kids and their homemade shields and homemade gas masks, like, duking it out with the security forces, who were beating them and tear-gassing them and rounding them up and throwing them in jail. That seems to have been the point at which Maduro realized now that the facade of a democracy is too costly to me right now to keep up, and we're just gonna go full dictatorial. So from 2017, and especially after 2019, with maximum pressure and with COVID, which was an excellent pretext for further authoritarian crackdowns, it really ended the possibility to write freely in Venezuela. At Caracas Chronicles, it became almost impossible to do it.

Now there are checkpoints all over Venezuela. If you drive from, not even just from one Venezuelan city to another, but even inside Caracas and the major cities, there are checkpoints where police or military--or people in uniform, so you don't know who they are--will stop you, will go through your stuff, will go through your cellphone, will look through your WhatsApp and your email to try to find anything that could be antiregime and, if they find it, will trundle you off to jail. So people I talk to in Venezuela told me that there's this now ritual that they have to do: Before they go out anywhere, they have to look through their phone, make sure that there's nothing on that that's gonna get them in trouble, and delete it if it is there.

There are dozens of military political prisoners, a few hundred civilian political prisoners. It's not a huge gulag state, I wouldn't say, but what there is, is this understanding--especially since 2019, 2020--that you're not allowed to protest; you're not allowed to speak openly. People know this, and people behave accordingly. The people who stayed behind knew that this is what they were signing up [for]. The people who left were people who were unwilling to live in those conditions.

Frum: Let's recapitulate, as we're coming to the end of our time.

This American fleet in the Caribbean Sea threatening Venezuela--outcomes: So one is huff, puff, and Trump gets bored or declares victory and says, I've got something. Is there a possibility of a negotiated settlement between the United States and Maduro? Is that something that Maduro could do?

Toro: Never say never, but it sure doesn't seem to be in the cards now.

Frum: Okay, so another option is that they try to foment some kind of coup d'etat, either outside the regime from the military or within the regime. Is there any professional military, or is the military completely political?

Toro: Entirely political at this point.

Frum: So you'd have to find someone who was a Maduro loyalist who was willing to turn against him. There's not some--

Toro: But that's not as crazy as it sounds because most... Venezuela has been a kleptocratic military dictatorship for years now, right, so the people who have reached the top of the military hierarchy are people who are there largely motivated by graft and the possibility to enrich themselves. I think the American calculus, Marco Rubio's calculus, seems to be, These guys are gonna wanna cut a deal because they didn't get into this to fight the United States militarily; they got into this because they wanted fancy cars and expensive homes, and we can offer that.

Frum: Well, that's not unfamiliar in the U.S. (Laughs.) We got a few of those.

Okay. So option one, scenario one, is they back down, or there's maybe a form of a deal, but probably not--maybe just a backing down. Scenario two is the United States hopes for a coup by someone who Maduro trusts who turns on him. Failing all of that, we look like we're in for a barrage of air and naval strikes against targets that don't seem very connected to the way power is held in Venezuela.

Toro: Well, no. It is possible that the Americans really decide to attack the military's infrastructure and go after all the bases and the naval bases and blow up the places where these military officers live. So I'm not discounting that at all; that's a very live possibility, and the point seems to be that the threat of that is meant to induce them to revolt.

Frum: Yeah. But if they do do that, the guys at the checkpoints, do they stop coming to work, or are they still there, just because there's been some wreckage of the officer's base housing?

Toro: We're into The Twilight Zone here. There's no good way to answer that question until you see it in action.

What does seem to be true is that a lot of the spoils from this kleptocracy are highly concentrated in the pockets of maybe 30 or 35 generals. So not a lot of it seems to filter down to colonels and captains and those junior officers, and everybody knows, in Latin America, every successful revolt begins with the frustration of junior officers. Marco Rubio definitely understands this, right? So there is this sense that--it's not an entirely crazy possibility. It's just nothing like this has ever worked on the basis of just an air bombardment, so.

Frum: Let me ask you a couple of questions about the domestic U.S. politics of this, as you see it from all the way off in Tokyo. There was a time when Chavez was kind of a hero to the global left. The kind of people who today like Hamas and Gaza used to like Chavez, and once, the kind of demonstrations that you see on behalf of Hamas and Gaza, you might have seen on behalf--not as big--but you might have seen something, and if not in the United States, then certainly in Europe and other places in Latin America. Is that over? Is the Chavez romance finished?

Toro: Oh, man, those guys all whistled away from the crime scene and tried to scrub it from their CVs because it's just a straight-up embarrassment.

Frum: Yeah, a lot of people in England and North America got caught up in that. But you wouldn't see big protests in Mexico City on behalf of Maduro?

Toro: Oh, no. Maduro is an attack line, and Venezuela has become an attack line in political ads around Latin America: Don't vote for that guy. He's a Maduro. Don't vote for them. They'll turn us into a Venezuela. You have to remember that it's not just the U.S. where this large number of Venezuela migrants--penniless, often in bad health, and needing a lot of assistance--ended up. Venezuelan migrant flows destabilized pretty much the entire region. Colombia took 3 million people. Peru, Chile, Argentina, all of Central America, Mexico--Latin Americans are not under any illusion that the Maduro regime is anything other than what it is.

Frum: I'm sorry, as we're having this conversation, you realize, if we were sitting around in the Trump Situation Room, who at that table would think in these What happens next? And Rubio, I think, would--is capable of that. Who else?

Toro: I don't think the issue is so much in Latin America. I think the issue is more China, Taiwan, really, in a way. It's you're asserting a spheres-of-influence view of power globally, and how does Beijing look at that? On what basis do you oppose a move on Taiwan after you've done something like this?

Frum: Well, I think that that does seem to be one of the big themes of this administration, is the idea that the United States is supposed to be something more, they just don't buy it. As far as Trump's concerned, the Chinese basically have the right idea to everything. They have the right idea to how to manage an economy. They have the right idea how to manage foreign relations. They have the right idea about how rich your leader should be--the Russians are even better on how richer your leader should be. And he likes their taste in interior decoration, so it's just... (Laughs.) We're making the United States more like the dictatorships around the world. And although the United States has--let's be blunt about this--often practiced, in reality, spheres of influence in Latin America since the 1930s, there's always been some project to bring other stakeholders along--other Latin American countries, other partners--to use some infrastructure to get permission from domestic people in the United States, to get some kind of structure of international permission so it's not just gunboat diplomacy. But we're now back to the days of gunboat diplomacy, it looks like.

Toro: If you listen closely to Lindsey Graham speaking on this in recent days, he's clearly talking about the possibility of a U.S. military move against Venezuela and Colombia, because Trump is now also annoyed at Gustavo Petro, who is a very different kind of leftist leader--properly democratically elected, loopy in his own way--but a necessary ally on any strategy having to do with Venezuela. But if you're also talking about attacking Colombia at the same time, it's very hard to imagine how you get any sort of sympathy from Brazil--

Frum: And Columbia is a for-real democracy and has been one since the 1990s, alternations in power.

Toro: And an American ally.

Frum: Right. Historically tilts toward the center right, or even the far right sometimes. Currently has a left-of-center president. He's in his last year, right?

Toro: Yes.

Frum: And he's probably on his way out and is gonna be replaced by a right or center-right candidate.

Toro: Very likely.

Frum: And Colombia has been a very valuable and brave ally of the United States against narco-terrorists--narco-traffickers, they're not narco-terrorists; I'm sorry, the brain rot from the Trump administration--narco-traffickers, at tremendous cost of life in Colombia. So we're bombing them, well.

Toro: Yeah, no, no, no. This is where you really see the total--this is Senator Graham speaking and not necessarily the administration, but the fact that it's conceivable to speak in that way about this issue in Washington now really shows you there's no strategic anything here, because if you were taking this seriously, you would understand that the place that has actual human and physical connectivity with--the Venezuelan border with Brazil is a jungle. There's, like, one road. There are no people. You can't really operate from there. If you were wanting to stage a humanitarian operation or anything at all having to do with Venezuela, you would have to do it through Colombia, through your ally Columbia, so you are going to need that relationship to be strong. But if you get into a Twitter argument with the Colombian president and start threatening him, well.

Frum: Yeah, and not that these things matter anymore, but there's also a U.S.-Colombia free trade agreement. They're bound in all kinds of regional undertakings with the United States. As you say, it's an ally, and again, that doesn't mean much anymore, but it used to, once upon a time. Maybe someday it will again.

All right, well, let us hope it's huffing and puffing and that there's no loss of life and nothing too stupid happens. That's always kind of a wan hope in today's Washington, but let's hope, yeah, nothing too stupid, nothing too brutal. And let's hope that Colombia and Venezuela discover a prosperous future, and Venezuela returns to democracy the right way: by the actions of its own people, asserting their own strength and their own ideals on their own initiative.

It's such a pleasure, always, to talk to you. I learn so much from you every time we speak. Thank you for making time.

Toro: Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Quico Toro for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top, my book this week is a novel, The Oppermanns by Lion Feuchtwanger. Lion Feuchtwanger was a German writer of the 20th century. At the end of his life, he made the choice for East Germany over West Germany, and that bad political judgment has a negative effect on a lot of his art, which often shows the impress of a dogmatic communist ideology. But The Oppermanns--at least until we get to the very end, where the ideology shows up--is an extraordinarily perceptive novel of the early days of the Nazi regime in Germany.

The astonishing thing about The Oppermanns is that it was written and published in the year 1933, at the very beginning of the Nazi era. It is written before the Night of the Long Knives, before the Nuremberg Laws, before Kristallnacht, before the Second World War, before industrial mass murder. It's a story of a German Jewish family, an affluent German Jewish family, who are reduced to poverty and, in some cases, suicide and exile by the oppression of the regime that had only just begun and whose unfolding Feuchtwanger very prophetically and presciently foresaw.

I'm choosing this book this week because we are all seeing the rise around us of a kind of conspiratorial anti-Semitism on both the left and on the right, on one side of the Atlantic and on the other. And we are seeing campaigns of harassment and isolation and economic boycott against Jews and Israelis all over the world. It is not anything like the Third Reich, of course, but the mentalities examined by Feuchtwanger, I think, are helpful to understand the moment that we are living in right now.

We are seeing this great debate over anti-Semitism in American politics, with The Wall Street Journal and other important conservative voices denouncing some of the extremes on the right. Not so much of a reaction yet on the left against some of the things we see from the progressive side. Let's hope that that is coming. But this moment of defamation is one that is experienced not only by Jews, but by people who understand--who care about Jews in their lives, care about Jews as a matter of principle, and also understand that, in some complicated way that it's difficult even to untangle, that the fate of democratic institutions, the fate of liberal institutions, is bound up with the fate of the Jews in democratic and liberal societies.

In The Oppermanns, the characters see one by one the transformation of former friends, former teachers, former lovers, former business partners into people who look at them as enemies of society, enemies of the state, enemies of the people. And as they try to make sense of this, they're confronted by something that I think is often true of antisemitism, which is that there's a kind of mockery about it. It is not just a grim thing; there's an intellectual sadism that underlies it, a kind of pleasure in isolating people. And one of the ways that the sadism expresses itself--and this is, I think, the theme I wanna take from this remarkable novel, this prophetic novel--is the delight in turning against the victim, the accusation of the very thing that the perpetrator is doing to the victim.

So in The Oppermanns, they are again and again being accused of being isolated enemies of society by a regime that is going to reduce all of Germany to ruin. If the Oppermanns had been left alone, if Germany had continued, there would've been a prosperous future for everybody. But the Oppermanns are accused of being the enemy of everybody, and as the society expels them, it destroys itself. There's this ironic distance where we, the reader, right, 90 years after the book was written, know how the story will come out better not only than the characters, but better than the author himself.

In our time, the way that this kind of mockery, this intellectual sadism, plays out are by accusations of Jews as committers of genocide. There's an old joke that the world will never forgive the Jews for Auschwitz. And unfortunately, that joke has sort of come true, that the idea is to take the people who were the victims of something and make them the perpetrators of it. As I say, because it's, to the people who make this, there's something funny about it. This is not a new thing, of course, that the comparisons of Israel and the Jews to the Nazis go back to the very beginning of the state of Israel and even before.

Distinguished writers like the famous historian Arnold Toynbee accused the Jews of being Nazis in the 1950s. In the fourth volume of his famous kind of cranky and crackpot history, but it's a famous book in its day, Toynbee wrote, "On the Day of Judgment the gravest crime standing [to] the German National Socialists' account might be, not that they had exterminated a majority of the Western Jews, but that they had caused the surviving remnant of Jewry to stumble." That is, it wasn't murdering the Jews; it was this failure to correct the Jews. The Jews are somehow defective. The Holocaust was sent to make the Jews better people. Alas, once again, the Jews did not learn their lesson, as they've been failing to learn it over the hundreds of years, to the disappointment of their Christian and Muslim and then Marxist neighbors. Something was wrong with the Jews, the Holocaust should have made them better, but alas, it failed. And that failure to make the Jews better is a worse crime than actually murdering the Jews.

I think, as I listen to a lot of the dialogue today about Israel and Jews, I'm struck that for the anti-Semite, the Nazi Holocaust is not interesting as a crime. It's not interesting even as an historical event to be studied on its own terms. It's interesting to them because it is an enviable source of Jewish power. And what they want to do with this crime, with this event, is to redistribute what they see as power from the hated Jews to other claimants of that power. And so the Jew must be misrepresented not as the target of genocide, as happened in the 1940s, as happened again on October 7 of 2023, but as the perpetrator, an inversion of reality intended not only as an instrument of power, but as an act of deliberate, intended, and delighted-in humiliation.

Thanks so much for listening to The David Frum Show this week. I hope you'll rejoin next week to view or listen on whatever platform you use. Remember, as always, the best way to support the work of this program, if you enjoy it, is to subscribe to The Atlantic, where you support my work and that of all of my Atlantic colleagues.

You can sign up, if you wish, for an Atlantic alert that will let you know when I post new articles to The Atlantic. Thank you for listening. Thank you for watching. See you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Seeing the World Up Close

Short-listed images from the 2025 Close-Up Photographer of the Year, celebrating "close-up, macro, and micro photography"

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 05 Nov 2025


Splash. Shortlisted in the Animals category. A grey-headed flying fox makes a high-speed belly-dip in a pool of water. ((c) Douglas Gimesy / cupoty.com)




Orchid Bee Colombia. Insects. ((c) Clay Bolt / cupoty.com)




Sharp Bend. Insects. ((c) Marek Pal / cupoty.com)




Frog in the wall. Animals. ((c) Roman Willi / cupoty.com)




Rose Thorns. Plants. A macro shot of a single rose thorn. ((c) Donald Bolak / cupoty.com)




Sunrise. Arachnids. ((c) Nataliia Shinkevich / cupoty.com)




Island Hare. Animals. A hare, seen on a wet day at Havergate Island Nature Reserve in Suffolk, England. ((c) Jacqueline Kirk / cupoty.com)




Light Trap. Insects. ((c) Imre Potyo / cupoty.com)




Lichen Mantis. Invertebrate Portrait. ((c) Jason McCombe / cupoty.com)




Crystalline Purity. Intimate Landscape. ((c) Hitomi Seki / cupoty.com)




Mite Feeding on Slime Mold. Arachnids. ((c) Barry Webb / cupoty.com)




Home on the Leaves. Butterflies & Dragonflies. ((c) Minghui Yuan / cupoty.com)




The Decisive Moment. Animals. This cormorant tossed this fish in the air for over an hour to get it set in the right orientation to swallow. ((c) Turgay Uzer / cupoty.com)




Leafcutter Bee. Invertebrate Portrait. ((c) Andrei Chetronie / cupoty.com)




Nocturnal Huntress. Arachnids. ((c) Darcy Santos / cupoty.com)




Hungry Springtails. Insects. ((c) Pavel Krasensky / cupoty.com)




After the Rain. Intimate Landscape. ((c) Csaba Daroczi / cupoty.com)




It's a Trap! Plants. ((c) Alexis Tinker-Tsavalas / cupoty.com)




In Bloom. Arachnids. ((c) Laurent Hesemans / cupoty.com)



To see the entire collection of this year's shortlisted images, be sure to visit the Close-Up Photographer of the Year website.
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        Just When It Looked Like the Shutdown Might End
        Jonathan Lemire

        In the hours before Democrats' electoral victories Tuesday night, the end of the government shutdown seemed near. Several Democratic senators had spent the day quietly discussing a potential bipartisan settlement. Republican leaders had expressed confidence that once the "radical left" activists had their say at the polls, moderate lawmakers would have enough political cover to cave and reopen the government. President Donald Trump had been saying that Democrats were to blame for what is now the ...

      

      
        Dick Cheney Didn't Care What You Thought
        Mark Leibovich

        Back when he was a House member from Wyoming, Dick Cheney was part of a congressional delegation that visited the Soviet Union in the 1980s. During a lull in the schedule, Cheney and his colleagues were sitting around trying to entertain themselves when one of their wives decided to administer personality tests. The results included professions for which the members would be well suited.Cheney's ideal job? A funeral director.I briefly worried that telling this story at this moment might be in poo...

      

      
        Zohran Mamdani Is About to Confront Reality
        Michael Powell

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Zohran Mamdani's grin was as magnetic as ever, his rhetoric soaring, as he began his victory speech Tuesday night by summoning the spirit of an American socialist who died 99 years ago. "The sun may have set over our city this evening, but as Eugene Debs once said, 'I can see the dawn of a better day for humanity,'" the mayor-elect of New York told his audience in Brooklyn.Mamdani's election was indeed cons...

      

      
        Marjorie Taylor Greene Knows Exactly What She's Doing
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has been bucking the Republican party line with increasing frequency--standing with Democrats to demand that the Justice Department release the Epstein files, decrying the spike in health-care premiums, and holding love-ins with the hosts of The View. Many people are trying to get their heads around the fact that the "Jewish space lasers" lady is now a leading voice of h...

      

      
        'None of This Is Good for Republicans'
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.President Donald Trump's gerrymandering war has never looked riskier for his party.Prodded by Trump, Republicans earlier this year launched an audacious plan to entrench their congressional majority by redrawing House-district maps to squeeze out Democrats--anywhere and everywhere they could. The gambit was an exercise in political power and, coming outside of the traditional decennial redistricting process,...

      

      
        How Trump Wants to Help Democrats
        Jonathan Chait

        The one Republican elected official who has a serious and workable plan to end the government shutdown is, surprisingly enough, Donald Trump. The president's idea is for the Senate to change its rules to allow the chamber to keep the government open with a majority vote, rather than to permit 41 senators to shut it down.To be sure, Trump has not always framed his argument in the most cogent way. In a recent post on X, he wrote, "TERMINATE THE FILIBUSTER, NOT JUST FOR THE SHUTDOWN, BUT FOR EVERYTH...

      

      
        Mamdani Is the Foil Trump Wants
        Jonathan Lemire

        Zohran Mamdani will be the unlikeliest mayor in New York City history. A 34-year-old backbench state assemblyman and self-proclaimed democratic socialist, Mamdani ran on the promise of affordability and was declared the winner not long after polls closed tonight. On his path to victory, he thrilled young voters in a way that few Democrats have in years. But perhaps no one was more delighted by his election than President Donald Trump.Mamdani's victory was his second decisive win over former Gover...

      

      
        This Could Be How the Shutdown Ends
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        On the first day of every month, Ethel Ingram goes to the grocery store with $171 in federally funded food stamps and a nearly impossible mission: Buy enough food for the next 30 days. She usually fails. A couple of weeks into most months, she's forced to pursue another goal: visiting enough food banks to stock her refrigerator until the month ends and her account reloads. But this month, the government shutdown cut off food assistance to her and millions of others. Now Ingram's options to feed h...

      

      
        What's a Scandal When Everything Is Outrageous?
        Jonathan Chait

        The revelation that Donald Trump has demolished the East Wing, with plans to rebuild it at jumbo size with private funds, provoked an initial wave of outrage--followed by a predictable counter-wave of pseudo-sophisticated qualified defenses."In classic Trump fashion, the president is pursuing a reasonable idea in the most jarring manner possible," editorializes The Washington Post. The New York Times' Ross Douthat and The Wall Street Journal's editorial board have similar assessments: We should al...

      

      
        The Slow Death of Special Education
        Pepper Stetler

        The Trump administration has taken the government shutdown as an opportunity to end federal oversight of the education services offered to more than 8 million children with disabilities in America. Last month, the Department of Education attempted to fire nearly every staff member left at the Office of Special Education Programs--an action now stuck in litigation. The department had already canceled millions of dollars in grants to provide teacher training and parental support for students with di...

      

      
        What If the Government Doesn't Need to Be Shut Down?
        Russell Berman

        President Donald Trump's theory of executive power does not lend much weight to the views of his predecessors--especially those who happen to be Democrats. But as the government shutdown enters its second month, Trump is showing an odd degree of respect for legal guidance first adopted under a president he has mocked: Jimmy Carter.Government shutdowns are a relatively modern phenomenon. For most of America's nearly 250-year history, a lapse in congressional appropriations forced federal agencies t...

      

      
        J. D. Vance's Bad Answer to an Anti-Semitic Question
        Yair Rosenberg

        On Wednesday, Vice President J. D. Vance spoke at the University of Mississippi, as part of a tour organized by Turning Point USA, the conservative youth movement founded by the late Charlie Kirk. After his talk, in a nod to Kirk's freewheeling campus debates, Vance fielded questions from students for nearly an hour, an impressive feat of rhetorical stamina that illustrated why he is one of the Trump right's best communicators. But he flubbed a key question."I'm a Christian man, and I'm just conf...

      

      
        Trump's Plan Is Now Out in the Open
        Peter Wehner

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Give Donald Trump this much: He has never tried to hide his malice, his lawlessness, or his desire to inflict pain on others. These were on vivid display when he engaged in a multipart conspiracy to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election and stood by as a mob of supporters sought to hang his vice president. These were displayed, as well, every day during his 2024 vengeance campaign. Yet more t...

      

      
        Top Trump Officials Are Moving Onto Military Bases
        Ashley Parker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The former White House adviser Katie Miller--mother of three young children, and wife of the presidential right-hand man Stephen--walked out of her front door one Thursday morning last month and was confronted by a woman she did not know. When she told this story on Fox News, she described the encounter as a protest that crossed a line. The stranger had told Miller: "I'm watching you," she said. This was the da...

      

      
        Rahm Emanuel ... For President?
        Ashley Parker

        The laws of political journalism dictate that any profile of Rahm Emanuel--who is all but declaring a 2028 presidential run--must crackle with Rahm Anecdotes that capture the propulsive, relentless behavior of a man who's slugged his way through the political Thunderdome for four decades.For example: the dead fish he sent to a Democratic pollster he blamed for misjudging a House race, accompanied by a note that read: "It's been awful working with you. Love, Rahm." Or the celebratory dinner in Littl...

      

      
        The Missing President
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.In the 29 days that the government has been closed, President Donald Trump has not traveled to Capitol Hill to jump-start negotiations, brought congressional leaders to the White House to broker a deal, or given a speech to the American public about the crisis.He's done a lot else in October: traveled out of the country twice; defended the demolition of the East Wing to make room for a giant ballroom; asked...

      

      
        Trump Teaches Canada What It Means to be a U.S. Ally Now
        David Frum

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.According to an old Canadian joke, "The Americans are our best friends, whether we like it or not."

That joke earns fewer laughs these days. A new survey by the reputable Canadian pollster Angus Reid finds that only 27 percent of Canadians regard the United States as a "friend" or "ally." Almost half, 46 percent, regard the U.S. as a "potential threat" or "enemy." More Canadians say they are concerned about the threats posed by the U.S. tha...

      

      
        President for Life
        J. Michael Luttig

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.In the normal course of history, the president of the United States is a figure who inspires optimism in the American people. The 47th president prefers to stir feelings of fear, vulnerability, hopelessness, and political inevitability--the sense that he, and only he, can rescue the nation from looming peril. Since his second inauguration, Donald Trump has seized authoritarian control over the federal govern...
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Just When It Looked Like the Shutdown Might End

Election Day happened.

by Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




In the hours before Democrats' electoral victories Tuesday night, the end of the government shutdown seemed near. Several Democratic senators had spent the day quietly discussing a potential bipartisan settlement. Republican leaders had expressed confidence that once the "radical left" activists had their say at the polls, moderate lawmakers would have enough political cover to cave and reopen the government. President Donald Trump had been saying that Democrats were to blame for what is now the longest shutdown in U.S. history and would pay the price politically.

All of that changed as the vote totals rolled in. Democrats' resounding statewide victories in Virginia, New Jersey, Georgia, and elsewhere highlighted a more robust repudiation of Trump and his party than politicians from either side of the aisle had expected. Now both parties are recalibrating their shutdown strategies while the White House weighs a more direct role in cutting a deal. Any prospect of the government reopening this week appears to be slipping away.

Some Democrats feel like they have finally landed a clean punch after nine months of taking body blows from a pugilistic president. Letting up now, they are telling their more moderate colleagues, would be akin to surrender after voters gave their party its first burst of political moxie since Trump won a return ticket to the White House 12 months ago.
 
 "Democrats have looked pretty weak for most of this year and, over the last month, we have shown strength for the first time," Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut told us. Tuesday's results "are proof that people like it when Democrats stand up for what they believe in."

Even as back-channel negotiations among moderate Democrats and Republican senators quietly intensified, Murphy said it would be a "confusing" disservice to voters to cut a shutdown deal that fell short of the Democratic Party's original demands of extending health-care subsidies for millions of Americans. When we asked him if that meant Democrats should be prepared to withhold their votes even if doing so extended the government closure--and the associated missed paychecks, diminished food benefits, and airport chaos--until Thanksgiving, or even Christmas, he did not reject the idea outright.

"If we choose to get rolled by Donald Trump because the shutdown is hard, I worry that that's a significant step towards the ultimate unwinding of our democracy," Murphy said.

A meeting of Senate Democrats today pitted the views of those like Murphy against the perspectives of at least a dozen senators who have been trying to negotiate a compromise. Some of those lawmakers--under pressure from employee unions and other traditional allies who have raised alarms about how the shutdown is hurting a large number of Americans--have argued that Tuesday's election results offer a convenient opportunity to move on from the funding fight. Democrats emerged from the meeting saying that they were unified but offering little insight on their next steps.

The election results substantiated polling showing that Democrats' "emphasis on health care and costs was resoundingly supported by voters," Molly Murphy, a Democratic pollster, told us. Last week, she presented data to a group of dozens of House lawmakers highlighting that the party's decision to take a stand on health care was electorally popular. In the meeting, which was reported earlier by CNN's Jake Tapper, the lawmakers saw polling showing that a majority of voters thought that preventing huge spikes in health-care costs for millions of Americans was more important than ending the shutdown. Democrats have even more reason to believe that after Election Day, Murphy said.

Read: The missing president 

Trump's reaction to Tuesday's results is one reason Democrats feel that they have leverage to win the shutdown fight. A Trump aide, who requested anonymity to discuss private conversations, told us that the president viewed Tuesday's losses as the first real political setback of his second term--that to this point, in Trump's eyes, he had piled up political wins and largely outdueled Democrats with the help of a compliant Congress and courts.

"The president is angry. He only wants to see wins," the person said.

After previously welcoming the funding lapse as an "unprecedented opportunity" to slash the federal workforce and insisting that Democrats were "getting killed on the shutdown," the president appeared to publicly acknowledge that his party was getting the blame. "If you read the pollsters, the shutdown was a big factor, negative for Republicans," Trump told GOP senators yesterday. Democrats seized on a case of apparent regret from a president who wears Trump Was Right About Everything hats.

The rest of Trump's remarks showed little in the way of self-reflection. He sought to dodge any blame for the results, saying he was "honored" to hear that his name not appearing on the ballot had contributed to Republican defeats. After the press pool left the room, Trump reinforced his belief that the GOP was on the losing end of the shutdown debate and again called for Republican senators to end it by terminating the filibuster, an official in the room told us afterward.

But Senate Majority Leader John Thune--who on Tuesday had said he was "optimistic" that the shutdown was nearing its end--has made clear that he doesn't have the votes (or the desire) to get rid of the filibuster, no matter how often Trump demands it. "It's not happening," he told reporters yesterday in a rare moment when the GOP was willing to defy the president. Other Republicans also quietly noted that Trump was sidestepping responsibility after being MIA on domestic-policy matters in recent weeks. He didn't travel to Virginia or New Jersey to campaign with Republican candidates and has largely been disengaged from shutdown talks. Speaking in Miami yesterday, Trump blamed Republicans for not doing more to tout his economic agenda on the campaign trail.

Democrats say that Trump's plans to lower prices have failed, allowing them to focus their electoral message on affordability and Trump's shattering of norms--including his moves to dispatch masked ICE agents to target migrants, deploy the National Guard to American cities, and knock down the White House's East Wing for a massive new ballroom. (The construction project has taken up a large share of his focus lately.) But Trump's aides told us they believed that he would likely only double down on the policies he thinks were key to his 2024 victory, and that will keep his base happy.

Trump has told aides that although he welcomes the idea of intervening to make a deal on health-care subsidies, he believes the government needs to reopen first so that he can claim some sort of win.

Read: This could be how the shutdown ends

Meanwhile, the ramifications of a closed government continue to hurt a growing segment of the public. Food banks and nonprofits are straining for resources after millions of Americans have spent most of the past week without the food-stamp benefits that did not go out as scheduled on November 1. Military troops are slated to miss their first paycheck next week. Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy said yesterday that staff shortages will force dozens of airports--including major hubs such as Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International and Dallas-Fort Worth International--to close a portion of their airspace beginning tomorrow. Federal employees who are furloughed or on their second month of working without pay are experiencing severe harm, says Max Stier, the head of the Partnership for Public Service, a nonpartisan group that aims to strengthen the federal bureaucracy.

"This is an act of self-immolation," he told reporters yesterday. "And there are so many challenges in our world; we don't need this."

Russell Berman contributed reporting.
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Dick Cheney Didn't Care What You Thought

The former VP's indifference to approval made him a boogeyman for the left and the right.

by Mark Leibovich

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Back when he was a House member from Wyoming, Dick Cheney was part of a congressional delegation that visited the Soviet Union in the 1980s. During a lull in the schedule, Cheney and his colleagues were sitting around trying to entertain themselves when one of their wives decided to administer personality tests. The results included professions for which the members would be well suited.

Cheney's ideal job? A funeral director.

I briefly worried that telling this story at this moment might be in poor taste, given that Cheney, the powerful and polarizing former vice president, died Monday at 84 of complications from pneumonia and heart disease. But he was always amused by the vignette, which was oft-told in his circles. It was also consistent with the "Prince of Darkness" caricature that Cheney readily embraced. In life or death, he wouldn't have cared much either way.

That was always one of Cheney's more defining charms, or anti-charms: Of all the political figures I've ever written about, I don't think any of them paid less attention to what anyone else said or thought about them. Cheney was fully secure in what he believed, what he wanted, and ultimately who he was.

He cared, I suppose, about public opinion insomuch as it mattered to his political standing, the selling of his ideas, and the advancement of his agenda. But he was indifferent to self-promotion, and had no need for cheering crowds and fawning coverage, typically the mother's milk of political ego. He was truly one of the most sheepish and least flamboyant figures ever to skulk through the power alleys of the capital.

David Frum: There was one Dick Cheney all along

Could this read to some as arrogant, disdainful, and callous? Sure. Do you think it mattered to him--at all? During Cheney's vice presidency, I asked his longtime friend and career patron, then-Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, to assess Cheney's need for public love and appreciation in a job that can be thankless to begin with. "Almost zero," Rumsfeld told me, and I remember wondering why he had bothered to qualify his response with "almost."

In the early stages of Cheney and President George W. Bush's 2004 reelection campaign, I was assigned to write a profile of Cheney for The Washington Post Style section. It had become clear by that point that Saddam Hussein had not harbored weapons of mass destruction; the Iraq War was headed south, and American troops had not, in fact, been "greeted as liberators" in Baghdad, as Cheney had predicted. The vice president's approval ratings were somewhere down in the underground bunker (or "secure, undisclosed location") where Cheney was sometimes said to be housed during the tense post-9/11 years of his vice presidency.

"You never get in trouble for something you don't say" was one of Cheney's political mantras, first attributed to Sam Rayburn, the longtime Democratic speaker of the House from Texas. The veep rarely granted interviews, especially on the subject of himself. But for some reason, he let me hang around him a bit. Our first encounter was in his Air Force Two cabin, en route to a fundraiser in the Seattle area. "In my experience, those who have had the most impact are people who keep their own counsel," he told me. "They don't spend time worrying about taking credit." In his own case, Cheney said, "It's not so much a strategic decision as much as it's what I'm comfortable with." This was as close as Cheney ever came to unburdening himself in public.

He offered none of the small talk or icebreakers that typically clutter these exercises, although there might have been one aside about how we had the same haircut. The press had changed a great deal, Cheney told me when I asked him why he almost never made himself available. "As an institution. Evolved. Kind of thing where it's almost impossible to catch up with a bad story. Factual errors."

He went on.

"Nobody goes back to check the accuracy. Can be frustrating."

He was not the most expansive interviewee.

But Cheney could display an exceedingly dry, even absurdist sense of humor on occasion. During his and Bush's campaign against Democratic nominee John Kerry and his running mate, Senator John Edwards, Cheney had a bit in his stump speech comparing himself to his VP opponent. "People keep telling me that Senator Edwards got picked for his good looks, charm, and great hair," Cheney would say. "And I say to them, 'How do you think I got this job?'"

The line always got big laughs, but it was also a sly dig at Cheney's deeply tanned and heavily hair-sprayed counterpart. Cheney had little use for slick characters such as Edwards. And this was long before the latter's career imploded over a nasty sex scandal resulting in a love child Edwards had with his campaign videographer.

Cheney's deep suspicion of peacocks and sycophants was just a sliver of why he despised Donald Trump, his bootlicking MAGA entourage, and what generally has become of the party in which the Cheney family was royalty for nearly half a century. "In our nation's 246-year history, there has never been an individual who is a greater threat to our republic than Donald Trump," Cheney said in an ad for his daughter Liz's unsuccessful reelection campaign in Wyoming in 2022.

Russell Berman: 'I'm not sure progressives want Democrats to be that big-tent'

Cheney's contempt for Trump was deep, visceral, and obviously personal, considering Liz's fierce resistance after the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol and the public vendetta it stirred against her. He became the highest-ranking Republican official to condemn Trump and warn against his reelection. He did so unequivocally, and conspicuously, in contrast to the determined muteness of the president he had served as deputy. Cheney even endorsed Kamala Harris before the 2024 election, a step that many of Trump's most fervent Republican critics could not bring themselves to take. Consider John Bolton, who condemned Trump nonstop after serving as his national security adviser: Bolton said that although he couldn't vote for Trump, he would still vote Republican. He wrote in Dick Cheney's name instead.

Although Cheney was unlikely to move many swing voters at that point (let alone dislodge many Trump voters), his endorsement of Harris was still an extraordinary move, given how loathed he had been by Democrats when he was Bush's vice president. There was no greater boogeyman than Cheney in an embattled administration that was full of them by the end. Cheney made it comically easy at times. He once told a Democratic senator to "go fuck yourself" on the Senate floor. ("Best thing I ever did," he said later.) And yes, there was that time he shot a friend with a 28-gauge Perazzi shotgun while they were quail hunting in Texas. Cheney barely acknowledged the incident, though he did say it was an accident.

Cheney made one of his last public appearances in August 2021 at Rumsfeld's funeral, on the grounds of Arlington National Cemetery. In eulogizing his longtime friend and mentor, Cheney commended Rumsfeld as being a true Washington original. "Nothing about Don was typical or derivative or standard-issue," he said.

Nothing about Cheney was derivative or standard-issue, either. Regardless of the hatred he drew from Democrats in the aughts and from Trump world post-January 6, he was bipartisan in his indifference to both. He didn't care what you thought or need your applause, grudging or otherwise.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/dick-cheney-approval/684846/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Zohran Mamdani Is About to Confront Reality

The new mayor will face enormous challenges and needs to prove quickly that he is up for them.

by Michael Powell

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Zohran Mamdani's grin was as magnetic as ever, his rhetoric soaring, as he began his victory speech Tuesday night by summoning the spirit of an American socialist who died 99 years ago. "The sun may have set over our city this evening, but as Eugene Debs once said, 'I can see the dawn of a better day for humanity,'" the mayor-elect of New York told his audience in Brooklyn.

Mamdani's election was indeed consequential. A democratic socialist, he is among New York's youngest mayors ever, and its first Muslim and South Asian leader. His margin--he claimed 50.4 percent of the vote--fell short of grand. But this election saw remarkable turnout. Mamdani was the first New York mayoral candidate to gain more than 1 million votes since 1969. Andrew Cuomo, even in defeat, received more votes than any victorious mayor since 1993.

Yet for all Mamdani's success in organizing and inspiring volunteers and voters, he will govern in a perilous landscape, and he will need to prove his bona fides quickly.

Read: The anti-MAGA majority reemerges

Mamdani's campaign was marked by his audacious, sometimes improbable proposals. He and his supporters often bridled at those who shook their heads and said that the numbers behind those proposals did not scratch out. But on Tuesday he doubled down. "This will be an age where New Yorkers expect from their leaders a bold vision of what we will achieve," he said, "rather than a list of excuses." He spoke again of freezing rents for rent-stabilized apartments, making buses fast and free, and providing universal child care. Notably, he left out his campaign promises to deliver cheap, city-run grocery stores (a City Department of Supermarket Affairs?) and more low-income housing than the city appears to have money for.

Watching the speech on TV, I felt the yearning--his and that of the crowd--for transformational change but whispered to myself: Vaya con Dios, Zohran.

Mamdani's challenges are steep, particularly for a leader who has never run anything bigger than a five-person assemblyman's office. Much as he might enjoy lashing out at the city's billionaires--"The billionaire class has sought to convince those making $30 an hour that their enemies are those earning $20 an hour," he said in his victory speech--this cohort controls businesses with tens of thousands of employees and fills city coffers with its taxes. If even a handful of extremely wealthy individuals leave, that means a lot less revenue for Mamdani's wish list. Recreationally warring with them is ill-advised. Many New Yorkers in the city's large and influential Jewish community are also deeply suspicious of Mamdani because of his opposition to Israel and Zionism, and he can't afford to alienate them any more than he already has.

At the same time, managing his political base could prove tricky. Mamdani is a proud member of the Democratic Socialists of America, a formidable and tetchy group that adores its champions, even as it punishes those who deviate. At the DSA's national convention two years ago, Mamdani explained how the socialist legislators in the New York statehouse survived by observing an allegiance to the DSA that distinguished them from less ideologically disciplined Democrats. Without that commitment to DSA orthodoxy, he said, "You will start to rationalize that which you initially rebelled against."

Those, however, were the words of a back-bench state assemblyman. As mayor, Mamdani will inevitably need to compromise and make deals, and the DSA faithful in New York are not infinitely patient. Only a few years ago, they canceled a talk by the noted Black socialist scholar Adolph Reed because his planned topic--he intended to argue that the left's emphasis on the disproportionate impact of COVID on Black people undermined its own agenda--caused a backlash among some DSA members. Last year, the national DSA withdrew its endorsement of Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, by far its best-known standard-bearer. Among her heresies was that she had affirmed Israel's right to exist and signed a press release supporting anti-missile systems for the country to defend its civilian population. (The New York City chapter of DSA endorsed Ocasio-Cortez.)

Another problem is the ever vengeful Donald Trump, who has loosed the National Guard and masked ICE agents on one Democratic-run city after another (or tried to), and who has his eyes on New York, his hometown. Mamdani in his victory speech took declamatory swings at the president. "Donald Trump, since I know you're watching, I have four words for you: Turn the volume up." His words were brave and chesty. But Trump can make New York City bleed in many dozens of ways. For Mamdani, charting a path through the chaos might require tempering confrontation with compromise.

How can he achieve the transformational change he's promised while managing all this? His best bet might be cutting the deals needed to get one quick, early win, to demonstrate that his aspirations can yield concrete achievement. Perhaps his focus should be the proposal for free municipal buses. This is no small task. The city's buses carry an average of 1.4 million passengers per weekday and cost $700 million a year. The state-run MTA oversees buses and subways in New York City, which means that Mamdani will need to persuade the centrist Democratic governor, Kathy Hochul, to help him, and she has resisted raising taxes on the rich.

Roge Karma: Mamdani has a point about rent control

Hochul and Mamdani have a nascent political relationship born of her endorsement of him after he won the Democratic primary this summer. (Senator Chuck Schumer, by contrast, never endorsed anyone in the mayoral race.) Some of Mamdani's followers drowned out the governor with cries of "Tax the rich!" when she attended one of his rallies last week. But Mamdani held her hand aloft that night. Now he has something to trade for her help. Hochul is expected to face an opponent from the left in next year's Democratic primary, and Mamdani's praise--or even his artful neutrality--could prove invaluable to her. Might he trade that chip in seeking Hochul's acceptance of new taxes to underwrite free buses?

Alternatively, Mamdani could focus on expanding day care. In 2014, Mayor Bill de Blasio opened his first term by persuading then-Governor Cuomo to fund universal prekindergarten. Mamdani would like to cover every New York child from age six weeks to 5 years old, while boosting child-care-worker wages to match those of public-school teachers. This would be, he says, transformative. It would also be extremely expensive and require the state to approve a tax increase. Again, in the hands of a nimble mayor, perhaps there's a compromise to be made.

Yet in remarks since his victory on Tuesday, Mamdani has sounded not-so-conciliatory, and has revealed hints of a serrated edge. In his Election Night speech, he dismissed his vanquished opponent Cuomo in a sentence: "Let tonight be the final time I utter his name."

Mamdani could do worse than to pay attention to another combative politician, Senator Bernie Sanders, who played the role of mentor throughout Mamdani's campaign. Many years ago, I covered Sanders when he was mayor of Burlington, Vermont. His office was dominated by a large black-and-white photo of Eugene Debs. And he was a battler, befriending Sandinistas and denouncing Ronald Reagan. But Sanders also balanced budgets and championed affordable housing, and when the snow fell, he went out and rode the city plows and joked with sanitation workers and police officers. Perhaps that was not as emotionally satisfying as dueling with a mercurial and dangerous president might be. But for the working people of Burlington, the city basically worked, and Sanders reaped the rewards.

Mamdani might keep that in mind in the months to come.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/zohran-mamdani-mayor-promises/684843/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Marjorie Taylor Greene Knows Exactly What She's Doing

The "Jewish space lasers" lady may be positioning herself to lead the MAGA movement.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has been bucking the Republican party line with increasing frequency--standing with Democrats to demand that the Justice Department release the Epstein files, decrying the spike in health-care premiums, and holding love-ins with the hosts of The View. Many people are trying to get their heads around the fact that the "Jewish space lasers" lady is now a leading voice of heterodoxy and, at least intermittently, common sense.

The prevailing theory for this bout of independence is that Greene is angry at President Donald Trump for foiling her plans to run for Senate. "Here's some tea for you," explained Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, a longtime Greene antagonist, on social media this week: "The White House and Trumpland shut down Marjorie Taylor Greene's personal ambitions to run for Senate, and she has been on a revenge tour ever since." The journalist Tara Palmeri suggested in her newsletter, "As much as I'd like to believe Greene's recent critiques are born of sudden enlightenment--that it was just fearing that her adult sons will have to pay higher Obamacare premiums that changed her mind on health care or that she's suddenly opposed to mass deportations--the simpler, messier truth is often personal."

From the January/February 2023 issue: Why is Marjorie Taylor Greene like this?

Having initially judged Greene to be a wildly uninformed conspiracy theorist, I was similarly predisposed to dismiss her evolution as a kind of revenge for being slighted. But having listened closely to her commentary of late, I've concluded that she is up to something more interesting and strategic. Greene seems to have recognized that the president has broken faith with his own followers. That realization may also now be dawning on other Republicans after Tuesday's electoral mini-rout, but Greene not only saw it happening sooner; she began planning her future around it. She may be planning for a day when the MAGA movement is not led by Trump, or even by a member of his administration, but by a leader who can speak on behalf of its disgruntled base. Somebody like her.

When Greene announced in May that she wouldn't seek her party's nomination for Senate in Georgia next year, she insisted that Trump had not pressured her to stay out of the race. But Greene's rebellion against him began around the same time. It takes a lot for Trump to disqualify a loyal candidate, but Greene's history of conspiratorial claims--such as that 9/11 was an inside job, and that the Parkland and Sandy Hook shootings were staged--yielded polls that had her reportedly trailing incumbent Democratic Senator Jon Ossoff by double digits. Although Greene may have been diverted from her path to the Senate, she seems to have found an even bigger opportunity.

Her first major break with the administration came on the Epstein files. Right-wing activists devoted years to building up Jeffrey Epstein as not only a deviant and a monster but the beating heart of a nexus of dark power. It was odd, then, for Trump to suddenly declare the entire issue too boring even to merit discussion, let alone a full public disclosure.

Most of Trump's supporters eventually, if reluctantly, came around to his position. After initially demanding more information, Charlie Kirk announced in July, "Honestly, I'm done talking about Epstein for the time being. I'm going to trust my friends in the administration. I'm going to trust my friends in the government to do what needs to be done." Greene seemed to recognize that "trust my friends in the government" was not the most satisfying resolution to the saga that had gripped MAGA devotees, so she pounded the table for the files to come out.

Greene has also positioned herself as a vocal critic of Israel who has been willing to flirt with anti-Semitic conspiracy theories. She has voted to cut aid to Israel, including missile defense, and to protect the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement from a ban backed by fellow Republicans. She also praises right-wing influencers such as Tucker Carlson and Candace Owens, who have alienated much of the party establishment with their support for anti-Semitic ideas.

Greene's stances on these issues may be motivated by bigotry, but her views are consistent: She denounces most foreign aid, including to Israel, Ukraine, and Argentina, which is getting a $40 billion bailout from Trump. She has noticed that the party's base remains attached to "America First" nationalism, some of which is inflected with anti-Semitism. Trump stoked these sentiments and rode them to victory, but in office has straddled the divide between MAGA ideals and standard conservative policy goals, such as lower taxes for the rich and a muscular foreign policy.

Will Gottsegen: What's going on with Marjorie Taylor Greene?

The representative's most surprising act of deviation has come on health care. Democrats shut down the government to force Republicans to extend subsidies, without which premiums for health insurance bought through the Affordable Care Act marketplace will spike for millions of people. Republicans, still gripped by a dogmatic opposition to universal health care, have adamantly refused. Greene, however, has identified herself with the cause of constituents whose health insurance is suddenly unaffordable. "I'm absolutely disgusted that health insurance premiums will DOUBLE if the tax credits expire this year," she wrote on X in early October, but swiftly added, "Also, I think health insurance and all insurance is a scam, just be clear!" (Greene's views on the value of modern medicine are, well, idiosyncratic.)

Greene is essentially doing to Trump what Trump did to the Republican Party of George W. Bush: She is recognizing the gaping void between the values of the party's leaders and those of its followers, and ruthlessly exploiting it.

When Trump ran for president a decade ago, he grasped that, although conservative voters loyally followed the party's culture wars, they had little interest in the priorities of their leaders, such as a hawkish foreign policy and deep cuts to social welfare. When Trump denounced the Iraq War and curbs on Medicare and Social Security, his Republican rivals tried to paint him as a crypto-Democrat. Those attacks bounced off Trump, because the everyday needs of most Republican voters had diverged from the ideals of the party.

Greene seems to have stumbled onto the insight that Trump, despite his almost-theological hold on the base, has nonetheless betrayed it. Republican voters may not say they oppose aspects of Trump's agenda, or even admit it to themselves. But Trump has used their loyalty to advance a series of causes--a regressive tax cut, slashes to Medicaid and food stamps, a bailout for Argentina--that his voters, at best, are willing to abide or, at worst, quietly resent.

Greene's most shocking apostasy is her almost casual admission that Trump has not ended inflation and revived prosperity, as he routinely claims. "Prices have not come down at all," she told the podcaster Tim Dillon in October. "The job market is still extremely difficult. Wages have not gone up. Health-insurance premiums are going to go up. Car insurance goes up every year."

Those observations may sound heretical at a time when Trump continues to insist that America is at the dawn of a new Golden Age. But they reflect public sentiment, which is the reason that Trump's approval ratings have sagged, and that Democrats were able to run successfully everywhere on affordability in this week's elections.

Imagine a Republican presidential primary three years from now. If the economy is booming, the party's voters will probably crave the continuity promised by J. D. Vance. If inflation remains stubbornly high and the job market is still soft, or if the economy has plunged into outright recession, then matters will look different. The aperture will widen for a new populist MAGA leader who will carry out the promises Trump failed to fulfill. Greene appears to be making a bet on inheriting control of MAGA after a failed Trump presidency.

Greene has reportedly confided in colleagues that she has designs on the top office, apparently firm in the belief that she is "real MAGA and that the others have strayed." Yet when Dillon asked whether she wished to run for president in 2028, Greene demurred. "Do I know what that means two years down the road or four years down the road?" she mused. "I don't know what that means."

Perhaps she doesn't. But for a politician who may or may not know what she is doing, Greene is positioning herself for a future that, not long ago, would have appeared as absurd as a Trump presidency once did.
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'None of This Is Good for Republicans'

Gerrymandering efforts look different after Election Day.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

President Donald Trump's gerrymandering war has never looked riskier for his party.

Prodded by Trump, Republicans earlier this year launched an audacious plan to entrench their congressional majority by redrawing House-district maps to squeeze out Democrats--anywhere and everywhere they could. The gambit was an exercise in political power and, coming outside of the traditional decennial redistricting process, without precedent in modern history.

Yet if Democrats feared not long ago that they would be locked out of a House majority, their decisive victories across the country last night have made them, arguably, the favorites heading into next year's midterm elections.

In California, an overwhelming majority voted to redistrict, essentially canceling out the five House seats that Republicans had thought they gained through redistricting in Texas over the summer. The GOP's steep losses farther east cast even more doubt on the wisdom of its redistricting push. Voters repudiated Republicans virtually across the board, handing Democrats convincing victories for the governorships of New Jersey and Virginia, important judicial and legislative races in Pennsylvania, and, for the first time in two decades, a pair of statewide elections in Georgia. In Virginia, the breadth of the Democrats' win gave them their largest majority in the state House of Delegates since 1989.

Read: The anti-MAGA majority reemerges 

For Democrats, the results were reminiscent of--and in many cases stronger than--the victories they posted during the 2017 elections, in Trump's first term, which presaged the wave that delivered them the House majority a year later. Even if the GOP's gerrymandering advantage nets the party a few additional seats, Democrats will have a narrower gap to overcome next year than they did eight years ago.

Among the constituencies that swung the hardest toward Democrats yesterday were Latinos, who helped power Trump's presidential win last year and were key to the GOP's redrawn congressional map in Texas. The Republicans' chances of flipping five additional House seats there rest in part on their holding Trump's gains among Latino voters. That was a questionable assumption from the start, the longtime GOP strategist Mike Madrid told me. It appears even shakier in light of Tuesday's election results; in New Jersey, for example, the state's three most heavily Latino counties moved sharply back to the left after swinging toward Trump in 2024.

"None of this is good for Republicans. It's all their own doing, though," Madrid said. Latinos in Texas border towns may vote differently in 2026 than Latinos in New Jersey did this year. But the anti-GOP shift in this week's elections could boost the Democrats' chances of winning two and possibly three of the five Texas seats that Republicans redrew in their favor, Madrid told me. It could also open up even more opportunities for Democrats, because to create the additional red-leaning seats, Republicans had to cut into previously safe GOP districts. "The problem is they're spreading their other districts thin as they're getting greedy," Madrid said.

Yesterday's election results could complicate both parties' plans to escalate their gerrymandering tit-for-tat across the country. In addition to their Texas effort, Republicans have enacted newly drawn congressional maps in Missouri and North Carolina that could yield them an additional House seat in each state. Florida legislators are eyeing a gerrymander that could boost the GOP's chances in multiple seats, although the state's significant proportion of Latino voters could pose similar redistricting challenges for Republicans there as those in Texas saw.

Internal opposition, however, has slowed the GOP's drive elsewhere. Ohio Republicans cut a deal with Democrats on revised districts that are more favorable for the GOP but not nearly as aggressive as some party leaders had advocated for. In Indiana, Republicans remain short of the votes they would need in the state legislature to gerrymander both of its House Democrats out of their seats, despite an intense pressure campaign from the White House. And just as polls were closing in eastern states last night, Kansas Republicans announced that they lacked support to call a special legislative session to redraw the House seat of Representative Sharice Davids, the lone Democrat in the state's congressional delegation.

Some Democrats, meanwhile, were emboldened by the success of California's Proposition 50, the ballot measure devised by Governor Gavin Newsom that temporarily redraws the state congressional map to target five Republican-held House seats and strengthen five additional swing districts represented by Democrats. With 75 percent of precincts reporting today, the referendum was leading by more than 25 points. (Republicans immediately filed a lawsuit to block the new California maps, as they had promised to do if Prop 50 passed.) The GOP's "biggest strategy for trying to steal the 2026 election is falling apart before their eyes," Ken Martin, the chair of the Democratic National Committee, told reporters on a conference call trumpeting the party's electoral wins.

Even before Democrats swept Virginia's elections last night, the party's state legislative majorities began a two-year process to gerrymander two or three Republicans out of their House seats in the 2026 elections. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries has pushed Democratic leaders in Illinois and Maryland to similarly redraw their state's congressional maps. But the effort has met resistance from some Democratic lawmakers.

In Maryland, the state Senate president, Bill Ferguson, used the party's electoral success yesterday to argue against an attempt to draw a new map that would likely give Democrats all eight of its House seats. (Republicans currently hold one.) "Tonight's resounding Democratic victory shows we don't need to rig the system to win," Ferguson wrote on X. His comment earned a sharp rebuttal from his counterpart in neighboring Virginia, the state Senate president pro tempore, L. Louise Lucas. "Get our victory in Virginia out of your mouth while you echo MAGA talking points," she posted this afternoon. "Grow a pair and stand up to this President. This is just embarrassing."

Read: 'California is allowed to hit back'

Martin said he hoped Tuesday's election results, and especially the Prop 50 vote in California, would "send a chilling effect to Republicans" who are trying to gerrymander more states. "It's not going to net you enough seats to guarantee that you're going to control the U.S. House next year," he said. "So knock it off now."

There was no signal from Republicans that they planned to abandon their efforts. Although Trump voiced disappointment in the election results, other party leaders dismissed them. "There's no surprises. What happened last night was blue states and blue cities voted blue," House Speaker Mike Johnson told reporters outside the Capitol. "Off-year elections are not indicative of what's to come." (The speaker had a different interpretation of the off-year elections four years ago, when they went the GOP's way: "RED WAVE is coming," Johnson posted then.)

One GOP strategist, who was granted anonymity to candidly assess the party's performance, told me that yesterday's results were "a wake-up call." But the strategist said Republicans remained "full-steam ahead" on their redistricting push in Florida.

Madrid said the elections should send each party a message on redistricting. Republicans should "pause and stop and contemplate. Say, 'Wait a second. Maybe we made a mistake here.'" At the same time, Democrats should understand, he said, that they can win elections at the ballot box without sacrificing the moral high ground on gerrymandering. Madrid wasn't optimistic, however: "There's a lesson for both parties in this, and neither one of them will learn it."
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How Trump Wants to Help Democrats

The filibuster is a deformed anachronism. Its demise would benefit the whole country, and Democrats especially.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




The one Republican elected official who has a serious and workable plan to end the government shutdown is, surprisingly enough, Donald Trump. The president's idea is for the Senate to change its rules to allow the chamber to keep the government open with a majority vote, rather than to permit 41 senators to shut it down.

To be sure, Trump has not always framed his argument in the most cogent way. In a recent post on X, he wrote, "TERMINATE THE FILIBUSTER, NOT JUST FOR THE SHUTDOWN, BUT FOR EVERYTHING ELSE." By way of explanation, he added, "THE DEMS ARE CRAZED LUNATICS, THEY WILL NOT OPEN UP OUR COUNTRY NO MATTER HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE IRREPARABLY HARMED!"

Generally speaking, depicting your opponents as "crazed lunatics" and yourself as the voice of reason is easier when you are not using all caps and exclamation points. Still, in this case, Trump's position is correct. The filibuster is a deformed anachronism. Its demise would benefit the whole country, and Democrats especially, given the bills and Senate procedures that this tactic tends to block. If Trump's impulsive, short-horizon leadership style is what finally does the filibuster in, then Democrats should help make it so.

Read: What if the government doesn't need to be shut down?

The Senate filibuster, which allows lawmakers to halt action on most bills unless 60 of the 100 senators in the chamber vote to move forward, is not in the Constitution. The Founders considered, and rejected, a supermajority requirement for either chamber, imposing one only for treaties and constitutional amendments. The practice evolved out of an arcane accident of parliamentary rules in the 19th century and has changed form many times, becoming a requirement for 60 percent of the chamber starting in 1975.

The filibuster used to be employed as a rare tool of strong dissent, such as by southerners to block civil-rights legislation. Most laws otherwise passed with a simple majority until the late 1990s, when the norm against minority parties using the filibuster gave way. As filibusters grew more frequent, lawmakers created more carve-outs to escape them. The Senate now needs only 51 votes to appoint judges (including to the Supreme Court), confirm appointees to the executive branch, and pass annual budget-reconciliation measures, which include changes to taxes and spending. Other bills, including those that fund the government, still need 60 votes to pass the Senate. The perverse upshot of these Swiss-cheese exceptions is that senators can far more easily confirm a lifetime appointment to the high court or pass Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill than they can keep the lights on in the federal government.

The filibuster has a devoted following among senators, who often describe the chamber as the "world's greatest deliberative body" and treasure its clubby customs and culture. Some senators credit the filibuster with encouraging compromise and bipartisanship, as the parliamentary tool forces lawmakers to draw votes from across the aisle to pass major legislation. Yet most states and democratic countries have banned the procedure, arguing that it tends to make legislative bodies more dysfunctional, not less.

Part of the problem is that, contrary to its pop-cultural image as a forum for debate, a la Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, the filibuster does not consist of speeches. Instead, it's become a tool to preempt a discussion about a bill, which means that it is actually more likely to prevent floor debate than to enable it. The filibuster also lacks a strong record of encouraging bipartisanship: The past few decades have seen greater use of the filibuster and diminishing levels of bipartisan cooperation.

Support for the filibuster used to be thoroughly bipartisan. In recent years, Democrats have mostly abandoned it, even as it retains its Republican backing. The reason for this is simple: Republicans have fewer ambitions for government, and most of the things they want the Senate to do--confirm judges and appointees; cut taxes and spending--can already be done with 51 votes.

Of course, the filibuster is not completely useless for Democrats in the minority. They are using it right now to shut down the government in order to force Republicans to extend health-insurance subsidies. But over the long run, the filibuster does more to impair Democrats, the party of expansive government, than Republicans.

The reason Trump has turned so vociferously against the filibuster is that he doesn't care about the long run. Right now, with his party in control of the Senate but lacking 60 votes, the filibuster does nothing to help him. This is why he thinks it's a good idea to get rid of it, regardless of which party--which governing philosophy--that ultimately serves.

And so the conditions exist for a rare convergence of interest between Trump and Senate Democrats, who could, at least in theory, join with a handful of Trump loyalists--"If Democrats don't stop playing games, it's time to blow up the filibuster," Senator Tommy Tuberville, a Republican from Alabama, wrote last week on X--to allow regular legislation to pass on a majority basis.

Republicans are never going to support eliminating the filibuster when Democrats control the Senate. The only chance to get bipartisan support for a rule change is when a president who holds the party in his cultlike sway has decided to eliminate it. Democrats should take the opportunity to make the Senate simultaneously more democratic and more faithful to the Founders' vision.

A year ago, defenders of the filibuster pointed to Trump's reelection, together with Republican control of the House and Senate, as fresh evidence of the vital importance of the supermajority requirement as a necessary check on the power of any one party.

In her farewell speech, departing Arizona independent Senator Kyrsten Sinema, now a crypto lobbyist, delivered a paean to the filibuster, which she equated with the "hard and necessary work of building consensus." Sinema, who had originally been elected as a Democrat, rebuked those who "labor under an illusion that by eliminating the filibuster you'll maintain political power forever, effectively ending our two-party system." Sinema later claimed that an unnamed Democratic senator reached out to her to praise her support for the filibuster.

But if the main rationale for the filibuster is to limit the president's powers and force the majority party to work with the minority, its failure could hardly be more evident. Bipartisan cooperation is nonexistent. The current government shutdown is the result of Democrats using the filibuster to try to force Republicans to work with them, only for Republicans to adamantly refuse to even negotiate.

Read: This could be how the shutdown ends

Has the filibuster protected democracy, or prevented the abuse of power? Hardly. Trump has carried out a veritable authoritarian rampage against which this procedural tactic is utterly irrelevant. He has not gone through Congress, but around it. The president has corrupted the Justice Department, purged the military, seized police powers, strong-armed the media, ignored due process, and waged an undeclared war in the Caribbean, all while barely consulting the legislature. Trump has seized the power of the purse by creating new sources of revenue (tariffs he can set unilaterally), eliminating programs Congress authorized, and suggesting new ones of his own choosing, such as subsidies to compensate farmers hurt by his tariffs.

In some ways, Trump's power grab fills the leadership void created by a feckless Congress. To the extent that he has minimized public backlash, it is in part by issuing executive orders that exploit the prevailing view that Congress is too ineffectual to solve any major national problem.

Trump originally put himself forward for president a decade ago by treating the system as hopelessly corrupt and broken, later promising, "I alone can fix it." The actual result has been to concentrate power in the hands of a single man in a way that would have made the Founders shudder. Undoing that authoritarian usurpation will be slow, painful work. One place to start might be reestablishing Congress as a functional branch of government, working in the original image designed by the Founders, rather than one in which minority parties can thwart even its simplest functions.
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Mamdani Is the Foil Trump Wants

Prepare to hear a lot about New York's new mayor.

by Jonathan Lemire

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




Zohran Mamdani will be the unlikeliest mayor in New York City history. A 34-year-old backbench state assemblyman and self-proclaimed democratic socialist, Mamdani ran on the promise of affordability and was declared the winner not long after polls closed tonight. On his path to victory, he thrilled young voters in a way that few Democrats have in years. But perhaps no one was more delighted by his election than President Donald Trump.

Mamdani's victory was his second decisive win over former Governor Andrew Cuomo, whom he defeated in the Democratic primary in June. (The current mayor, Eric Adams, skipped the primary, choosing instead to run as an independent, but dropped out of the race in September.) Cuomo's father, Mario, another former governor, famously said, "You campaign in poetry; you govern in prose," and Mamdani will soon have to trade his lofty rhetoric for the gritty municipal work of ensuring public safety, digging out from snowstorms, and confronting ever-widening income inequality. Previous New York mayors, of course, have had to take on those tasks, but Mamdani will also face a challenge unique to him: a brewing war with the president of the United States, himself a New Yorker.

Trump can no longer vote in the city that he called home for more than seven decades, but he got involved in the race anyway. He erroneously declared Mamdani a Communist and gave the younger Cuomo an eleventh-hour endorsement that the candidate, running as an independent, didn't really want. But Trump will offer more than antagonistic rhetoric; he's promising dramatic action, too. He warned in a social-media post last night that he would slash federal funding to the nation's largest city because he had a "strong conviction that New York City will be a Total Economic and Social Disaster should Mamdani win." And, his aides tell me, making good on that threat would be just the beginning.

New York City--a Democratic stronghold that soundly spurned Trump--has so far largely been spared the president's wrath. That's because Trump has been waiting. So far this year, he has defied mayors' wishes--and court orders--to send National Guard troops to Los Angeles, Chicago, Washington, and Portland, Oregon. He has offered various defenses for the deployments--protecting ICE agents and fighting crime being the top ones--but has deliberately held back on doing so in New York. He wanted to see who won the mayor's race, his advisers have told me. Trump privately made clear to them that, were Mamdani to triumph, he would use that outcome as justification to deploy troops in a city that, he said, would be left inherently unsafe under socialist rule.

Read: What the New York mayoral primary means for Democrats

Trump's budget director, as part of the ongoing federal-government shutdown, already froze money for a pair of key New York infrastructure projects--a much-needed train tunnel under the Hudson River to New Jersey and an extension of the long-awaited Second Avenue Subway. The president has asked his aides to explore cutting federal funding to other city ventures. He's also declared that the federal government may step in to undercut the city's popular congestion-pricing toll program for no other reason than to inflict political pain. An ICE raid on Canal Street in Manhattan's Chinatown last month was considered a sign of things to come, as administration officials prepare to make New York a high-profile epicenter of immigration enforcement. Trump is desperate to preserve his party's control of Congress next year; he sees New York--and Mamdani--as an effective foil.

Mamdani told me today that he is prepared. "These are threats, many of which go far beyond the power of the presidency, and this is money that New Yorkers are owed," he told me. "We're going to use the courts; we're going to use the bully pulpit; we're going to use every tool at our disposal to stand up for our city."

This isn't the first time a president has turned on New York. Fifty years ago last week, one of New York's most venerable institutions put forth its most famous headline. On October 30, 1975, the New York Daily News declared "FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD" after President Gerald Ford opted against bailing out the Big Apple during its fiscal crisis. Ford's edict was met with fury in the five boroughs and may have helped cost him the election the following year, but it was at least based on some principle; he thought that New York's spending was out of control and that it would set a bad precedent for Washington to bail out any one city. (He also never said the words drop dead.) And Ford eventually gave in; he later signed off on $2.3 billion in federal loans to help New York steady itself.

Trump's attacks appear to be based far more on political opportunism and personal pique. He has always had a love-hate relationship with his native city. He was born in Queens--the same borough in which Mamdani lives, but about 10 miles away--and carried with him the insecurities of an outer-borough real-estate developer who longed to cross the East River and work and live in the glamour of Manhattan. But even after he achieved success, he was still never truly accepted by the city's blue bloods, who found him too vulgar and too gauche. Trump's resentment helped fuel his eventual foray into politics. But even as he captured the presidency in 2016, he received just 10 percent of the vote in Manhattan. In his first term, he abandoned plans to frequently come back to Trump Tower, and his rare journeys home were met with protest. He criticized then-Mayor Bill de Blasio but largely ignored the city. In late 2020, he became a Florida resident.

Read: A decade of golden-escalator politics

But the Trump Organization is still based in Manhattan. The president has stocked his administration with New Yorkers, including Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick and Lee Zeldin, who leads the EPA. He keeps tabs on his old city, often through a variety of friends who remain there. And, those close to him tell me, he was as surprised by Mamdani's rise as the rest of the political world.

A few days after Trump won last November, Mamdani went to the Bronx to try to talk to shell-shocked New Yorkers about the election. Few people recognized him, even though he had launched his campaign several weeks earlier, and barely anyone stopped to talk to him. He returned to that same street this week and was thronged by hundreds of voters after he spent a year running an invigorated, social-media-friendly campaign. Mamdani had energy and charm, and no shortage of ideas that were quickly turned into easy-to-digest slogans such as "Free buses" and "Freeze the rent." He relentlessly focused on affordability and economic issues, a welcome message in a city with an extraordinarily high cost of living and stark income stratification.

He faced real detractors, including some within his own party. Some of his ideas were considered outlandish and impractical, and observers pointed to the struggles of progressive mayors in other cities. Even some who admired Mamdani's campaign were fearful that he would be elevated by Republicans as the face of the left, proof that Democrats were far too liberal for average Americans. He took criticism for his previous support of the "Defund the Police" movement and for defending the pro-Palestinian slogan "Globalize the Intifada." (He has since stepped back from both sentiments, though a segment of the city's Jewish population views him with suspicion.)

After the primary, Mamdani moved a little toward the center and began to quietly consult with experts and moderate technocrats, including some who worked for former Mayor Michael Bloomberg. Late in the campaign, the race took a dark turn into Islamophobia as some on the right evoked the September 11 terror attacks to decry the possibility of the city's first Muslim mayor. Mamdani was also slow to pick up national endorsements, even from party leaders from his own city. (House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries backed Mamdani less than two weeks ago; Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer never did.) But Mamdani was widely admired for how he ran his campaign, a social-media-savvy, say-yes-to-every-interview approach that feels like a model for other ambitious Democrats. Young voters came out in huge numbers, early-voting totals exploded, and the overall turnout was the highest for a mayor's race in more than 50 years.

Read: Eric Adams's totally predictable MAGA turn

Mamdani benefited, of course, from the implosions of two more prominent figures. As hard as it is to recall now, Adams was considered a rising star after his 2021 win, a moderate Democrat who would be tough on crime in a city reeling from the pandemic. But he came to office with few big ideas. His poll numbers were already slipping before he was indicted on bribery and campaign-finance violations for allegedly receiving illegal gifts and campaign contributions from foreign sources and using his office to provide favors. Far worse for his political future was what came next: the perception that he was beholden to Trump after the Department of Justice dropped the charges earlier this year. Adams bowed out of the race in late September and reluctantly endorsed Cuomo.

Cuomo, of course, brought his own baggage. When he made his entry into the race, many expected that his name recognition and wealthy backers would allow him to coast to victory. But he continued to face questions about the series of sexual-harassment allegations that led to his 2021 resignation as governor (he has denied wrongdoing), and during the primary, he ran a listless, desultory campaign. Before a late push in the general election, it was difficult to believe that he even really wanted the job. The Republican in the race, the public-safety activist and longtime gadfly Curtis Sliwa, absolutely wanted the job and refused repeated entreaties from both Cuomo and Trump to quit the race. Had he done so, perhaps Cuomo would have had a shot.

But instead it was a Mamdani coronation. He will take the oath of office on the steps of City Hall on January 1, and start leading a city of nearly 8.5 million people. The five boroughs' residents--some excited, some uncertain--will be watching. And so will one ex-New Yorker about 200 miles south.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/mamdani-trump-new-york-city/684823/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



This Could Be How the Shutdown Ends

A closed government just cost nearly 42 million Americans their food assistance.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Tue, 04 Nov 2025




On the first day of every month, Ethel Ingram goes to the grocery store with $171 in federally funded food stamps and a nearly impossible mission: Buy enough food for the next 30 days. She usually fails. A couple of weeks into most months, she's forced to pursue another goal: visiting enough food banks to stock her refrigerator until the month ends and her account reloads. But this month, the government shutdown cut off food assistance to her and millions of others. Now Ingram's options to feed herself are dwindling. Her account balance remains zero, and the food banks she relies on are more crowded than she has ever seen them.

This is what happens when a record-long government shutdown affects millions of Americans who are already struggling with the high cost of food, housing, child care, and just about everything else. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program has stopped issuing payments for the first time in its 61-year history, leaving a sudden gash in the social safety net. For the nearly 42 million SNAP beneficiaries, November 1 was the day that the government shutdown became intensely personal.
 
 "November's going to be kind of rough," Ingram, a 76-year-old resident of Sanford, Florida, told me. Last week, she visited a local church's food drive, where she was able to get two pieces of meat she hopes will sustain her for the week. "I've got my other bills coming up. I've got my light bill; I've got my water bill; I've got car insurance. It's going to be rough."
 
 Stories of overwhelmed food banks and hunger-stricken families have pushed members of Congress to finally begin serious discussions about bringing the 35-day shutdown to an end. Combined with snarled air traffic (Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy said today to expect "mass chaos" at airports if the government remains shut down next week), sudden closures of Head Start programs, and the risk of another missed paycheck for federal workers, the SNAP cuts could represent the most significant development yet in a shutdown that has at times felt invisible. As tens of millions of people begin to feel the impact of the largest anti-hunger program going dark, the government closure has begun to morph from a nuisance into an emergency.

One in eight Americans relies on SNAP to help make ends meet, a population that includes a large portion of children and seniors as well as parents hovering near the poverty line despite working full-time. Many of the beneficiaries live in Republican districts and voted for Donald Trump in the 2024 presidential election, which was dominated by cost-of-living issues. A year later, members of Congress are hearing emotional tales of mothers who are planning to skip meals so their children can eat, minimum-wage workers who are forced to rely on the kindness of strangers for sustenance, and families who are having to choose which bills to forgo in order to buy a little food.

Senate Majority Leader John Thune, a Republican from South Dakota, said yesterday that he is "optimistic" a resolution might be at hand, hinting that the quiet negotiations taking place between Democrats and Republicans in recent days may be making progress. Congress is set to go on a week-long recess next week, so the coming days will be crucial in determining whether there is enough momentum to strike a deal or whether millions of Americans will approach Thanksgiving facing government-inflicted austerity.

Even food banks, which typically receive bountiful donations during the holidays, are confronting concerns that demand may outstrip supply if the shutdown does not end soon. Greg Higgerson, the chief development officer at Second Harvest Food Bank of Central Florida, told me that several of the nonprofits his organization partners with--such as the church Ingram visited--have called in recent days with dire warnings. They are "concerned about their food supply and how quickly they feel like they're going to go through it in the next week or two," he said. "Unfortunately, we don't have a whole lot to tell them." Despite serving some 300,000 meals each day, his organization is no match for the SNAP program's reach, he said. For every meal provided by a food pantry, SNAP--which typically spends more than $8 billion a month on benefits--has the capacity to provide nine, according to Feeding America, a network of more than 200 food banks.
 
 During past government shutdowns, the program has continued to issue assistance. The U.S. Department of Agriculture, which oversees SNAP, appeared to be following that precedent before abruptly changing course last month. A detailed plan for using contingency funds to cover SNAP was removed from the USDA website, which in October began featuring a series of partisan banner messages attacking "Radical Left Democrats" for the predicament. The most recent message on the taxpayer-funded website says "the well has run dry" for SNAP benefits and, without evidence, accuses Democrats of prioritizing "gender mutilation procedures" over hungry families. After a group of Democrat-led states and nonprofit organizations filed lawsuits challenging the Trump administration's decision to cut off SNAP benefits, two federal judges last week ruled that USDA must use contingency funds to keep the program going.

The agency told the court yesterday that it would be able to fund only half of people's normal benefits, and that the funds could take weeks or even months to arrive. USDA said it would not tap a separate emergency account that would have allowed the payment of full benefits this month. (That account, it said in court filings, is earmarked for children's-nutrition programs and might not be backfilled by Congress should it be used for SNAP.) Trump, who has used the shutdown to punish his perceived political enemies and shield those he sees as allies, offered a partisan take when asked last week about the shutdown. "Largely, when you talk about SNAP, you're talking about largely Democrats," he told reporters on Friday. But Republican beneficiaries in rural parts of the country, where food insecurity and poverty affect millions of people, are being hit hard as well.

Read: The Project 2025 shutdown is now here

A planned food distribution at a site in Hohenwald, Tennessee, was canceled last Thursday because of a "lack of supply," organizers posted on Facebook. The announcement led to a rush of concerned phone calls, emails, and Facebook messages from residents in a county that Trump carried last year with 82 percent of the vote. "People are just very disappointed, and I think they're scared," Tonya Woodward, the CEO of Hope Hohenwald, a nonprofit that organizes the distributions, told me. "And sometimes they might not be completely out of food, but they're scared they're going to run out." Jenny Bauer, who volunteers at a local food pantry and owns a discount grocery store in the area, told me that the SNAP cuts are hitting rural Tennessee especially hard. "Our community already struggles with food insecurities," she said. "Along with the rising food and living costs, it can get pretty scary."

Trump has so far done little to publicly treat the shutdown as an emergency. He told CBS News's 60 Minutes recently that the country had not reached a breaking point, asserting that "it's been much worse" in the past. He has repeatedly said that he will not allow Democrats to "extort" him into cutting a deal on health-care subsidies in order to fund and reopen the government. Today, he posted on Truth Social that SNAP benefits had previously been offered to many undeserving people and will be restarted "only when the Radical Left Democrats open up government, which they can easily do, and not before!" (White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt clarified that the president is not planning to defy the court orders that require the payments to begin.)

In recent days, Trump has been calling for Congress to eliminate the filibuster and pass a funding bill along party lines, a proposal that has been rejected by GOP leadership. Democrats--and some Republicans--have said for weeks that Trump must engage in negotiations in order to bring an end to the shutdown. But with SNAP cuts hurting their constituents, some lawmakers appear ready to play a leading role in finding a solution that would fund the government.

Senate leaders are discussing pairing a vote to reopen the government with a commitment to hold a separate vote in the near future on health care, along with other concessions. A bipartisan quartet of House lawmakers unveiled a proposal yesterday to extend the Affordable Care Act subsidies for two years while instituting income caps and other changes. The plan, the legislators said in a statement, would "inspire bipartisan collaboration across Washington and help get Congress back to work for the American people."

Some lawmakers have pointed to today's elections as a pivotal moment in the shutdown. Both Democrats and Republicans have contended that allowing voters to have their say could offer an off-ramp after more than a month of debate and repeated failed votes. But Democrats remain divided over how far to advance their fight against Trump. Some told me in September that it was important to show that they would be willing to take extraordinary measures to challenge the president's norm-breaking approach to governing. But few at the time predicted that their party--which typically has opposed government shutdowns--would be willing to withhold their votes on a funding bill for more than a month.

Democrats will be parsing the results in gubernatorial races in New Jersey and Virginia, and in New York City's mayoral race. The mayoral race features two leading candidates--Zohran Mamdani and Andrew Cuomo--who represent the schism between the party's activist base and its establishment wing. Mamdani has campaigned relentlessly on affordability and suggested that he would tackle food-insecurity problems in the city by opening municipally run grocery stores, a policy Cuomo has ridiculed as a "Soviet-style" pipe dream.

Read: The Blue State That's Now a Bellwether

If Mamdani wins decisively, some Democratic lawmakers may feel emboldened to challenge Trump more aggressively on the cost-of-living challenges Americans are facing--including the rising health-care costs at the core of the shutdown debate. Jolene Mullins, the vice president of the South Florida Hunger Coalition, told me that when "people are worried about how they're going to feed their kids," lawmakers in Washington cannot simply follow the traditional political playbook. Still, she told me, she is worried about how much pain the shutdown is inflicting on vulnerable people--including thousands of parents losing child care as a result of Head Start closures.

"I don't want the Democrats to budge and give up what they're standing for with the ACA," said Mullins, who met with lawmakers in Washington last week. "But there's got to be some kind of conversation. We can't be like this. This cannot be endless."

For people like Ingram, ending the shutdown is a matter of existential urgency. In the meantime, she told me, she will continue trawling her community food banks, hoping they don't run out.
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What's a Scandal When Everything Is Outrageous?

Trump's ballroom blitz is blatantly corrupt. The fact that no one seems to care shows just how low the standards of behavior have fallen in Washington.

by Jonathan Chait

Mon, 03 Nov 2025




The revelation that Donald Trump has demolished the East Wing, with plans to rebuild it at jumbo size with private funds, provoked an initial wave of outrage--followed by a predictable counter-wave of pseudo-sophisticated qualified defenses.

"In classic Trump fashion, the president is pursuing a reasonable idea in the most jarring manner possible," editorializes The Washington Post. The New York Times' Ross Douthat and The Wall Street Journal's editorial board have similar assessments: We should all calm down, put aside our feelings about the president and the admittedly flawed process by which he arrived at this project, and appreciate the practical value of the new facility.

Let's forget questions of proportion and aesthetics (I could not be less qualified to judge either) and consider the matter solely on the issue of corruption. Trump has funded the project by soliciting donors who have potential or actual business before the government. By traditional standards, this would constitute a massive scandal.

We know this because a very similar scandal occurred about a decade ago. Remember the Clinton Foundation? After the 43rd president left office, he established a charitable foundation to undertake good works: disaster relief, public health, and other largely uncontroversial endeavors.

But the Clinton Foundation became a political liability after reports suggested that it created a potential conflict of interest. Bill Clinton may have retired from elected office, but Hillary Clinton harbored widely known ambitions to run in the future. So the wealthy people and companies that donated to the foundation might have been hoping for access to and gratitude from a potential future president.

Conor Friedersdorf: Donald Trump thinks America needs a better ballroom

Conservatives were not alone in denouncing this arrangement. In August 2016, the Post editorialized that "some donors to the Clinton Foundation may have seen their gifts as means to buy access--and it points to much bigger potential problems. Should Ms. Clinton win in November, she will bring to the Oval Office a web of connections and potential conflicts of interest, developed over decades in private, public and, in the case of her family's philanthropic work, quasi-public activities." Similar criticism appeared from the likes of NPR ("I think it contributes to all of the concern about her honesty and trustworthiness," observed the now-late Cokie Roberts), the Times' editorial board, me, and others.

Like pretty much any other pre-Trump complaint, all of this sounds quaint today. But the actual facts of the case are at least as damning. The solicitations for the $300 million ballroom (as of press time--the cost keeps rising) are being made not by a candidate but by a sitting president. The money is going not to charity but to a public project that will, in part, underwrite Trump's luxurious lifestyle. (Imagine if the Clinton Foundation had been building gold-embossed ballrooms for Bill and Hillary to entertain guests in!) While the Clinton Foundation disclosed all its donors, Trump has kept many of his ballroom donors secret.

The greatest difference is that Trump's moves to benefit his friends and hurt his enemies are out in the open, which makes the quid pro quo element far cruder. If donating to a Clinton charity was like buying your date a nice dinner in the hopes of getting lucky, donating to a Trump charity is more like bringing a fistful of cash to a brothel.

The Clintons' conflict of interest drove waves of skeptical coverage and hostile commentary. This concern has yielded barely a footnote in the Trump-ballroom story. The Post brushes off the problem in a clause ("Though the fundraising for the ballroom creates problematic conflicts of interest, two examples validate Trump's aggressive approach"), later noting, almost in passing, that the donors include the Post's owner, Jeff Bezos. Douthat and the Journal's editorial page likewise dispense with the conflict issue in a sentence.

It may well be true that concerns about the corrupting effect of these donations are just too slight against the backdrop of a presidency that has obliterated the wall between public policy and personal gain. I will concede that the East Wing demolition is not the worst thing Trump has done. It may not even rank among the top 1,000 worst things he's done.

David A. Graham: It's already different

But the fact that one of the biggest scandals of the Clintons' careers hardly warrants a harrumph now shows how low the standards of behavior have fallen in Trump's Washington.

I sympathize with the mainstream media's inability to properly capture the breadth of Trump's misconduct. The dilemma is that holding Trump to the standards of a normal politician is impossible. The Times would have to run half a dozen banner-style Watergate-style headlines every day, and the news networks would have to break into regular programming with breathless updates every minute or so. Maxing out the scale of outrage has the paradoxical benefit of allowing Trump to enjoy more generous standards than any other politician has.

Still, although holding Trump accountable to normal expectations of political decorum may be impossible, surely we don't need to praise him for merely committing normal-size scandals. The people losing perspective here are not the ballroom's critics, but its defenders.
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The Slow Death of Special Education

The government has abandoned its commitment to an equitable education for all children--if it ever had one.

by Pepper Stetler

Sat, 01 Nov 2025




The Trump administration has taken the government shutdown as an opportunity to end federal oversight of the education services offered to more than 8 million children with disabilities in America. Last month, the Department of Education attempted to fire nearly every staff member left at the Office of Special Education Programs--an action now stuck in litigation. The department had already canceled millions of dollars in grants to provide teacher training and parental support for students with disabilities, and it is now "exploring additional partnerships" to move special-education services elsewhere in the government. Ostensibly, these cuts and administrative changes are part of a broader effort to empower states. But whatever the motive, the result is clear: The government has abandoned its commitment to an equitable education for all children.

This attack did not come out of nowhere. Over the course of five decades, Congress has repeatedly weakened the transformative law that has governed education for disabled students, putting it in the precarious and dysfunctional position it was in when Donald Trump took office.

President Gerald Ford signed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act into law on November 29, 1975. It mandated that all children with any form of disability must be provided a free public education and that they be educated alongside children without disabilities "to the maximum extent appropriate." This landmark legislation has improved the lives of generations of children with disabilities. In 1970, only one in five children with disabilities were educated in America's public schools. Some states had laws explicitly excluding those whom schools deemed "uneducable." Many of those children spent their lives in institutions. Others were homeschooled or received very little formal education at all. Today, 15 percent of public-school students are served by the law, which was reauthorized and renamed the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act in 1990.

Read: Special ed shouldn't be separate

Although a right to an education is not explicitly guaranteed in the Constitution, the Fourteenth Amendment established that no state can "deny to any person within its jurisdiction equal protection of the laws." IDEA is an effort to uphold that guarantee. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 called for the racial integration of public schools and other institutions, but it left disability discrimination unaddressed. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 did not require states to educate students with disabilities; it did, however, establish funding grants to states that provided services. The Education of the Handicapped Act of 1970 solidified the core grant program that provides funding to states and school districts and is still part of IDEA today. What is remarkable about IDEA is that it combined tenets from all these precedents. IDEA isn't just a declaration of the right of students with disabilities to an education. It's also a funding policy--a shared financial partnership among federal, state, and local governments--to provide an appropriate public education to all students with disabilities.

For states to follow this mandate, the federal government knew it would need to share the costs  of well-trained teachers, support staff, and the educational equipment needed. In a version of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act introduced in 1972, New Jersey Senator Harrison Williams explained what Congress was taking on. "It is hard to argue to the States that the federal government is serious about full educational opportunity for all handicapped children when we are not willing to invest money to make this goal a reality," he wrote. "We will have to put our money where our mouth is."

The law originally said that the federal government would contribute up to 5 percent of the average per-pupil expenditure by 1978 and would increase its share incrementally to up to 40 percent by 1982. But Congress's commitment to funding the law has been tepid since the beginning. Access to education for the nation's children with disabilities was not a priority for Ford, who chose to sign the bill into law without any formal ceremony. In a message accompanying the new law, he admitted that he had signed only reluctantly. "Even the strongest supporters of this measure," he wrote, "know as well as I that they are falsely raising the expectations of the groups affected by claiming authorization levels which are excessive and unrealistic." The bill, he believed, was promising more than it could deliver.

Congress's backtracking on its initial commitment began almost immediately. The law had established a maximum authorization of 40 percent, which permitted Congress to perennially allocate less. Funding has fluctuated, but it has never been near that maximum share. From 2004 to 2006, the federal contribution was its highest, at 18 percent. We are now a long way from the partnership that Senator Williams envisioned. Last year, federal funding for IDEA was 10.9 percent of the average per-pupil expenditure.

At the same time that Congress has reneged and reneged, the costs of special education have risen dramatically. As diagnostic practices and screenings have improved in the past 50 years--and as the diagnostic criteria for autism in particular have expanded to include a wider range of symptoms--the number of students served by IDEA has increased. In the past decade alone, the number of students served by IDEA has grown 17 percent. "We're not cutting any of the IDEA funding," Education Secretary Linda McMahon claimed at a Senate appropriations subcommittee on June 3. Technically, she's right--but that money is covering an ever-smaller share of the nation's costs.

As the federal government cancels funding streams and fires the employees in charge of overseeing special-education programs nationwide, the result will be an uneven, state-by-state patchwork of special education. Kids with disabilities in some states will get the support they need to learn alongside their peers and earn a high-school diploma. Kids in other states will be kept in segregated classrooms without any preparation for a prosperous future when they age out of the public-school system. That future is already playing out across the country to some extent, but it's about to get even worse.

Read: The work of caring for my daughter will never be 'efficient'

To receive federal funding, each state must submit an annual performance report. This year, more states were labeled "needing assistance" in following IDEA for school-age children and young adults than were "meeting requirements." Even in states such as Texas that are meeting requirements according to this report, parents fight an uphill battle with school districts to get their kids what they deserve. Carol Caron's daughter, Ellie, has Down syndrome and is in fifth grade in the Aledo Independent School District, near Fort Worth. The district insists that Ellie belongs in a "functional academics" classroom, learning an alternative curriculum that, according to Carol, drastically underestimates what Ellie is capable of achieving. Carol has filed several complaints with the Texas Education Authority about Ellie's placement. She wants Ellie to be educated in a classroom with her nondisabled peers. Among other benefits, this would ensure that Ellie is being appropriately challenged. But the school district has repeatedly refused.

Texas is one of several states with a track record of violating IDEA regulations. In 2018, the TEA submitted to the Office of Special Education Programs and the Department of Education its plan to correct a state-imposed limit that discouraged school districts from identifying more than 8.5 percent of students for special-education services. Texas saved billions by ignoring the medically diagnosed disabilities of tens of thousands of students. By this summer, OSEP had determined that the TEA had removed these restrictions. But without federal staff, there will be no way to continue monitoring compliance in Texas or in any other state.

In response to complaints filed by Carol and other parents, the TEA directed the Aledo School District to review its placement and assessment of students with disabilities, like Ellie. But Carol doesn't believe that the district will change course. "What is practiced is different from what the school district puts on paper," she told me. "There are no sanctions with teeth." Carol filed a complaint with the Education Department's Office for Civil Rights last spring, but she doubts that her concerns will ever be addressed. Ellie's classroom placement hasn't changed, and without any federal oversight, she is running out of options.

Like Ellie, my daughter, Louisa, has Down syndrome. But we live in Ohio, not Texas, and Louisa's educational trajectory looks remarkably different. Now in eighth grade, she has learned beside peers with and without disabilities since preschool. Ohio is far from perfect; I wouldn't say that it has an exceptional commitment to serving students with disabilities. But Louisa has benefited from a more inclusive and academically rigorous approach to special education than Ellie. With the Office of Special Education Programs a shell of its former self, this disparity--a child's education and future determined by where she lives--will only deepen. It demonstrates how ending federal oversight of IDEA isn't about giving control to the states. It is about denying the civil rights of all students with disabilities. Whether students like Ellie and Louisa have access to education will not be determined by law, but by chance.
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What If the Government Doesn't Need to Be Shut Down?

The reinterpretation of a 19th-century law could reopen it.

by Russell Berman

Fri, 31 Oct 2025




President Donald Trump's theory of executive power does not lend much weight to the views of his predecessors--especially those who happen to be Democrats. But as the government shutdown enters its second month, Trump is showing an odd degree of respect for legal guidance first adopted under a president he has mocked: Jimmy Carter.

Government shutdowns are a relatively modern phenomenon. For most of America's nearly 250-year history, a lapse in congressional appropriations forced federal agencies to limit their spending, but not to close entirely. That changed only under Carter. In 1980, his attorney general, Benjamin Civiletti, wrote a memo in which he argued that according to federal law, the government could not operate once funding bills expired. The era of shutdowns had begun, and from that point on, legislative impasses over spending have put hundreds of thousands of federal employees out of work and reduced government services for millions more.

The way the United States handles these spending gaps--deeming many workers essential while furloughing the rest--is unusual, Philip Wallach, a senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute who studies the separation of powers, told me. "It's a very strange practice," he said. "It's not like shutdowns are a feature of governments everywhere."

Read: The missing president

Not even Civiletti realized how significant his memo would become. "I couldn't have ever imagined these shutdowns would last this long of a time and would be used as a political gambit," he told The Washington Post in 2019, in the midst of what was then the longest shutdown in U.S. history. He said his opinion "has been used in ways that were not imagined at the time." (Civiletti died in 2022.)

For the past 45 years, presidents in both parties have adhered to Civiletti's interpretation of the Antideficiency Act, the 19th-century law that governs federal spending. But Trump could take a different view. His administration "could come up with a revised interpretation of the Antideficiency Act that's totally reasonable," Matthew Glassman, a senior fellow at Georgetown University and a former congressional-appropriations aide, told me.

Indeed, it's easy to see how Trump might warm to an idea that would free him to unilaterally end the shutdown without making concessions to Democrats. He has already allowed his budget director, Russell Vought, to enforce federal spending laws during a shutdown far more selectively than previous presidents, and he has ordered his attorney general, Pam Bondi, to take actions much more significant than revising the government's interpretation of a statute that dates to 1870. "It would have been more difficult to picture past presidents heading in that direction than it would be to picture Trump," Glassman said. "It would be in line with his thinking and something that he certainly would not have any qualm with."

During funding gaps before 1980, the government advised federal agencies to "avoid hiring, grantmaking, nonemergency travel, and other nonessential obligations," Civiletti wrote in his memo to Carter. The White House could return to that practice or, Wallach said, it could simply treat all federal employees the way "essential employees" are treated during a shutdown: They work without pay, under the expectation that they'll be paid retroactively once Congress enacts a new spending bill.

A more dramatic step would be to keep the government operating as normal during a lapse of appropriations. Over the years, Republican members of Congress have introduced variations of a proposal known as the "End Government Shutdowns Act" that would keep agencies open continuously while directing them to reduce spending by 1 percent (or more, depending on the legislation). None of those bills have made it into law, however, and a unilateral move by Trump to put the government on autopilot would be much harder to defend as being consistent with the Antideficiency Act's bar on incurring obligations not "authorized by law." More broadly, Wallach argued, it would threaten Congress's constitutional control over spending altogether.

"That sounds dangerously close to, Hey, let's put Congress out of business," he told me. "Frankly, we're already hurtling in that direction."

Democrats might have welcomed a new interpretation of the Antideficiency Act during the Clinton and Obama administrations, when congressional Republicans began taking routine funding extensions as legislative hostages, leading to multiple shutdowns. But now they would surely view such a move as one more power grab by a president who has delighted in Congress's fading relevance. Representative Rosa DeLauro of Connecticut, the top Democrat on the House Appropriations Committee, told me that allowing the administration to keep the government open during a funding gap would be akin to handing the White House a blank check. "When would you reevaluate budgets? Who would check the executive branch?" DeLauro asked. "What if Congress never weighed in?"

As my colleagues and I reported earlier this week, Trump has displayed no particular urgency to end the shutdown, even as it nears the record length of 35 days set during his first term. Yesterday, he called on Republicans to scrap the Senate filibuster, which would allow them to reopen the government without relying on Democratic votes. (GOP leaders have long opposed eliminating the filibuster, making such a move highly unlikely anytime soon.) When I asked the White House whether the administration might revisit the Carter-era shutdown guidance it was following, the spokesperson Abigail Jackson did not answer directly. "The Trump administration wants the Democrats to end their pathetic stunt, stop hurting the American people, and reopen the government," she replied by email.

David A. Graham: This is the shutdown that doesn't end

As for Civiletti, he might not have foreseen the impact his 1980 legal opinion would have on nearly half a century (and counting) of legislative brinkmanship; it took another 15 years for government shutdowns to become the political weapon they are today. But at least one of Civiletti's surviving lieutenants says he was--and is--right about the law. "It was absolutely straightforward," John Harmon, who directed the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel during the Carter administration and advised Civiletti on the memo, told me by phone this week. The Antideficiency Act "says you can't spend money that's not been appropriated by Congress," he said. "It was clear on its face."

The way to keep the government open when funding lapses isn't to reinterpret an old law, Harmon argued, but to amend or repeal it. "Congress," he said, "can fix this." Don't hold your breath, however, waiting on lawmakers to agree on a plan to prevent future shutdowns--they're having enough trouble finding a way out of the one they're in.










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/trump-could-end-shutdown-congress-law/684782/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



J. D. Vance's Bad Answer to an Anti-Semitic Question

The vice president will need to choose between accommodating and rejecting the right's anti-Semites.

by Yair Rosenberg

Fri, 31 Oct 2025




On Wednesday, Vice President J. D. Vance spoke at the University of Mississippi, as part of a tour organized by Turning Point USA, the conservative youth movement founded by the late Charlie Kirk. After his talk, in a nod to Kirk's freewheeling campus debates, Vance fielded questions from students for nearly an hour, an impressive feat of rhetorical stamina that illustrated why he is one of the Trump right's best communicators. But he flubbed a key question.

"I'm a Christian man, and I'm just confused why there's this notion that we might owe Israel something or that they're our greatest ally or that we have to support this multi-hundred-billion-dollar foreign-aid package to Israel," asked a young man in a MAGA hat. "I'm just confused why this idea has come around, considering the fact that not only does their religion not agree with ours, but also openly supports the prosecution of ours."

Although ostensibly about Israel, this question was fundamentally an attack on Jews and Judaism, segueing immediately from the Middle Eastern country to claims that the 0.2 percent of the world that is Jewish oppresses the 29 percent of the world that is Christian. The vice president was being presented with an age-old anti-Semitic inversion that remains popular among white nationalists.

Vance's response to this query included many reasonable counterpoints. He noted that "America First" doesn't mean abandoning alliances but leveraging them for U.S. gain, and pointed out that far from being Israel's patsy, President Trump used his leverage over Israel to achieve a Gaza cease-fire. He argued that theological differences between Christians and Jews did not preclude collaboration on matters of common concern. But the vice president's answer was most notable for what it did not contain: any acknowledgment that the question contained an attack on Jews, let alone a rebuke of it.

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

Politicians are often unprepared to respond to explicit anti-Semitism in the moment. In this regard, the Vance incident was reminiscent of another almost a decade ago. During the Democratic presidential primary in April 2016, Bernie Sanders hosted a town hall in Harlem's historic Apollo Theater. He, too, was ambushed by an interlocutor who shifted seamlessly between critique of Zionism and anti-Jewish conspiracism. "As you know, the Zionist Jews--and I don't mean to offend anybody--they run the Federal Reserve, they run Wall Street, they run every campaign," a man wearing a Black Lives Matter pin declared. "What is your affiliation to your Jewish community?" Sanders, too, failed to meet the moment and quickly pivoted to his Israel talking points rather than forthrightly address the prejudice of his questioner.

But Vance should not have been surprised to face a baldly anti-Semitic assertion at a Turning Point gathering. At his own campus events, Kirk regularly fielded hostile questions from far-right acolytes of his archnemesis, the white-supremacist influencer Nick Fuentes. Among other lowlights, Fuentes has denied the Holocaust, called for the execution of non-Christians and "perfidious Jews," and labeled interracial relationships as "degenerate." "Oh, I'm anti-Semitic?" he said in 2022 on his web show, rhetorically addressing religious Jews. "I piss on your Talmud." Once a fringe figure, Fuentes has moved closer and closer to the center of conservative power--dining with Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago in 2022, shaking hands onstage with a grinning Marjorie Taylor Greene that same year, and finally being interviewed by the most influential right-wing commentator in America, Tucker Carlson, just this past week.

Carlson is a longtime ally of Vance and was reportedly influential in helping him secure the vice-presidential nod from Trump. The former Fox host spoke before the president did at the 2024 Republican National Convention, and his son now serves as a press aide in Vance's office. Carlson has also spent years mainstreaming anti-Semitic voices and ideas. He has hosted a parade of Hitler apologists on his podcast; claimed that Israel had foreknowledge of the 9/11 attacks but did not share the information with the U.S.; slurred the prominent Jewish conservative Ben Shapiro and those like him as foreign anti-American subversives who "don't care about the country at all"; and, in his speech at Kirk's funeral, blamed a cabal of people "eating hummus" (i.e., Jews) for killing Jesus. And all that was before he sat down for a cordial conversation with Fuentes.

Jonathan Chait: The intellectual vacuity of the national conservatives

Surveys show that about a quarter of young people today hold anti-Semitic views, far more than among their elders. Some see these numbers as a problem to be confronted; others see them as an opportunity to be exploited. Carlson and his allies, who include the far-right conspiracy theorist Candace Owens and the former Trump strategist Steve Bannon, appear to fall into the latter camp. They have grown their platforms by appealing to such sentiments and inflaming them, rather than combatting them. Their escalating conspiracist rhetoric about Jews suggests that they hope to harness anti-Semitism as part of a push to take over the MAGA movement after Trump departs the scene.

Of course, Vance also hopes to inherit that movement, so he is faced with a fateful choice: whether to accommodate the anti-Semites on the rising right or reject them. By fielding questions from all comers on a college campus, Vance sought to emulate and honor Kirk's legacy. But in his response to his bigoted interlocutor, he fell short of Kirk's example. A staunch supporter of Israel, Kirk had grown more critical of the Netanyahu government by the end of his life. He warned against U.S. conflict with Iran and, according to his friend and podcast producer, wanted the Gaza war to end. But Kirk sharply distinguished between such political criticism and anti-Jewish conspiracism.

"I don't align with Jew haters, sorry," he told a questioner who asked whether he would build a "big tent" with Fuentes and those like him. "If you are blaming less than 0.2 percent of the world's population for all of your problems, that is not going to be good for your soul; it's not good for your psychology; it's not good for your future in any way, shape, or form," he said weeks before he was killed. "Any young person that goes into this hyper-online brain rot, you are serving yourself over to your own demise. You are serving yourself into a suicide mission that will not make you happier and not make you healthier." Kirk understood that, practically speaking, anti-Semitic conspiracy theories destroy those who embrace them because such people begin chasing imaginary Jewish culprits instead of rationally addressing the true causes of their concerns.

At times, Vance has tried to walk a similar line, supporting Jews and the Jewish state while critiquing the actions of Israel's hard-right government--most recently when he justifiably slammed Benjamin Netanyahu's coalition for advancing a bill to annex the occupied West Bank. But although Vance has championed free speech and debate within the conservative tent, he has rarely used his own speech to debate the anti-Semitic elements of his party. The vice president is an exceptional communicator, and he is capable of formulating an approach to Israel on the American right that normalizes the country in conservative discourse and opens it to critique without declaring open season on Jews. The question is: Does he want to?

If Vance is betting on winning the Carlson lane in the 2028 Republican presidential primary, he may not wish to alienate those voters who have become animated by overt hostility to Jews. The vice president has demonstrated no personal inclination to anti-Semitism, but he wouldn't be the first politician to attempt to take advantage of a popular prejudice that they themselves do not share. If that is not Vance's intention, however, he'll need better answers to the right's rising anti-Semites than the one he gave this week, because their questions are not going away.
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Trump's Plan Is Now Out in the Open

It's getting ever harder to avoid connecting the authoritarian dots.

by Peter Wehner

Fri, 31 Oct 2025




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

Give Donald Trump this much: He has never tried to hide his malice, his lawlessness, or his desire to inflict pain on others. These were on vivid display when he engaged in a multipart conspiracy to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election and stood by as a mob of supporters sought to hang his vice president. These were displayed, as well, every day during his 2024 vengeance campaign. Yet more than 77 million Americans decided that he was the man with whom they wanted to entrust the care of this nation.

For more Americans than not, and for many more evangelical Christians than not, Trump is the representative man of our time. His ethic is theirs. So are his corruptions. And for those of us who, in our younger years, revered America as a shining city upon a hill, a nation of nations, the "last, best hope of earth," this is quite a painful period. America has lost its moral bearings; as a result, it has also lost its moral standing in the world.

A curtain of darkness is settling over our nation. And it's getting ever harder to avoid connecting the authoritarian dots.

Trump is in the process of building his own paramilitary force. He is invoking wartime powers to deport people without due process, even suggesting that American citizens may be sent to foreign prisons. He has deployed National Guard troops to cities over the objections of local officials. In a speech to American troops in Japan, he warned: "If we need more than the National Guard, we'll send more than the National Guard."

Trump has signaled that he is open to invoking the Insurrection Act, an 1807 law that allows the president to deploy the military in the United States. And he has claimed, without legal justification, that he has the right to order the military to summarily kill people suspected of smuggling drugs on boats off the coast of South America. (The administration has yet to provide evidence to support its claims that the individuals who have been killed were cartel members or that the vessels were transporting drugs.)

Read: The boat strikes are just the beginning

My colleague Tom Nichols, a retired professor at the U.S. Naval War College, warns that eventually what Trump is doing will become a new principle for the use of force: "He is acclimating people to the notion that the military is his private army, unconstrained by law, unconstrained by norms, unconstrained by American traditions."
 
 Earlier this year, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth fired the senior judge advocates general, removing the officials who could obstruct the execution of unlawful orders from the commander in chief. Their dismissals will also have a chilling effect on those who remain. The firing of the JAGs is just one element of a broader purge of the military, which started at the beginning of Trump's second term. In February, five former defense secretaries, including James Mattis, who served under Trump in his first term, wrote a letter to lawmakers, saying the dismissals "raise troubling questions about the administration's desire to politicize the military and to remove legal constraints on the president's power."
 
 Speaking of which: Trump views himself as the final arbiter of the legality of anything he does. An executive order he signed in February says, "The President and the Attorney General's opinions on questions of law are controlling on all employees in the conduct of their official duties. No employee of the executive branch acting in their official capacity may advance an interpretation of the law as the position of the United States that contravenes the President or the Attorney General's opinion on a matter of law."

There's more. Trump is the most corrupt and self-enriching president ever. He is also conducting what The New York Times' Jim Rutenberg describes as "the most punishing government crackdown against major American media institutions in modern times, using what seems like every tool at his disposal to eradicate reporting and commentary with which he disagrees." That includes suggesting that the Federal Communications Commission should revoke the licenses of television broadcasters that give him too much "bad publicity" and suing major newspapers and networks.

Listen: The most corrupt presidency in American history

He has targeted law firms for political reasons and universities for ideological reasons. As part of his disinformation campaign, he fired the nonpartisan commissioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics after the agency reported weaker-than-expected jobs numbers for July. He has called judges who rule against him "lunatics" and "monsters who want our country to go to hell." And he granted blanket clemency to the nearly 1,600 people charged in the attacks on the Capitol on January 6, 2021, including members of extremist groups such as the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers who were convicted of seditious conspiracy.
 
 Trump has pressured the Department of Justice to target, indict, and destroy those he considers to be his political enemies. And he signed memorandums targeting two officials from his first term, including Chris Krebs, the former cybersecurity official who rejected Trump's false claim of widespread election fraud.
 
 As for free elections, the cornerstone of democracy, the Trump administration is using the levers of government to target "the financial, digital and legal machinery that powers the Democratic Party and much of the progressive political world," The New York Times reports. Trump has ordered the Department of Justice to investigate ActBlue, the main Democratic fundraising platform. He has also said he's going to "lead a movement" to outlaw electronic-voting machines and mail-in balloting, in an effort to disadvantage Democrats. Cleta Mitchell, who played a role in Trump's attempt to overturn the 2020 election, threatens that Trump could declare a national emergency to take control of national elections. The Atlantic's David A. Graham warns that Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already well under way. "The insurrection failed the first time," Graham writes, "but the second try might be more effective."

Trump, having attempted to overthrow one election, can be counted on to attempt to rig the next one. As J. Michael Luttig, a former federal judge, warns in The Atlantic: "With his every word and deed, Trump has given Americans reason to believe that he will seek a third term, in defiance of the Constitution. It seems abundantly clear that he will hold on to the office at any cost, including America's ruin."

From the December 2025 issue: President for life

Trump learned from his first term; in his second go-around, he's placed MAGA cultists in every key position of power. They will follow Trump to the ends of the Earth, knowing that a presidential pardon is there for the asking, if necessary.

There's little indication that the central institutions of American life, including the Supreme Court, are willing to check Trump as he seeks unprecedented and nearly unlimited power. Nor is it clear that if they tried to do so, they would succeed. Trump has so far largely abided by court decisions, but beyond a certain point, on things he really cares about, he'll likely ignore them. He will ask about Chief Justice John Roberts a variation of the question Joseph Stalin is supposed to have asked about the pope: How many divisions does he have?

We're less than one-fifth of the way through Trump's second term; things will get much worse. So it's too early to know whether the damage that Trump and his MAGA movement are inflicting on the foundations of the United States is reversible, or whether the injury to our civic and political culture is repairable.

If America recovers, the path will lie not simply through electoral politics. The fate of the country rests on the recovery of republican virtue, the cultivation of an active passion for the public interest, and a willingness to sacrifice individual interests for the common good. Words and phrases such as honor and love of country have to stir people out of their lethargy and into action.

We saw some of that in the "No Kings" protests, but much more needs to happen. My colleague David Brooks, citing the work of the political scientists Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan, reminds us that "citizens are not powerless; they have many ways to defend democracy." Whether we step up or not is a matter of civic will and civic courage. Can we summon those virtues at a moment when American ideals are under sustained assault by the American president?

A final thought: As we continue along this journey, into places none of us has ever quite been before, it is worth holding close to our hearts the words of the Czech playwright and dissident Vaclav Havel. They moved me when I first read them, in the early 1990s, when so much was so different, and I have cited them several times since, but they hold more meaning now than ever.

"I have few illusions," Havel wrote. "But I feel a responsibility to work towards the things I consider good and right. I don't know whether I'll be able to change certain things for the better, or not at all. Both outcomes are possible. There is only one thing I will not concede: that it might be meaningless to strive in a good cause."
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Top Trump Officials Are Moving Onto Military Bases

Stephen Miller, Marco Rubio, Kristi Noem, and others have taken over homes that until recently housed senior officers.

by Michael Scherer, Missy Ryan, Ashley Parker

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




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

The former White House adviser Katie Miller--mother of three young children, and wife of the presidential right-hand man Stephen--walked out of her front door one Thursday morning last month and was confronted by a woman she did not know. When she told this story on Fox News, she described the encounter as a protest that crossed a line. The stranger had told Miller: "I'm watching you," she said. This was the day after Charlie Kirk's assassination. It also wasn't anything new.

For weeks before Kirk's death, activists had been protesting the Millers' presence in north Arlington, Virginia. Someone had put up wanted posters in their neighborhood with their home address, denouncing Stephen as a Nazi who had committed "crimes against humanity." A group called Arlington Neighbors United for Humanity warned in an Instagram post: "Your efforts to dismantle our democracy and destroy our social safety net will not be tolerated here." The local protest became a backdrop to the Trump administration's response to Kirk's killing. When Miller, the architect of that response who is known for his inflammatory political rhetoric, announced a legal crackdown on liberal groups, he singled out the tactics that had victimized his family--what he called "organized campaigns of dehumanization, vilification, posting peoples' addresses."

Stephen Miller soon joined a growing list of senior Trump-administration political appointees--at least six by our count--living in Washington-area military housing, where they are shielded not just from potential violence but also from protest. It is an ominous marker of the nation's polarization, to which the Trump administration has itself contributed, that some of those top public servants have felt a need to separate themselves from the public. These civilian officials can now depend on the U.S. military to augment their personal security. But so many have made the move that they are now straining the availability of housing for the nation's top uniformed officers.

Kristi Noem, the Homeland Security secretary, moved out of her D.C. apartment building and into the home designated for the Coast Guard commandant on Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling, across the river from the capital, after the Daily Mail described where she lived. Both Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth live on "Generals' Row" at Fort McNair, an Army enclave along the Anacostia River, according to officials from the State and Defense Departments. (Rubio spent one recent evening assembling furniture that had been delivered to the house that day.) Although most Cabinet-level officials live in private houses, there is precedent for senior national-security officials, including the defense secretary, to rent homes on bases for security or convenience. Army Secretary Dan Driscoll, whose family is in Washington only part-time, now shares a home on Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall, a picturesque site next to Arlington National Cemetery. His roommate is another senior political appointee to the Army. (When Driscoll moved in, his washing machine wasn't working, so for the first few weeks of his stay on base, he lugged his laundry over to the home of the Army chief of staff, General Randy George.)

Read: Holy warrior 

Another senior White House official, whom The Atlantic is not naming because of security concerns related to a specific foreign threat, also vacated a private home for a military installation after Kirk's murder. In that case, security officials urged the official to relocate to military housing, according to people briefed on the move, who like many others who spoke with us for this story were not authorized to do so publicly. So many senior officials have requested housing that some are now encountering a familiar D.C. problem: inadequate supply. When Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard's team inquired earlier in Donald Trump's second term about her moving onto McNair, it didn't work out for space reasons, a former official told us.

There are scattered examples from previous administrations of Cabinet members residing on bases. Both Robert Gates, defense secretary under presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, and Jim Mattis, Trump's first Pentagon chief, lived in Navy housing at the Potomac Hill annex, a secure compound near the State Department. Mike Pompeo, CIA director and secretary of state during Trump's first term, lived at Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall. The grand homes they occupied, some of which date back more than a century, offer officials an additional layer of security and ample space for official entertaining.

But there is no record of so many political appointees living on military installations. The shift adds to the blurring of traditional boundaries between the civilian and military worlds. Trump has made the military a far more visible element of domestic politics, deploying National Guard forces to Washington, Los Angeles, and other cities run by Democrats. He has decreed that those cities should be used as "training grounds" in the battle against the "enemy within."

Read: Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles

Adria Lawrence, an associate professor of international studies and political science at Johns Hopkins University, told us that housing political advisers on bases sends a problematic message. "In a robust democracy, what you want is the military to be for the defense of the country as a whole and not just one party," Lawrence told us.

But the threat assessment has also changed in recent years. Trump has survived two attempted assassinations; Iran has stepped up its efforts to kill federal officials; and political violence--such as the June shooting of two Democratic Minnesota lawmakers, the murder of Kirk in September, and the shooting at a Texas immigration facility two weeks later--is a real danger.

The result is straining the stock of homes typically allotted to senior uniformed officers on Washington-area bases. Some of those homes, designed for three- and four-star generals, lack sufficient bedrooms for families with young children. Many have lead-abatement issues and require significant repair. The Army notified Congress in January that it planned to spend more than $137,000 on repairs and upgrades to Hegseth's McNair home before he moved in. Both Hegseth's predecessor, Lloyd Austin, and Austin's State Department counterpart, Antony Blinken, faced protesters at their Northern Virginia homes, which were not on bases. Gaza protesters who set up camp outside Blinken's house, where he lived with his young children, spattered fake blood on cars as they passed by.

Robert Pape, a political-science professor at the University of Chicago, told us that the threat of political violence is real for figures in both major parties. He noted that Trump has revoked the security details for several of his critics and adversaries, including former Vice President Kamala Harris and John Bolton, the former national security adviser from Trump's first term who has been the target of an Iranian assassination plot. "The correct balance would be: Trump should stop canceling the security detail of former Biden officials," said Pape, who is also the director of the university's Chicago Project on Security and Threats. "The issue is both sides are under heightened threat; therefore the threat to both should be taken seriously."

In most cases, the civilian officials pay "fair market" rent for their base home, a formula determined by the military. Hegseth, in keeping with a 2008 law that aimed to make Gates's Navy-owned housing arrangement more affordable, pays a rent equivalent to a general's housing allowance plus 5 percent (in this case, totaling $4,655.70 a month). The moves, however, can also save the government money. In some cases, base living can reduce the cost of providing personal security to officials, one person familiar with the relocations told us, because protective teams do not need to rent a second location nearby as a staging area.

Base living--in the unofficial Trump Green Zone--has also become something of a double-edged status symbol among Trump officials. No one wants to deal with threats; both the Millers and the unnamed senior official were not looking to leave their homes. But the secure housing does confer upon the recipient a certain sheen of importance that sets them apart from all of the other officials ferried about in armored black SUVs. Administration officials now find themselves vying for the largest houses, not unlike the behind-the-scenes maneuvering that has long played out among senior military officers.

The isolation of living on a military base, at least for civilians, has also created a deeper division between Trump's advisers and the metropolitan area where they govern. Trump-administration officials, who regularly mock the nation's capital as a crime-ridden hellscape, now find themselves in a protected bubble, even farther removed from the city's daily rhythms. And they are even less likely to encounter a diverse mix of voters--in their neighborhoods, on their playgrounds, in their favorite date-night haunts.

After the Kirk assassination, the Trump administration designated antifa a domestic terrorist organization, even though there is no centralized antifa organization, no organizational ties have been established to Kirk's alleged killer, and the category of domestic terrorist organization has no meaning in federal law. The identities of the activists behind the harassment campaign that helped persuade the Millers to leave their home have not been publicly disclosed.

Arlington Neighbors United for Humanity--ANUFH, pronounced, they say, enough--has organized protests near the homes of Miller and Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought. Its website calls for "strategic, nonviolent action," and its efforts appear to have stopped short of making any explicit threats of violence. (A representative of the group declined to comment, as did the Millers.) But the protests were designed to make the Miller family take notice. Stephen Miller has been an architect of Trump's deportation policy, invoking a centuries-old law to send migrants to a Salvadoran prison and urging immigration-enforcement officers to aggressively find and arrest as many immigrants as possible. He regularly derides Democrats with inflammatory language, calling judicial rulings against the administration a "legal insurrection" and calling the Democratic Party "a domestic extremist organization."

Read: Stephen Miller has a plan

"Will we let him live in our community in peace while he TERRORIZES children and families? Not a chance," ANUFH captioned one Instagram post in July that shows a photograph of the Millers and their children. (The Millers have both posted family photos online that show their children's faces.) Weeks later, the group took credit for covering the sidewalk near the Miller home with chalk messages such as Miller is preying on families, although it said in a post that it had spoken with Stephen Miller's security beforehand to make sure that the group wasn't violating any laws. Katie Miller responded with an Instagram post of her own, a video of the chalked words STEPHEN MILLER IS DESTROYING DEMOCRACY! being washed away with a hose. She argued in a subsequent appearance on Fox News that although the protesters may not be violent themselves, they were inciting the kind of violence that killed Kirk. "We will not back down. We will not cower in fear. We will double down. Always, For Charlie," Katie Miller wrote, echoing her husband's rhetoric.

"WE ARE PEACEFULLY RESISTING TYRANNY," ANUFH responded in a post. "GUNS KILL PEOPLE. CHALK SCARES FASCISTS."

Earlier this month, the Millers put their six-bedroom north Arlington home on the market for $3.75 million. The listing promised "a rare blend of seclusion, sophistication, and striking design."

Nancy A. Youssef and Vivian Salama contributed reporting. 
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Rahm Emanuel ... For President?

He'd like you to keep an open mind.

by Ashley Parker

Thu, 30 Oct 2025


Two moods of Rahm Emanuel, on the Chicago River (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



The laws of political journalism dictate that any profile of Rahm Emanuel--who is all but declaring a 2028 presidential run--must crackle with Rahm Anecdotes that capture the propulsive, relentless behavior of a man who's slugged his way through the political Thunderdome for four decades.

For example: the dead fish he sent to a Democratic pollster he blamed for misjudging a House race, accompanied by a note that read: "It's been awful working with you. Love, Rahm." Or the celebratory dinner in Little Rock, Arkansas, after Bill Clinton's 1992 victory, when Emanuel repeatedly stabbed the table with a steak knife as he named those who'd betrayed the campaign and decreed them, one after the other, "Dead! Dead! Dead!" Or the nameplate on his desk in the White House, when he was Barack Obama's first chief of staff: Undersecretary for Go Fuck Yourself, a gift from his two brothers--Zeke, a prominent bioethicist, and Ari, a Hollywood superagent. (The nameplate was short-lived; Michelle Obama didn't like it.)

But this profile, Emanuel informed me, will not be one of those profiles.

"One: Distinguish the caricature from the character," he told me, reading from a scrap of paper with a short list of what I must understand about him. "I get all the caricature--I played into it or whatever--but there's principle behind it. I don't just fight for the sport of fight."

I had arrived a few minutes early for our 8 a.m. breakfast at the Park Hyatt in Washington, D.C., but Emanuel, who hates being late, was already seated in his crisp white button-down and dark-blue jeans. He'd begun his day at 5:30 a.m. with 50 minutes on the hotel's stationary bike, 20 minutes of weights, and now nearly seven minutes of instructing me on how to properly do my job.

Over black coffee and Greek yogurt with berries, he continued outlining what should be in my profile: He had helped vanquish many a Republican--particularly as chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee during the 2006 midterms--but Republicans still like him. As proof, he pulled up recent emails from two congressional Republicans, both committee chairmen, praising his potential 2028 bid. He would later show me another, from a Republican senator, complimenting his stint as ambassador to Japan. (Emanuel seemed to think that these private niceties forecast a broad appeal with voters.) He also noted that unaffiliated voters can cast ballots in the Democratic primary in New Hampshire, which could be the first state to pass judgment in 2028.

Finally, Emanuel ran through the ways in which he had been ahead of the rest of the country as mayor of Chicago, from 2011 to 2019. Under his leadership, he said, Chicago was among the first U.S. cities to sue pharmaceutical companies over opioids. It was a pioneer in universal prekindergarten and free community college. He made Chicago a top destination for corporate relocation, and traveled to Europe and Asia to drum up foreign investment in the city. And he devoted his second mayoral inaugural address, in 2015, to the plight of "lost and unconnected young men," well before it became the topic du jour.

Although Emanuel says that he will not make a decision on running until next year, he is publicly and privately gearing up for a presidential campaign. You may have seen and heard more of Emanuel these past few months than you ever did when he was in elected or appointed office. He was on Megyn Kelly's show, where he broke with progressives over transgender issues ("Can a man become a woman? ... No."). While testifying before a House committee on China, Emanuel said that, as Joe Biden's ambassador to Japan, he strengthened ties among Tokyo, Washington, Manila, and Seoul, as a bulwark against China. And he appeared on so many podcasts--hosted by David Axelrod, Dana Bash, Hugh Hewitt, Hasan Minhaj, Gavin Newsom, Kara Swisher, Bari Weiss--that I began to wonder if Spotify should just add a Rahm Emanuel channel.

He's clearly pitching himself to America as a politically incorrect, tell-it-like-it-is fighter. And over the course of several weeks this summer and early fall, he pitched himself to me as someone who can muscle the American dream back into reality for the middle class.

Having served all three living Democratic presidents, Emanuel has been a key player in nearly every major victory, defeat, negotiation, controversy, and innovation of the modern Democratic Party. But as he gears up for one final act, Democrats will have to ask themselves: Is Rahm Emanuel precisely what the party needs right now--as it flounders through the Donald Trump era--or is he exactly whom the party wants to leave behind?

He wound down his breakfast talking points in typical Rahm fashion: pretending not to care while caring a great deal. "I am a political animal, full stop. But I'm equally a policy animal," he told me. "I don't give a fuck what else you say."


Emanuel speaking to voters in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 27, 2025 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



The summer he was 17--shortly after he turned down a scholarship to the Joffrey Ballet in favor of Sarah Lawrence College--Emanuel sliced open his finger working at an Arby's in the northern suburbs of Chicago. He was cleaning the metal meat-shaving machine, and cleaved his right middle finger down to the bone. He bandaged it up and finished his shift, unaware that a piece of meat was lodged under the skin, and then proceeded to splash around in Lake Michigan with friends. The ensuing infection left him hospitalized for weeks and near death twice, his older brother, Zeke, told me.

At one point, doctors debated between further antibiotic treatment, which had no guarantee of success, and amputation, which was more likely to solve the problem. "He's like, 'Take it off!'" Zeke said. "'I want to live, and I'm not going to let the two knuckles on my finger stop me.'" The story became part of the Rahm Emanuel shtick. There was never any "'Woe is me, I can't play racquet sports' or whatever the fuck," Zeke said.

I spoke with nearly 50 of Emanuel's friends, allies, former colleagues, rivals, skeptics, haters, and fellow Democratic operatives, some of whom requested anonymity not only to share their candid views but also to avoid his infamous wrath. (One person remembered how, after Emanuel's first House primary race, he held a years-long grudge against EMILY's List for helping his female rival--despite the fact that this is the exact purpose of EMILY's List.) They all told me similar stories of his relentless drive to survive and win, and how he helped shape our modern politics.

In 1992, as Bill Clinton's finance director, Emanuel prioritized large donor events to raise money; the cash helped Clinton survive the Gennifer Flowers scandal, which threatened to derail his campaign early in the primaries. In the White House, Emanuel was part of the team that pushed NAFTA and the 1994 crime bill through Congress; both achievements would later haunt 21st-century Democrats. Hillary Clinton tried to have him fired--she reportedly disdained his aggressive style of doing business--but Emanuel refused to leave, and accepted a demotion instead.

"I said, 'Come back to Chicago, man; it's over.' He said, 'No, I'm not going,'" Axelrod told me. "Because he cannot fail. He won't accept failure." Emanuel clawed his way back to a senior-adviser position. Mythmaking profiles followed, and they are time capsules of Emanuel's prescient sense of voter moods.

As one administration staffer put it to The New Republic in 1997: "Rahm felt that Americans believed too many people were coming into this country, too many foreigners, so he wanted to show the administration returning people, deporting them, putting up bigger fences, sending them back."


Emanuel outside the U.S. Capitol in December 1992, as general manager of the Clinton Presidential Inaugural Committee (Marianne Barcellona / Getty)



In the Clinton White House, Emanuel took on assignments that, in his words, "nobody wanted to touch." He helped Clinton implement Operation Gatekeeper, aimed at halting illegal immigration near San Diego. He fielded 3 a.m. calls from Clinton as he whipped votes for two major gun-control laws: the Brady Bill in 1993 (which passed just eight days before NAFTA) and the assault-weapons ban in 1994. He negotiated the final specifics of the Children's Health Insurance Program, which extended health care to millions. He also helped hash out the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 with a Republican-controlled Congress, and the first of Clinton's two increases of the federal minimum wage.

This was the Democratic Party of the 1990s: a heady run of accomplishment, through combat and compromise with a pre-Trump GOP, even as Clinton was hounded by right-wing inquisitors. Emanuel followed his first tour of the White House with a stint in investment banking. Mergers and acquisitions, though, didn't have the thrill of politics.

Emanuel was elected to the House in 2002, to represent the North Side of Chicago. As chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee in 2006, he wrested the chamber from Republican control for the first time in 12 years, and gave Democrats a 31-seat majority.

He did so with a then-controversial recruitment strategy: enlisting candidates (veterans, athletes, sheriffs) with beliefs (pro-gun, anti-abortion) that fit their swing districts instead of party purity tests. Critics claim that these ephemeral victories in purple districts seeded longer-term defeat for the party; Emanuel says that his goal was to deliver the speaker's gavel to a Democrat, and that he enabled the election of the first female speaker of the House.

Emanuel wants results, in other words. And he can detonate when he doesn't get them.

Multiple members of Emanuel's 2006 DCCC team told me the same story: In June of that year, after Democrats lost a special election in California, he called his team into his office and began shouting. "We. Worked. Too. Hard. To. Lose. Races. Like. This," he said, crushing a water bottle in one hand and rattling a chair with the other. "You. Worked. Too. Hard. To. Lose. Races. Like. This." Someone laughed at Emanuel's tantrum, prompting him to declare, "If you don't shut the fuck up, I am going to kill every last motherfucking one of you." (One of his nicknames is "Rahmbo.")


Emanuel, with Senator Chuck Schumer, celebrates the seismic Democratic victory in the 2006 midterms. (Brooks Kraft / Corbis / Getty)



Emanuel had hoped to become the first Jewish speaker, but the incoming President Obama asked him to be his chief of staff. "No fucking way," Emanuel told him, hesitant to put his family through another grueling tour of White House duty. But Obama was persistent in wanting Emanuel's expertise and temperament. "With an economic crisis to tackle and what I suspected might be a limited window to get my agenda through a Democratically controlled Congress, I was convinced that his pile-driver style was exactly what I needed," Obama wrote in his memoir A Promised Land.

Emanuel helped Obama prevent the recession they'd inherited from slipping into a depression. The Obama administration bailed out the auto industry, which Emanuel had urged it to do, but let bankers off the hook, even as Emanuel privately advocated "Old Testament justice." And he was instrumental in whipping votes for and negotiating the minutiae of the Affordable Care Act, once racing from his son's bar mitzvah, after the challah and wine, to the White House to tackle final concerns with holdout Democrats. ("I told Obama, 'You owe me. You promised it would not be like this, and this is exactly what it is,'" Emanuel told me, still miffed about the work-life imbalance.)

The health-care package changed the American economy and millions of lives--and also became an eternal political cudgel. Even the most recent government shutdown hinges, in part, on ACA subsidies. GOP officials are making "a political mistake and a policy mistake," Emanuel told me. "It reinforces the brand that Republicans don't care about people."

Emanuel's most potent weapon--both for himself and for his party--may be his sheer relentlessness, which he can calibrate to be either scorched-earth or supple. As Biden's ambassador to Japan, he once asked to join a meeting between the president and the Japanese prime minister. The National Security Council nixed Emanuel's request; such small, high-level meetings typically would not include an ambassador. Yet when Biden and his aides showed up, there was Emanuel, waiting alongside the Japanese delegation, which he had persuaded to bring him.

The question now is whether he can sweet-talk--or bulldoze--his way into the room yet again.


Emanuel, as a congressman from Illinois, in September 2008, after the House of Representatives rejected a bailout package as the economy cratered (Mark Wilson / Getty)



The case against Rahm Emanuel, according to critics: He's not progressive enough. His only ideology is winning. He's more of a tactician, less of a principal (though he's long exuded main-character energy). He's too short (he claims 5 foot 8) or too old, at least for voters who want to get away from septuagenarian presidents (he'll be 69 on Inauguration Day 2029). He has a problem with Black voters, stemming from his mayorship (more on that in a bit). He's too Jewish; his middle name is Israel, though he has called Benjamin Netanyahu's "collective punishment" of Gazans morally and politically "bankrupt" and previously confronted the prime minister over Israeli settlements (Haaretz reported that Netanyahu dubbed Emanuel a "self-hating Jew," though the prime minister has denied this).

The biggest knock against Emanuel may be that he's too enmeshed with the Democratic Party of the past to emerge as its future. Emanuel is "a relic" who made Democrats cave to Big Pharma when writing the Affordable Care Act, Adam Green, a co-founder of the Progressive Change Campaign Committee, told me. Green's group was among those Emanuel called "fucking retarded" for considering running ads against conservative Democrats who were reluctant to support the ACA. To Emanuel, the Democratic Party has morphed from a big-tent results machine into a circular firing squad of activists.

Emanuel is "the exact wrong answer" to what the Democratic Party needs right now, because he prioritizes corporate interests, says Cenk Uygur, a co-host of the progressive news program The Young Turks. Uygur believes that Emanuel's power stems from his friendly relationships with the donor class and political reporters, who've been ornamenting his reputation for decades. "In almost all the profiles, I read about how charming Rahm Emanuel is," Uygur told me, but "from our perspective, all we see is a disastrous ogre, not this charming Shrek guy."


As Barack Obama's first chief of staff, on June 25, 2009 (Pete Souza / The White House / Getty)



Regarding his stance on transgender rights, Parker Molloy wrote in The New Republic in July that Emanuel is "picking on the people least able to defend themselves and calling it pragmatism." Emanuel told me that he'll protect the most vulnerable--as mayor, he ensured that Chicagoans could use the bathroom consistent with their gender identity--while not focusing on trans issues. "Sound is not always fury," he often says, meaning the loudest voices do not always amplify the foremost issues. Or, as he put it in a Wall Street Journal op-ed earlier this month: "We've spent the past five years debating pronouns without noticing that too many students can't tell you what a pronoun is."

Some progressives, especially in Chicago, are unwilling to forget or forgive the central test of his mayorship.

In October 2014, weeks before Emanuel kicked off his reelection campaign, a Black 17-year-old named Laquan McDonald was shot 16 times by a Chicago police officer. Video of the shooting wasn't released until 13 months later. McDonald had not lunged at officers, as the police-union spokesperson had claimed; he'd been shot in the back while walking away. The incident ignited national outrage and accusations of a cover-up by the Chicago Police Department and Emanuel, and some former constituents are still angry. It remains a stain on Emanuel's legacy, and would be easy fodder for any 2028 opponent.

"He's the mayor. He could have just released it," Tracy Siska, the executive director of the Chicago Justice Project, told me. "The Chicago police had murdered a Black kid for no reason in front of a bunch of cops, and no one did a damn thing."

Emanuel has said that he needed to let the official process play out. "If the mayor weighs in, you're basically compromising those investigations," he told me, adding that his intervention could have jeopardized the prosecution of the shooter, who was ultimately convicted of second-degree murder.

Shortly after the video was released, Emanuel delivered an emotional apology before the Chicago City Council, his voice cracking as he accepted responsibility for the tragedy. He ultimately pushed through several reforms, including body-worn cameras for all police and a more timely video-release policy. He apologized to and earned the support of Marvin Hunter, McDonald's great-uncle and a Chicago pastor who served as the family's representative. The two regularly speak, and Hunter endorsed Emanuel during his confirmation process to be ambassador.


Emanuel speaks to the press in December 2015, following the release of the police video of the murder of 17-year-old Laquan McDonald. (Paul Beaty / AP)



"There is more to this individual than the caricature that is presented in the public," Hunter wrote to the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations in 2021. "I felt what is in his heart and I know him to be a decent and honorable man who is willing to listen, eager to learn and show a deep level of compassion."

For as prickly as he can be, Emanuel is skilled at smoothing things over. As mayor, he closed 50 underperforming Chicago schools, in mainly Black and Latino neighborhoods. Janice Jackson, who became the CEO of Chicago Public Schools after the closures, told me that the schools needed to be closed--because of declining enrollment and budgetary shortfalls--but communities reeled at the speed of the decision and the brusqueness of the execution. Later in Emanuel's tenure, when he was further consolidating high schools, he did more community outreach, and with a more empathetic tone. "Did I learn something? Yeah, of course I did," he told me, when I asked about the changed approach.

Emanuel points to data from Stanford showing that Chicago-public-school students under his tenure appeared to be learning faster than those in any other of the 100 largest school districts in the country. As Jackson told me, "I have never met an elected official who cares more about education."

Emanuel does care. Even if he doesn't always seem caring. I felt this duality myself as I spent time with him. One humid Tuesday evening in July, I wobbled up to CNN's D.C. studio on an electric scooter, with no helmet. Emanuel was early for our appointment, as usual, and from the look on his face, I could tell that he was waiting with a reprimand.


Emanuel speaking to voters in Iowa on September 27, 2025 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



"You have three kids," Emanuel said, with a mix of stern disappointment and genuine concern, pointing to my unprotected head. "What are you doing?"

This was the paternal, less visible side of Emanuel that I'd heard about: the steady husband who, when his kids were younger, prioritized family dinners with his wife of 31 years, Amy Rule. The devoted father of three who can choke up when talking about his family--he said he speaks daily with each of his kids--and who regularly asks about others'. The fervent believer in the promise of America, who prizes loyalty, and inspires it, and sometimes ends phone calls--even tirades--with "I love you."

"Distinguish the caricature from the character," Emanuel had told me. When I asked people who had worked for Emanuel if they'd join his presidential campaign, several were open to the idea. And when I asked people for their best Rahm stories, much of what I heard went beyond dead-fish antics and fuck-yous.

Sarah Feinberg, who worked for Emanuel at the DCCC and as a senior adviser in the Obama White House, was once mugged at gunpoint. "Rahm literally checked on me constantly," Feinberg told me. "He had me call him every night when I got home--not to have a conversation, but so he knew I was home."

Emanuel is a boss who'll call on weekends and at all hours, but he's also a boss who encourages work-life balance. Michael Negron, Emanuel's policy director when he was mayor, told me that if Rahm called and heard his kids in the background, "he'd say, 'Call me when you're free.'"

Rahm Emanuel: It's time to hold American elites accountable for their abuses

Shortly after Chicago was named host of the 2024 Democratic National Convention, a local hospitality union reached a contract impasse with a major hotel operator. Karen Kent, the president of the union, called Emanuel, who happened to be at Camp David. He was ambassador to Japan at the time but told her, simply, "I got it." "Two days later," Kent told me, "those hotel guys called and settled."

Emanuel said he'd urged the hotel operator to consider the long term: The convention would bring a ton of business to the city, and the hotel shouldn't be left on the outside because of short-term worries. "Figuring out what people needed and getting it for them, I think, was always one of his talents," Zeke Emanuel told me, explaining how Rahm had honed certain skills as the middle child of three competitive brothers.

A former aide had described Emanuel to me as "very Tony Soprano-esque" in the way that his animus is often laced with affection, and vice versa. The week after Rosh Hashanah, I received this text from Emanuel: "First I start the new year with being nice to you. Will try. Harder." Emanuel asked whether I'd reached out to a couple of people he thought I should speak with for this profile. Through an aide, he'd previously sent me a list of a dozen people to call, from his mayoral days. "Speaker in Virginia said never heard from ashley," he texted. "True?" When I replied that the people he was now asking about were not on his original list, he responded, "Don't attack the messenger," and then sent me their contact info.

So I called Don Scott, the first Black speaker of the Virginia House of Delegates, who told me that Emanuel "helped me navigate the political scene" in the state. Scott sees in Emanuel a thorny sincerity that can't be faked. "All these people are being coached on how to be themselves and be real," Scott said, "and Rahm came out of the womb using a motherfucker here and a motherfucker there."

At the end of our call, Scott and I wondered if Emanuel would finally stop pestering us, now that we had connected. But Emanuel was also querying people I'd already interviewed, and then asking me if I was going to use what they'd said.

Emanuel's desire for control manifested even in the photo shoot for this article. Our photographer said in an email that Emanuel had been generous with his time but "refused most of my location choices," "called me a 'little prick' when I suggested some posing directions (multiple times) and told me he 'knew where I lived in case he didn't like what was printed.'" Emanuel had done this in his avuncular, shit-giving tone, which had made the photographer laugh but also complicated his assignment.

Waiting with Emanuel in the CNN greenroom before his TV hit, we ran into a reporter we both know, who--amused to have stumbled upon a profile-in-process--began snapping photos of us on his phone.

I joked with Emanuel that we could keep the pictures for posterity, to remember the good times in the event that this profile comes out, he hates it, and I'm forever dead to him. He responded by switching to caricature. "You won't fuck this up," Emanuel said, faux-menacing, jabbing four-and-a-half fingers at me, "because if you do, your kids won't have a mother anymore."


Emanuel at a homecoming game at Roosevelt High School in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 26
 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



"Just who is the Rahm voter?" I repeatedly asked people, and the answers were varied: moderates and centrists. Progressives who care about winning the general election. Biden-Trump voters. Washington insiders, yes, but also the working class. Or maybe there's no constituency that could make him a front-runner.

Emanuel, meanwhile, complained to me that I was trying to pigeonhole him. "You're trying to figure out what box I fit," he said, "and I don't fit a box."

Case in point: Emanuel chats with a range of people who would make certain heads explode. The billionaire Republican Ken Griffin, a Chicagoan, supported Emanuel when he ran for Congress and mayor, and the two collaborated to revitalize the Chicago Lakefront Trail. Last month, Emanuel met with the New York mayoral candidate Zohran Mamdani, a democratic socialist who has provoked centrist Democrats, to talk about how to staff a city administration and turn goals into results. And over the summer, Emanuel met with a few billionaire tech titans: Peter Thiel, whose fortune helped J. D. Vance win his Senate race, and the venture capitalists Marc Andreessen and Ben Horowitz, whom Emanuel has known for years. Emanuel said that he'd asked Andreessen and Horowitz about improving research funding at universities and in the defense industry.

A few weeks ago, I traveled with Emanuel to the proving ground of Iowa, where his trip's stated purpose--to campaign and fundraise for Democrats--collided with its subtext: to test his own prospects.

Rose Green, a Des Moines resident, immediately recognized Emanuel at the September 26 homecoming game at Roosevelt High School. "I heard him on a podcast a few months ago," Green told me, "and I said, 'He's sounding very presidential. He's willing to say what he thinks, and I like that right now.'" She asked Emanuel if he was going to run for president, and he gave a version of his standard response: He's still thinking about it.

But he's clearly acting the part. In his 33 hours in Des Moines, Emanuel had coffee with a group of teachers, ate Italian food with fellow politicians, and worked the homecoming crowd at Roosevelt High, where one dad told me, "I'm a big fan of Obama, so if Obama trusts him, that just gives me good vibes." Emanuel also toured a business incubator in a low-income neighborhood, ate two tacos ahogados at a tiny Mexican restaurant, soapboxed at a fish fry hosted by State Representative Sean Bagniewski, and befuddled at least one police officer who, after shaking hands with Emanuel, turned to a colleague and asked, "Who'd he say he was?"

Before Emanuel's day of Iowa campaigning on Saturday, he and I met for breakfast in the lobby of his hotel (again, black coffee and yogurt with berries). Emanuel believes that Kamala Harris lost mainly because she presented herself as a continuation of the Biden administration rather than as a candidate of change, and that she erred by focusing too much on threats to democracy. Yet since Emanuel and I had last spoken, Charlie Kirk had been assassinated in front of thousands of college students, and the Justice Department had begun prosecuting Trump's perceived enemies, such as former FBI Director James Comey. I asked: Did he now find the issue more salient?


Emanuel at a Mexican restaurant in Des Moines (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



Emanuel deflected. "I think, by 2027, the country is going to be: We've got to get past Trump. We're exhausted," he told me. If voters want revenge via a Democratic version of Trump, Emanuel added, then he's not their guy. And over the past several months, Emanuel has repeatedly argued that the 2028 election will not be a referendum on Trump, and that Democrats will need to affirmatively stand for something. Emanuel, in nearly all of his remarks, stands for education and affordability.

He talks about making homeownership more achievable by giving first-time buyers a $24,000 tax credit or favorable interest rates. He wants to rethink our nation's education system, in part by nationalizing what he did in Chicago, such as free community college for public-high-school graduates with at least a B average. Before entering politics, Emanuel wanted to be a teacher; when he was mayor, his staff would sometimes treat a bad mood with an impromptu visit to a school, which always made him sunnier.

During Emanuel's coffee with Iowa educators, a teacher said that he would love to bring Chicago innovations--such as requiring high-school seniors to have an official "day after" graduation plan in order to get their diploma--to Des Moines.

Emanuel fist-bumped the teacher while addressing a theoretical student: "You want to be a plumber? Great! You want to be in the Air Force? Great! You want to go to Iowa Technical? Great! But," he said, "we're not letting you go until we know what you're doing."

At the Iowa fish fry, Emanuel began his remarks in a folksy style that struck me as slightly Clintonian, his voice lapsing into a light twang for the first few minutes. At 65, Emanuel still presents as impish: a bit fidgety, a bit smart-ass. His hair has been going gray since the Clinton era, but his skin retains a glow. (The former aide told me that Emanuel is a devotee of Kiehl's face lotion: "He was very militant about that.")

Most Iowans I chatted with after they met Emanuel seemed open to the idea of him as a candidate. They liked his candor; one woman told me that she liked how he "cussed." They liked his diagnosis of--and prescriptions for--the Democratic Party: that it must focus on delivering results instead of culture squabbles. Emanuel has a whole riff about three 21st-century moments that shattered trust in government--the Iraq War, the Great Recession, and the response to COVID--but one line that got heads nodding in Iowa was far simpler: "The American dream is unaffordable, it's inaccessible, and we as Democrats--that's unacceptable to us."

Earlier this year, Emanuel returned to an investment-banking firm as a senior adviser. Although not yet a candidate, Emanuel has six people working with him on his nascent campaign, and he plans to announce more early next year. In a hypothetical field for a primary season that's two years away, it's impossible to forecast Emanuel's chances. He could bend his party's trajectory once again, or maneuver his way into a Cabinet position or even the vice presidency. Or he could flame out before a single primary vote is cast.

All his life, failure has been unimaginable, almost physically unbearable. But Emanuel says that he's different now. As he sees it, this would be his last political race, he's already had a full career, and nearly everyone thinks he's a very long shot. So he says he's liberated himself to not care if he loses, and to have fun even if he does. That seems unrealistic, but Emanuel has long practiced the art of spin, and it's possible that he's successfully spun himself.

For now, he's focused on influencing his own party. Democrats, after all, are in their "Why the hell not?" era, and part of Emanuel's pitch is: Why the hell not me?
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The Missing President

Trump has been busy with everything but the government shutdown.

by Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

In the 29 days that the government has been closed, President Donald Trump has not traveled to Capitol Hill to jump-start negotiations, brought congressional leaders to the White House to broker a deal, or given a speech to the American public about the crisis.

He's done a lot else in October: traveled out of the country twice; defended the demolition of the East Wing to make room for a giant ballroom; asked for (and, in several cases, received) prosecutions of his political enemies and granted clemency to allies; demanded a $230 million payment to himself from the Justice Department; and authorized numerous strikes on alleged drug boats. Trump has also posted AI-generated videos of himself dressed like a king, using a fighter jet to drop excrement on protesters, or, parodying Blue Oyster Cult's "(Don't Fear) The Reaper," playing cowbell as his budget director (dressed as the Grim Reaper) seeks to traumatize the federal workforce.

But when it comes to the government shutdown, Trump barely seems to be paying attention. Some of this aloofness is by design, the president's aides told us, describing a month-long strategy of putting the onus for reopening the government on Democrats. It's a departure from how Trump handled a shutdown during his first term, when, over the course of 35 days, he employed tactics that are a lot more standard for a president: huddling with lawmakers, empathizing with furloughed workers, and addressing the American public. As the country approaches November 1, when money for food-assistance benefits will run out and many Americans will receive notices stating that their health-care premiums for next year will skyrocket, some Republicans have begun to push back against Trump's absentee approach. They're signaling publicly and in private that they want him to employ a The Art of the Deal-type strategy and help end the shutdown.

Trump is "the leader of the band," Senator Jim Justice of West Virginia told reporters recently. "So at some point in time, the leader of the band is going to step up and guide us." Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky also urged Trump to engage. "I suggest President Trump come forward and name three Republicans and three Democrats in the Senate to an official commission to figure this out," he said on Fox News Sunday.

David Frum: The shutdown is a knife at a gunfight

Some of Trump's closest advisers told us that the president has been distracted and busy dealing with other matters. The past four weeks have been among Trump's most active on foreign policy: The president has brokered a cease-fire between Israel and Hamas, inched the United States to the brink of war with Venezuela, financially supported Argentina, advanced a trade deal with China, slapped additional tariffs on Canada, and attempted diplomacy between Russia and Ukraine. On Sunday, Trump told reporters traveling with him in Asia that he would be open to extending his five-day trip in order to meet with the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un. As Trump has spent his time shaping--or, as is often the case, generating--headlines on these and other issues, the shutdown has receded from the front page, even as large swaths of the bureaucracy remain closed and hundreds of thousands of employees go without pay.

For much of the past month, Republicans felt that they were winning the shutdown debate and that the Democrats they blamed for the impasse would likely splinter. But Democrats have surprised them by remaining largely united on their demands to extend expiring health-care subsidies in exchange for reopening the government, even as the Republican strategy of keeping the House out of commission for weeks and repeatedly holding failed votes in the Senate has started to wear thin with some members.

A group of 13 House Republicans wrote a letter last week to Speaker Mike Johnson, saying that Congress should "immediately turn our focus to the growing crisis of healthcare affordability" once the government reopens. Several Republicans have also called for the House, which has not held a vote since September 19, to return to work.

As the impact of the shutdown threatens to spread deeper into the country, Trump could soon confront the reality that when a crisis hits, the public often turns to the president for leadership--or for blame. It would not be a new concept for Trump, who repeatedly singled out then-President Barack Obama during congressional stalemates over funding. "If there is a shutdown, I think it would be a tremendously negative mark on the president of the United States," Trump said on NBC's Today in 2011. "He's the one that has to get people together."

By 2018, Trump was still publicly opining on the president's ability to make shutdown deals, but this time, he was weighing in from the West Wing. "I am all alone (poor me) in the White House waiting for the Democrats to come back and make a deal," he tweeted on Christmas Eve. As the shutdown continued into the new year, Trump invited Democratic leaders to the White House; canceled a planned trip to the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland; and gave a prime-time speech to assure Americans that his administration was "doing everything in our power to help those impacted by the situation." Even mundane events at the White House became opportunities for Trump to drive his shutdown messaging. When football players from Clemson University visited the White House to celebrate their 2018 national championship, Trump ordered McDonald's. The White House said that Trump paid for the spread himself, because furloughed staff were not available to serve more upscale fare.

Such constraints have not been a factor during the current shutdown. On October 15, dozens of millionaires and billionaires gathered at the White House to sip wine and hear Trump's vision for a grand ballroom. (Most of the attendees, among them executives from Amazon, Apple, Microsoft, and other companies, were also paying for it.) They were served heirloom-tomato panzanella salad and beef Wellington on gold-trimmed plates, according to the Associated Press. By the president's own admission, the 90,000-square-foot ballroom has taken up a large share of his focus lately. He's been having multiple meetings a week about it, and as a demolition crew was reducing the East Wing to rubble, he pointed to a model of the White House that included the ballroom and declared, "I've shown this to everybody that would listen."

Trump sees the project as another way to leave a permanent mark on the White House, his allies told us. He enjoys living in the building--far more than some of his predecessors, who thought that it felt like a museum. For Trump, it's the ultimate status symbol, but the real-estate mogul believes that even the most famous address in the world has gotten a little dated. He has told associates that he wants more of the comforts of Mar-a-Lago at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue--and moving back in after reelection, he wasted little time paving over the Rose Garden for a patio, adding gold trim to the Oval Office, and planting large flag poles on the lawn. The president has told confidants that he loves the idea of seeing Donald J. Trump Ballroom--written in gold letters--etched somewhere in the White House. (The president recently told reporters that he would not be naming the ballroom after himself, and, if you believe that, we've got a fully intact East Wing to sell you.)

Some in the West Wing have delighted at what they perceive to be exaggerated outrage from critics over the destruction of the East Wing. But Trump, Democrats argue, cares more about a ballroom with a $350 million (and rising) price tag than about keeping prices and health-care costs down for average Americans.

Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont highlighted the dichotomy last week, asserting that millions of Americans are on the verge of losing their health care amid a broader cost-of-living crisis.

"Meanwhile, Trump's priorities are demolishing the White House, bailing out Argentina & now threatening war with Venezuela," he wrote on X. "What happened to America First?"

This has become the go-to talking point for Democrats, who are openly seeking a political advantage amid their highest-profile battle in Trump's second term. But Trump, who once boasted, "I alone can fix it," has made himself vulnerable to such attacks by pushing the limits of his presidential powers and repeatedly steamrolling Congress. Democrats and Republicans have said that no legislation to reopen the government will pass without his blessing (Trump recently joked to allies, "I'm the speaker and the president," The New York Times reported).

Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer of New York told reporters last week that he and House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries had contacted Trump to try to set up a meeting "anytime, any place." Trump has shown no interest, instead asserting that he would be happy to meet with the Democrats after they vote to reopen the government.

Russell Berman: How Democrats backed themselves into a shutdown

Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska, a moderate Republican and an occasional Trump critic, told us that he thought it would be "helpful" for the president to get involved, especially because his signature will be needed on any bill that ends the impasse. Unlike GOP leaders, Bacon wants Republicans to start discussing a deal on health care even while the government remains closed. "I'm for negotiating now," Bacon told us.

But he and other Republicans believe that Democrats might fold without a health-care agreement. This week, the largest union representing federal workers, the American Federation of Government Employees, called for an end to the shutdown. The union is a longtime Democratic ally, raising pressure on the party's Senate caucus to relent. "Hopefully, we're close to a cracking point," Bacon said, citing the AFGE's announcement.

Although Trump's strategy has precedent--Obama in 2013 similarly took a stance of no negotiations while the U.S. government was held "hostage over ideological demands"--the president has not made his views clear on the issue at the core of the shutdown fight. Obama asserted that Republican demands that he repeal or delay his signature health-care law were a nonstarter, whereas Trump has not said whether he supports extending health-care subsidies, which are key to any deal to reopen the government.

Instead, Trump has mainly listened to the hard-liners in his inner circle--including Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought and Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller--who have seen the shutdown as a chance to further slice government and target civil servants and perceived political enemies.

Trump has said the closure of the government is "an unprecedented opportunity" to reshape the federal bureaucracy, but his efforts to target "Democrat agencies" for permanent destruction have been stymied by the courts, political realities, and his own limited attention span. He is also struggling to shield his MAGA base from the consequences of the shutdown. Trump accepted $130 million from a wealthy donor to pay the troops after his gambit to repurpose existing funds ran into what he called a "shortfall." (Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent has said that there probably will not be enough money to give troops their next paycheck, on November 15.) Publicly, White House officials remain confident in their strategy. The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told us that Democrats are "holding Americans hostage" and that Trump is "continuing to work night and day" even as the government is closed.

Toluse Olorunnipa: Trump is trying--and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown

"Whether it be ensuring troops were paid, forging historic peace deals, removing dangerous criminals from the streets, lowering prices, or securing more investments for America, President Trump will never stop delivering," she said.

But many in the West Wing have taken notice of the growing number of polls showing that Americans are predominantly blaming the White House and Republicans for the shutdown. They come amid a backdrop of lengthy lines at food banks and airports. Doug Heye, a Republican strategist who worked in House leadership during the 2013 shutdown, told us that both Democrats and Republicans who are waiting for Trump to engage will have to be patient for a while longer.

"Nothing is going to happen before November 1," he said. "And that's when we'll learn where the pressure points are."
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Trump Teaches Canada What It Means to be a U.S. Ally Now

The president's attacks on long-standing friends are changing the balance of global power.

by David Frum

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

According to an old Canadian joke, "The Americans are our best friends, whether we like it or not."
 
 That joke earns fewer laughs these days. A new survey by the reputable Canadian pollster Angus Reid finds that only 27 percent of Canadians regard the United States as a "friend" or "ally." Almost half, 46 percent, regard the U.S. as a "potential threat" or "enemy." More Canadians say they are concerned about the threats posed by the U.S. than they are about China (34 percent) or India (24 percent)--even though Indian nationals have been charged with allegedly assassinating a Sikh separatist on Canadian soil.

The facts of geography still bind the two countries, which continue to cooperate on objectives including protecting the Great Lakes and defending shared aerospace. The Canadian government has also joined talks to help realize President Donald Trump's vision of a "Golden Dome" to protect against inbound nuclear missiles. But since that poll was conducted, Trump handily confirmed Canadian suspicions by slapping yet more tariffs on his neighbor and calling off planned trade talks. This president's latest tantrum came after an anti-tariff ad released by the Ontario provincial government that featured an authentic clip of Ronald Reagan speaking out against tariffs.

Trump's attacks on long-standing allies of the U.S., and particularly his aggression against Canada, are encouraging countries to distance themselves from American power. Notably, the U.S. lacks regional allies in its naval war against Venezuela--beyond some joint military exercises with Trinidad and Tobago. When Reagan invaded the Caribbean island of Grenada in 1983, he took care to supplement the U.S. force with troops from Jamaica, Barbados, and other Caribbean states. The U.S. did not need the extra firepower, but it did need and get the legitimacy that comes from acting multilaterally. Trump's impetuous temper has ensured that this kind of legitimacy is now harder to come by.

Read: The U.S. is preparing for war in Venezuela

America has yet to appreciate the diplomatic transformation wrought by the second Trump administration. At a press conference on October 15 to condemn Chinese export controls on rare-earth metals and industrial magnets, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent spoke on behalf of the U.S. "and our allies." But those "allies" are slipping away, wary of a U.S. that now seems far more unpredictable than Beijing, if not yet quite as malign.

South Korea's new president, Lee Jae Myung, broke with decades of precedent when he paid his first official foreign visit in August not to Washington, D.C., but to Japan. South Korea's relationship with Japan has long been tormented by bitter memories of Japan's occupation from 1910 to 1945, but old animosities were put aside to better meet the challenge of Trump's second term.

Trump's punitive tariffs on Vietnam are similarly encouraging this valuable U.S. trade and defense partner in the Indo-Pacific region to make deals elsewhere. Vietnam is now forging closer ties with China; state visits in April and September spurred various bilateral economic agreements. Not even a promise to fast-track a Trump-family golf complex near Hanoi shielded Vietnam from the president's ire; his new "framework" for a trade pact with Vietnam keeps heavy tariffs in place.

Michael McFaul: Trump is demolishing four pillars of American power

Unlike these U.S. allies in the Asia-Pacific, Canada cannot so easily pivot away. Yet Canadian politicians, even in the more U.S.-minded Conservative Party, are trying out a more anti-American message. The Conservative Party's leader, Pierre Poilievre, whose MAGA-style rhetoric is believed to have cost him the federal election in April, is now criticizing the Liberal government of Prime Minister Mark Carney for losing the "tug of war for auto jobs" to Trump. The Carney government, in turn, is seeking more economic partners in Asia.

Despite its proximity to the U.S., Canada does have ways to hit back. The country can slap export taxes on products such as aluminum, nickel, potash, and electricity from Ontario and Quebec, which the U.S. could not easily source from elsewhere. Canada can also aggressively poach U.S. talent, hiring scientists who feel sidelined or disrespected, or who simply do not wish to see an immigrant spouse or parent confined to one of Trump's cells. This is not an unreasonable fear: About 150 Canadians, including two toddlers, spent time in Immigration and Customs Enforcement detention from January through July.

A cycle of mutual retaliation serves no one. Donald Trump's unprovoked and unceasing aggressions against Canada warn an astonished and worried world of the limits of diplomacy with such an irrational player. There is clearly little value in compromise with an ally who has become so dangerously mercurial.
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President for Life

Donald Trump is trying to amass the powers of a king.

by J. Michael Luttig

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

In the normal course of history, the president of the United States is a figure who inspires optimism in the American people. The 47th president prefers to stir feelings of fear, vulnerability, hopelessness, and political inevitability--the sense that he, and only he, can rescue the nation from looming peril. Since his second inauguration, Donald Trump has seized authoritarian control over the federal government and demanded the obedience of the other powerful institutions of American society--universities, law firms, media companies. The question weighing heavily on the minds of many Americans is whether Trump will subvert next year's midterm elections or the 2028 presidential election to extend his reign.

With his every word and deed, Trump has given Americans reason to believe that he will seek a third term, in defiance of the Constitution. It seems abundantly clear that he will hold on to the office at any cost, including America's ruin.

The Founders of our nation foresaw a figure like Trump, a demagogue who would ascend to the presidency and refuse to relinquish power to a successor chosen by the American people in a free and fair election. Writing to James Madison from Paris in 1787, Thomas Jefferson warned that such an incumbent, if narrowly defeated, would "pretend false votes, foul play, hold possession of the reins of government." Were that moment ever to come, the Founders believed, it would mark the demise of the nation that they had conceived, bringing to a calamitous end the greatest experiment in self-government ever attempted by man.

From the November 2024 issue: Tom Nichols on Donald Trump and George Washington's vision for the presidency

Trump proved in 2021 that he would do anything to remain in the White House. Even after the violence of January 6, his second impeachment, and the conviction and incarceration of scores of his followers, he reiterated his willingness to subvert the 2024 election. That proved unnecessary. Yet since his victory, Trump has again told the American people that he is prepared to do what it takes to remain in power, the Constitution be damned.

In March, Trump refused to rule out a third term, saying that he was "not joking" about the prospect and claiming that "there are methods which you could do it." He was asked about the idea of Vice President J. D. Vance running for the presidency, getting elected, and then passing the baton back to him. "That's one," he said. "But there are others, too." As he so often does, Trump later claimed that he wasn't being serious. But also in March, Trump's ally Steve Bannon said that he is "a firm believer that President Trump will run and win again in 2028," adding that he and others are working on ways to do it, which would require circumventing the Twenty-Second Amendment. (Bannon later told The Economist: "Trump is gonna be president in '28, and people just ought to get accommodated with that." He added, "At the appropriate time, we'll lay out what the plan is. But there's a plan.") In September, after meeting with congressional leaders about the looming government shutdown, Trump posted photographs on Truth Social in which Trump 2028 hats rested prominently on his Oval Office desk. In October, when discussing the possibility of a third term, Trump said, "I would love to do it. I have my best numbers ever."

We Americans are by nature good people who believe in the inherent goodness of others, especially those we elect to represent us in the highest office in the land. But we ignore such statements and other expressions of Trump's intent at our peril. The 47th president is a vain man, and nothing would flatter his vanity more than seizing another term. Doing so would signify the ultimate triumph over his political enemies.

I am not a Pollyanna, nor am I a Cassandra. I was at the forefront of the conservative legal movement that began in 1981 with the inauguration of Ronald Reagan. I have had the privilege of spending much of my career in public service, first in the Ford and Reagan White Houses; then in the Department of Justice; and, finally, appointed by George H. W. Bush, in the federal judiciary. I have never once in more than four decades believed that any president--Democrat or Republican--would intentionally violate the Constitution or a law of the United States. But Trump is different from all prior presidents in his utter contempt for the Constitution and America's democracy.

The clearest evidence that Trump may subvert upcoming elections is that he tried to overturn the 2020 election. He shocked the nation and the world when he ordered then-Vice President Mike Pence not to certify the votes electing Joe Biden president, while claiming that the election had been stolen from him by his "radical left" enemies, whoever they are. When Pence refused to yield to Trump's demand, Trump instigated the attack on the U.S. Capitol to prevent Congress from counting the votes and certifying Biden as his successor.

On January 6, Trump tweeted, "Mike Pence didn't have the courage to do what should have been done to protect our Country and our Constitution," further inflaming the crowd that had already breached the Capitol. Witnesses before the January 6 committee testified that Trump expressed support for hanging Pence while the attack was under way. Trump was prosecuted by the United States for having committed the gravest crime that a president can commit: attempting to remain in the presidency after losing an election and thereby obstructing the peaceful transfer of power. Yet he continues to deny that he lost the election. He describes January 6 as a glorious day in American history, not one of its darkest.

Among his first acts after being sworn in again was pardoning or commuting the sentences of every person convicted in connection with January 6. He then set about exacting revenge on the American justice system. He summarily fired dozens of government officials who had tried to hold him accountable for the attack on the Capitol, as well as for his other alleged criminal offenses of removing classified documents from the White House upon his departure, secreting them to Mar-a-Lago, and obstructing the government's efforts to find and retrieve the documents. He has since replaced those fired officials with loyalists--sycophants committed to him, not to our democracy or the rule of law.

Today, Trump has vastly greater powers than he did in 2020. He has a willing vice president to preside over the joint session of Congress that will certify (or not) the next election, a second in command who refuses to admit that his boss lost the 2020 election. (Vance has said that he would not have certified the results without asking states such as Pennsylvania and Georgia to submit new slates of electors, a solution he invented to a problem that does not exist--there is no evidence of widespread fraud in those states or any state in 2020.) Trump's party controls both houses of Congress, and he will surely do everything he can to maintain those majorities. The Supreme Court, meanwhile, has paved the way for a third Trump term, as it did for his current term, by essentially granting him absolute immunity from criminal prosecution for any crimes he might commit in violation of the Constitution or the laws of the United States.

For anyone who doubts that Trump is contemplating a monarchical reign, consider how very far down that road he already is. Since returning to office, he has sought absolute power, unchecked by the other branches of government, the 50 states, or the free press.

On the first day of his current term, he launched a direct attack on the Constitution's Fourteenth Amendment guarantee of birthright citizenship when he issued an executive order contradicting the clear language of the amendment, federal statute, and Supreme Court precedent.

He has arrogated to himself Congress's power to levy tariffs, declaring that previous foreign-trade and economic practices had created a national emergency justifying his unilateral imposition of sweeping global tariffs. When Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell predicted that Trump's unlawful tariffs would cause "higher inflation and slower growth," Trump wrote on Truth Social that "Powell's termination cannot come fast enough!" Later, he fired Fed Governor Lisa Cook, purportedly "for cause." The Supreme Court has temporarily blocked Cook's firing, but it won't decide until next year whether Trump has the power to fire a member of the independent Federal Reserve. A ruling in Trump's favor would give him absolute control over the central bank and thus over the monetary policy of the United States.

He has usurped Congress's spending and appropriation powers by attempting to impound billions of dollars that Congress designated for specific purposes, including for public broadcasting, for Voice of America, and for desperately needed U.S. aid to starving and disease-stricken populations around the world.

He has likewise usurped Congress's power to establish executive-branch departments and agencies, fund their operations, and provide civil-service protections to federal-government employees, unilaterally overhauling the U.S. government. He has hollowed out the Department of Education, effectively abolishing it. He has dismantled the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and asserted executive control over the independent Federal Election Commission and Federal Trade Commission, and fired thousands of federal employees without reasonable cause or explanation--all while Congress has stood by silently.

The Supreme Court, too, has largely given the president its imprimatur to continue his power grab. It has either effectively reversed lower-court rulings against the president using the so-called shadow docket, or allowed the administration to proceed until the Court determines the constitutionality of various actions, by which time the damage to the Constitution, the U.S. government, and American society will have been done, as the justices well know. When the Court has ruled against Trump--for example, forbidding him from deporting undocumented immigrants without due process--he has provoked a constitutional crisis by ignoring the order.

The Founders built layers of safeguards into the American system of government to constrain a president, not just the checks and balances by the branches of the federal government. But Trump has run roughshod over these fail-safes, too. In violation of the sovereign rights reserved for them by the Constitution, Trump has commanded state officials to aid him in his purge of undocumented immigrants.

The president has also taken military command of cities across the country--over the vehement objection of the states. When a federal judge held that Trump's military occupation of Portland, Oregon, was unlawful, he circumvented her orders and trashed the judge--whom he appointed--for her ruling, saying that she should be "ashamed" of herself.

Given that Trump has for years pronounced the free press in America "the enemy of the people," it came as no surprise when media companies were among the first Trump targeted with unconstitutional edicts. In return for his favor, many of the country's major media institutions have surrendered to him.

Though he claims to be a great friend of free enterprise, Trump has asserted dominion over the economy and insinuated his administration into American capitalism so that our great businesses are dependent on and subject to the government, as they are in communist and socialist nations.

He has extorted the nation's legal profession, forcing law firms to betray their clients and the law in order to secure his favor. He has bludgeoned the nation's colleges and universities with lawless order after lawless order. The federal government cannot tell universities how to conduct their affairs or dictate the viewpoints that professors teach. The First Amendment zealously guards such decisions, and the Constitution categorically forbids the president from wielding Congress's power of the purse to punish these institutions.

Trump has turned the federal government against the American people, transforming the nation's institutions into instruments for his vengeful execution of the law against honorable citizens for perceived personal and political offenses. He has silenced dissent by persecuting and threatening to prosecute American citizens for speaking critically of him, and he has divided us, turning us against one another so that we cannot oppose him.

Trump has always told us exactly who he is. We have just not wanted to believe him. But we must believe him now.

This is the man who said in January 2016, "I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody, and I wouldn't lose any voters, okay? It's, like, incredible."

The man who proposed in 2022 that the "Massive Fraud" he alleged in the 2020 election "allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution," and who proclaimed, soon after reassuming office, "He who saves his Country does not violate any Law."

The man who, when asked the question "Don't you need to uphold the Constitution of the United States as president?," answered, "I don't know." And the man who, when asked whether every person in the United States is entitled to due process, replied, "I don't know."

The man who said in August that he can "do anything I want to do," because he's president.

The man who has demanded that his attorney general and Department of Justice immediately prosecute his enemies: "We can't delay any longer, it's killing our reputation and credibility. They impeached me twice, and indicted me (5 times!), OVER NOTHING. JUSTICE MUST BE SERVED, NOW!!!"

And the man who summoned American military generals from around the world to Quantico, Virginia, to tell them that "America is under invasion from within," repeatedly describing that enemy invasion as being by the "radical left," a term he now seemingly uses to characterize all of his political opponents. He also said at this meeting, "We should use some of these dangerous cities as training grounds for our military" for fighting the "war from within."

Donald Trump is clearly willing to subvert an election in order to hold on to the power he so craves, and he is now fully enabled to undermine national elections. No one can prevent him from remaining president of the United States for a constitutionally prohibited third term--except the American people, in whom ultimate power resides under the Constitution of the United States.

From the November 2025 issue: America's unfinished revolution

On July 4, 1776, nearly 250 years ago, America freed itself forever from the oppression of tyrannical rule by monarchs. There was never to be a king in the United States of America. Never again were the liberties and freedoms of Americans to be subject to the whims of a monarch. From that day, Thomas Paine wrote, "so far as we approve of monarchy, that in America the law is king. For as in absolute governments the King is law, so in free countries the law ought to be King; and there ought to be no other."

The nation has survived great challenges and calamities, including the Civil War. Now it is being tested again. Once more, we must ask, as Lincoln did, whether a nation so "conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal," can long endure.

If America is to long endure, we must summon our courage, our fearlessness, our hope, our spirited sense of invulnerability to political enthrall, and, most important, our abiding faith in the divine providence of this nation. We have been given the high charge of our forebears to "keep" the republic they founded a quarter of a millennium ago. If we do not keep it now, we will surely lose it.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "President for Life."
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Why Is Colombia's President Provoking Trump?

Gustavo Petro seems to think that he's better off being the American president's victim than his friend.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Last month, Donald Trump called Colombia's president, Gustavo Petro, an "illegal drug leader." That gave Colombians reason to worry: The last country whose president Trump accused of running a drug enterprise was Venezuela, and those accusations served as justification to send a flotilla of warships to lurk by its coasts and blow up boats. Republican officials are now threatening to go to war with Venezuela. If Petro is a drug lord, does that mean that the United States might go to war with Colombia, too?

In an interview with Univision two weeks ago, Petro didn't appear all that concerned about the prospect. He used the airtime to discuss various other topics, such as his pique at not being invited to the opera singer Andrea Bocelli's concert in his country. Then, an hour and 20 minutes into the interview, Petro offered what sounded like a Freudian analysis of Trump's persona, ruminating about genitals and machismo. Toward the end, Petro suggested that David (presumably Colombia) could beat Goliath (presumably America) in a conflict.

Stupefied, the interviewer asked Petro to clarify that his goal was not actually to oust Trump. His goal was negotiation, right? But Petro replied that Trump indeed had to leave, preferably by choice. "That'd be easier," he said. "If not, Trump should be ousted."

Read: The president who did everything right and got no thanks

The moment was rather stunning, not least because the Colombian president seemed so blase. Historically, threats of regime change have flowed from North to South America, not the other way around.

Shortly after the Univision interview, the U.S. struck another drug boat--this time near Colombia's Pacific coast, rather than Venezuela's Caribbean one. More such strikes have followed. Suddenly, American war threats included not just one South American country but two: Trump is considering "future potential military operations against Venezuela and Colombia," Republican Senator Lindsey Graham told CBS the week before last.

All this may very possibly amount to nothing, at least where Colombia is concerned. But the exchange of insults between Trump and Petro has already strained an alliance that is more than two centuries old--one on which much of Colombia's economy and America's anti-drug efforts depend.

The awkwardness between Bogota and Washington set in soon after Trump returned to power. Jorge Rojas, who was then Colombia's vice minister of foreign affairs, told me that Petro's government tried to establish a dialogue with Secretary of State Marco Rubio during the presidential-transition period, but that Rubio showed little interest in talking with Colombians unless they moved in "Miami right-wing" circles, as Rojas put it. Then, a few days after the inauguration, Trump sent two American deportation flights to Colombia, and Petro refused to allow them to land. The Trump administration threatened tariffs in retaliation, and Petro backed off, but relations have remained tense. (A State Department spokesperson told me via email that "the Trump Administration has had plenty of private and public exchanges with Petro and his representatives," adding that the problem is Petro's refusal to alter course on his "disastrous and ineffective counternarcotics policies.")

Since then, Petro has seemed at times to be trying to provoke Trump. Shortly after the first Caribbean strike in September, for example, he joined an impromptu demonstration outside of the United Nations headquarters, in New York City. Many Latin American leaders had condemned the strike, but Petro went further. "I ask all the soldiers of the United States Army not to point their guns at humanity," Petro said, holding a megaphone. "Disobey the orders of Trump. Obey the orders of humanity."

Those who have followed Petro's career see a certain logic behind his grandstanding. "Petro believes in his heart that he can be the face of an international anti-Trump coalition," John Feeley, a retired American diplomat who was posted in Colombia in the 1990s, told me. A former guerrilla, Petro "wants to leave a legacy that will outlive him, and here's the best way he can think of doing it."

Edgar Quintero, a journalist for La Silla Vacia, reminded me that 12 years ago, when Petro was mayor of Bogota, an inspector general sought to remove him from office. Instead, the scandal made him more popular, and Petro later credited this official with making him president. "Petro is skilled at finding enemies who victimize him," Quintero said. "Now he's found the most powerful and important one, which is the president of the United States."

Last month, Petro complained that one of the U.S. strikes targeting an alleged drug boat near Venezuela had killed a Colombian fisherman. (The United States government supplied no evidence that the boat was in fact transporting drugs.) This was the provocation that finally unleashed a Trump reaction, and a big one. Trump started accusing Petro of being a drug dealer and deployed warships to stalk boats near Colombia. Then the U.S. Treasury added Petro and others close to him to its list of "specially designated nationals," putting the Colombian president in the company of terrorists and drug traffickers.

Petro is not, in fact, a drug trafficker. The mere allegation has sufficed to inspire more than a week of protests in front of the American embassy in Bogota. Colombia's mighty drug cartels funded belligerent groups in an armed conflict that terrorized Colombia in the 1990s. An official peace agreement, signed in 2016, remains somewhat precarious, but the country is much safer and prosperous than it was back then, and many are eager to put the country's past behind it. Colombia is not the country of Pablo Escobar: More than 30 years after the death of the Medellin kingpin, Colombia's poets, TikTokers, and Petro himself continue to invoke variations of this assertion. Amalia Salgado, who served as Colombia's consul general in Houston a few years ago, told me that when she arrived in the United States, she feared that Americans would associate Colombia with nothing but cocaine. She was pleasantly surprised: "They said, 'Pais lindo, mujeres bonitas, Cartagena!'" She now worries that recent events will change that.

Whether Petro is at fault for reviving that ugly reputation is a matter of some disagreement inside Colombia. Right-leaning politicians, Salgado among them, blame Petro for taunting Trump and jumping to defend Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro. "Petro wants to be a world leader, but he cannot even lead the country," Salgado told me. Petro's supporters tend to argue that America is the one insulting Colombia's president, and they are inclined to rally around him. The country is preparing for a presidential election in 2026, and in a party primary held on October 26, Petro's protege won the left-wing ticket. Many centrist politicians, including a couple of Petro's electoral opponents, have defended him. Members of the media have, too: "Our publication takes pride in being critical of the government, whoever is in power," Quintero, the journalist, told me. "But whatever you say about the president, he's clearly not a drug trafficker."

But Petro's display of bravado could cost his country. Colombia's economic ties with America are "very, very close, intimate," Bruce Mac Master, an economist and the head of Colombia's National Business Association, told me. The United States is "by far our biggest commercial partner," he said: Every year, the U.S. buys about one-third of Colombia's exports. As we spoke, Mac Master was preparing to travel to New York and Washington with a delegation of Colombian businesspeople seeking to salvage their country's relationship with the United States and prevent the Trump administration from imposing the tariffs it promised last month.

Read: Strong-arming Latin America will work until it doesn't

One particularly ironic consequence of Trump and Petro's quarrel is already being felt. Since the 2000s, Colombia has relied on the United States for military assistance in fighting its drug cartels. With that help, Petro's government has destroyed thousands of coca-paste labs and extradited hundreds of Colombian nationals wanted by the United States. But now that the United States has decertified Colombia as a "drug control partner," it will no longer supply intelligence to Colombia's authorities--a move that will almost certainly increase the flow of drugs to the United States more than the boat strikes will reduce it.
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Venezuela's Grim Prospect

Why regime change is unlikely to bring a return to democracy

by Quico Toro

Tue, 04 Nov 2025


People walk past a mural of a Venezuelan warship and warplane in Caracas. (Juan Barreto / AFP / Getty)



For many Venezuelans, this is a disorienting moment. For a quarter century, our government has been using the threat of an American military attack to justify more and more authoritarian control over the country. Venezuelans got accustomed to dismissing it all as noise, just a pretext the dictatorship employed to stamp out civil rights. Suddenly, it's not just noise. President Donald Trump is very visibly preparing to do what Nicolas Maduro spent decades swearing the Americans would one day do: use military power to put an end to Venezuela's socialist revolution.

The United States has been bombing Venezuelan fast boats, which it alleges are ferrying drugs north, while massing naval forces in the Caribbean. Trump has vacillated between hinting that air strikes inside Venezuela will be next and saying that he doubts the U.S. will go to war with Venezuela. The administration keeps portraying its actions as part of a counternarcotics operation--ostensibly the first such operation in history to require the use of an aircraft carrier. And yet, the White House doesn't seem to have committed anything like the number of ground troops necessary to invade a country the size of Venezuela. Rather than an old-fashioned ground invasion, then, the U.S. seems to be preparing a bombing campaign from the air.

In the absence of a spelled-out plan, we're left to try to infer one. Secretary of State Marco Rubio--a Cold War-style anti-Communist--describes Maduro as the leader of a designated narco-terrorist organization, rather than a government, leading many to conclude that the endgame here is to depose him. Perhaps the idea is to use military pressure to push somebody within the Venezuelan security apparatus to move against Maduro. Even if such a plan succeeds--which is very doubtful--it is likelier to deliver Venezuela to a different style of military dictatorship than it is to bring a return to democracy.

Contemplating an imminent American assault on my country of origin is painful. But the Venezuela about to be attacked has little in common with the place where I grew up. The messy, vibrant democracy of my youth is a distant memory, snuffed out by a quarter century of ever harsher authoritarianism. Even the combative Venezuela of eight years ago, where kids with homemade shields assembled in the streets day after day to battle the dictatorship's goons, is a fading memory.

Brutally put down by Maduro's thuggish regime, that protest movement gave way to a mass exodus. Nobody has reliable numbers, but one commonly cited guess is that about a quarter of the population has left in the past decade: a shocking 8 million people. The numbers tell only part of the story. The rest is about who left: young, ambitious, high-agency people, many of whom are now delivering meals on bikes in Bogota, Madrid, and Washington, D.C.

Gisela Salim-Peyer: Authoritarianism feels surprisingly normal--until it doesn't

Mass migration has ripped the demographic heart out of Venezuela. Many of those left behind are, well, the mirror image of those who emigrated: too young or too old or too sick to face a brutal migrant journey. They stayed behind in an economy in ruins, many of them living off of the remittances sent by migrants, under the control of a hyper-corrupt state that is feeding parasitically on the few resources Venezuela still has.

We know that a large majority of the Venezuelans who remain in the country want to get rid of the government, because the opposition won last year's presidential election in a landslide--67 percent to Maduro's 30 percent, according to domestic monitors--before Maduro announced himself the winner. That brazen theft met with a scattering of protests that were quickly put down. The regime has become much more repressive: At checkpoints around the country, uniformed men now routinely stop drivers and go through their phones looking for anything that suggests anti-regime sentiment--a stray WhatsApp message, a photo, anything--and pack people off to jail if they find it. People in Caracas are now careful to delete any potentially offending message before they go out. The climate of fear would make organizing any type of resistance challenging even if most of the people who once led protests in Venezuela hadn't left. Many of those still there seem to have internalized long ago that the time for protests is over. This is the Venezuela that Rubio seems to expect to overthrow the regime.

The opposition, now mostly in exile, also seems to have internalized the impossibility of challenging the regime from within. Its leader--and the newly minted Nobel Peace Prize Laureate--Maria Corina Machado has assiduously courted the Trump administration, to the point of lending credence to the crackpot theory, already rejected by the U.S. intelligence community, that Maduro personally controls the notorious Tren de Aragua prison gang. The plan seems to be to goad the U.S. into military intervention--a shabby, desperate posture for a leader of stunning personal courage but questionable political judgment.

Maduro has in any case outwitted dozens of attempts to depose him over the years. Hanging on to power seems to be the only thing he's relatively competent at. His regime has spent lavishly on a huge, Cuban-backed military intelligence apparatus devoted to detecting any sign of disloyalty in the ranks. If and when American bombs start to fall, Venezuela's military counterintelligence system will certainly be put to the test. But it could very well pass that test.

Then again, it might not. One truism in Latin American politics is that nearly every revolt is fueled by the frustration of junior army officers. Maduro's junior officers must be nothing if not frustrated. A generation of senior officers has ignored army regulations and failed to retire on schedule, blocking their path to promotion. The classic case here is that of General Vladimir Padrino, a defense minister, who ought to have retired five years ago but has received special dispensation to remain in uniform year after year. Other generals have likewise stayed on past their retirement dates.

These generals stand to profit from the wide range of businesses, legal and illegal, that the armed forces now control. That includes drug trafficking but goes much further: illegal mining in the country's ecologically sensitive southern region, construction, retail, imports, and more. Generals capture by far the biggest share of those profits; the colonels and captains who serve under them likely get table scraps.

Anne Applebaum: Why Maria Corina Machado deserved the Nobel Peace Prize

Alarmed at the prospect of facing an American bombing campaign, junior officers could well calculate that they're better off pushing Maduro aside than dodging American missiles. The power play, if it came, would likely be bloody. And risky. But Rubio's supposed fantasy could conceivably happen: A brave young lieutenant colonel pushes Maduro aside, wrapping himself in the American flag and thanking Trump for liberating the country as he shows Hugo Chavez's successor the door.

Even if this happens, though, it's unlikely to herald a return to democracy--first, because in Venezuela's hyper-militarized society, Nobel Prizes count for a lot less than automatic weapons. No young officer who takes over from Maduro is likely to empower a figure as uncompromising as Machado. Second, because the American backers of this strategy are so palpably indifferent to democracy themselves.

Steeped in a culture of corruption, those who would take over from Maduro would continue to prioritize enriching themselves. If they needed to flatter Trump to get their chance at the spoils, they'd do so. A new government could then loot Venezuela hand in hand with the Trump administration. The Venezuelan oil industry could once again raise capital and market its product in the United States, opening up new vistas for extraction on both sides of the trade. That the Trump administration could be induced to do business with fellow kleptocrats rather than press Machado's suit seems too obvious a point to belabor.

But all of that assumes that a putsch does succeed, and this is dubious. There is virtually no known instance of air strikes alone forcing regime change anywhere in the world. Much will depend on how, exactly, the Americans conduct their campaign. And that, in turn, will depend on how long Trump can remain focused on it. If an assault doesn't yield immediate results, will he stay the course, or will his attention wander?

The maximally stupid outcome--which, by that very fact, seems all too probable--is that Trump gets bored of the whole affair and stops the air strikes after a putsch has been discovered, but before it's succeeded. An American assault would then be remembered mostly for helping Maduro identify the next set of tenants for his torture chambers. That's a grim prospect--but then, in Venezuela, yesterday's grimmest prospects become tomorrow's headlines with dreadful regularity.
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Yitzhak Rabin Knew What Netanyahu Doesn't

Thirty years after Rabin's assassination, Israel is ignoring the lessons of the most honest statesman I've ever known.

by Dennis Ross

Tue, 04 Nov 2025




It is hard for me to believe that 30 years have passed since Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated.

On November 4, 1995, an Israeli far-right zealot fatally shot the prime minister at a peace rally in Tel Aviv. As the U.S. Middle East envoy at the time, I worked closely with Rabin, who remains the most intellectually honest leader I've known. He knew what his present-day successor fails to see: When Israel ignores the concerns of Palestinians, the country undermines its own security. He was the rare Israeli statesman who understood that Israel can advance its interests and address the Palestinian cause at the same time. Indeed, he was killed because of his efforts to broker peace, a prospect his killer couldn't tolerate.

Once Rabin had thought through a decision, you couldn't argue him out of it. But he had the courage to admit his mistakes. I remember when he came to Washington in December 1988 and said that Israel's military could quickly put down an emerging Palestinian uprising. I disagreed, warning that Palestinians' frustrations could not simply be suppressed. Rabin later told me I was right. (The uprising became the prolonged period of unrest known as the First Intifada.) He had come to understand that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict had no military solution--only a political one. Three decades later, too many Israeli leaders still reject that core insight.

Graeme Wood: One era ends in Gaza, and another begins

Although Rabin could be stubborn, he adjusted his thinking when the situation demanded it. He was deeply suspicious of the Palestine Liberation Organization and its head, Yasser Arafat, who had been responsible for much terror and Israeli bloodshed. But Rabin came to see that no one else could represent the Palestinian people. He authorized secret peace talks with the PLO and then negotiated the Oslo Accords, which resulted in mutual recognition between the Israeli government and the PLO, and turned over incremental parts of the West Bank and Gaza to Palestinian self-governance. The Oslo Accords had many flaws, but their critics--including Benjamin Netanyahu, who kept the framework in place as prime minister--have never offered a workable alternative. Instead, they continue to act under the illusion that Palestinians will simply accept permanent Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza.

Rabin's ultimate goal was peaceful coexistence, yet he was not naive about how difficult it would be to achieve. In February 1995, he told me that negotiating a permanent peace agreement with Arafat might prove impossible. If the two sides couldn't agree, Rabin said, Israel would build a barrier to partition its land from Palestinian territory in order to meet Israeli security needs.

A few years earlier, Rabin had demonstrated how Israel could pursue its strategic interests in a Middle East that bears similarities to the region today. America's commanding victory in the Gulf War in 1991 had weakened Saddam Hussein and anti-Israeli forces, giving President George H. W. Bush extraordinary diplomatic leverage. Today, too, Israel's rejectionist enemies are in disarray: The country has pummeled Hezbollah and Hamas; Assad's regime in Syria has collapsed; and the 12-day Israeli and American war dealt a significant blow to Iran. As with Bush in 1991, few countries are willing to say no to President Donald Trump.

Rabin sought to take advantage of such circumstances by working with the United States to pursue peace with Syria, Jordan, and the Palestinians. His efforts built on the Madrid Peace Conference, which the U.S. had helped assemble shortly after the war. The conference broke the enduring taboo on direct talks between Arabs and Israelis--and Rabin took advantage. As he explained in a speech after becoming prime minister the following year, Israel had to foster peace with its neighbors in order to focus on the greater threat posed by Iran and its nuclear program.

The parallels between 1991 and 2025 are not perfect. Hamas's October 7 terrorist attack and Israel's devastating campaign in Gaza have produced a mutual animosity that won't soon disappear. But a more promising factor has also emerged: Arab states finally seem ready to assume some responsibility for resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. I hear this in my conversations with high-ranking Arab officials. And I saw it in July, when Arab states endorsed a declaration condemning Hamas for October 7 and calling for the group's disarmament.

If Rabin were alive, he would spot this strategic opening and try to seize it. He would see in Trump's 20-point peace plan an opportunity to rebuild a better Gaza and create a coalition with Arab states to oppose Iran and extremist forces in the region. Rabin would understand that Israel has to make some concessions to Palestinians in order to enhance the prospects of a regional coalition. But he would also require Palestinians to do their part by ensuring security and reforming the Palestinian Authority.

Einat Wilf: The fatal flaw that doomed the Oslo Accords

Rabin and I met for the last time three days before his assassination. Six weeks earlier, we had finalized the Israeli-Palestinian Interim Agreement, which gave the PA control of the cities in the West Bank. It had generated substantial backlash from Israel's right wing, but Rabin was undaunted. He believed he could make more progress with Arafat, even though the PLO had begun allowing Hamas to build its presence in Gaza.

Rabin wanted me to raise the issue of Hamas with Arafat, though only in broad terms. But generalities never worked with Arafat, so I told Rabin, "Give me the details. That way I can hold Arafat accountable." Rabin thought for a moment, then told me he could handle it himself. He was upbeat and energetic. As I was leaving, he said the last words I would ever hear from him: "Dennis, expect anything."

Those words still haunt me. I expected many things, but not Rabin's assassination--much less that he would be killed because he sought peace. I did not expect that Israel would still have so far to go on the path he helped clear.
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War Is Coming Back to Gaza

Until Hamas is disarmed, Gaza has no future.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib

Tue, 04 Nov 2025




In a recent interview with the BBC, King Abdullah II of Jordan posed an uncomfortable question. "What is the mandate of security forces inside of Gaza?" he asked. Peacekeeping might be viable, but, he warned, "if it's peace-enforcing, nobody will want to touch that."

His comments left me feeling deeply conflicted. On the one hand, they echoed an old pattern, in which Arab countries voice their support for the goals of the Palestinian people, such as gaining statehood or disarming Hamas, but show no inclination to do the heavy lifting themselves. On the other hand, King Abdullah is surely correct that no Arab or Muslim country will want to place its soldiers between Hamas and the Israel Defense Forces. Enforcing the cease-fire against Hamas would risk it being cast as the aggressor against the terror organization, which enjoys significant support within these countries' radicalized populations.

The cease-fire process seems to have stalled, especially with respect to Hamas's disarmament, which is a core component of Donald Trump's 20-point plan to end the conflict and transform Gaza. The terror group, which regularly speaks of its unwillingness to disarm, has made clear that it wants to maintain its security dominion over the Strip, even if it does not directly govern it. Hamas has retaken full control of the part of Gaza west of the "yellow line" that marks the extent of the Israeli withdrawal from the coastal enclave.

Read: Why the Gaza peace deal is like an Anglican wedding

In fact, Hamas lost no time in taking the offensive against clans and any individuals it identified with opposition to its rule, real or perceived. It used obscene public executions and vile displays of violence to instill fear and trepidation among the population. With each passing day, Hamas further re-entrenches its control. The group is collecting unexploded munitions in order to rearm, reestablishing command and control across its different units, repairing damaged tunnels, and ensuring that its grip on power is never threatened from within by Gaza's exhausted and deeply traumatized population. Furthermore, the terror group is influencing the transitional process by insisting on having a say over appointments to the technocratic committee tasked with administering Gaza's affairs.

Hamas's intransigence is placing the cease-fire under untenable strain. If Israel becomes convinced that Gaza is headed back to the situation that prevailed on October 7, then no amount of "Bibi-sitting" by U.S. officials will prevent Israel from acting unilaterally. Even Trump himself has signaled that his commitment to the war's end is contingent on Hamas disarming and sticking to the agreed-upon framework.

Yet a return to war by the Israeli military would extend the unimaginable suffering inflicted on the people of Gaza, and the condemnation of the international community. The IDF's application of overwhelming firepower produces mass casualties, and any resumption of the fighting would endanger what little remains of Gaza's already heavily damaged infrastructure.

In my conversations with those engaged with the process, I've found two schools of thought about disarmament. Some countries believe that a political process must come first, establishing transitional governance to provide legitimacy and cover for disarmament. Other players, however, insist that disarmament must commence first, or else any political process will be subjected to Hamas's interference, and to arm-twisting by those who can exert influence with their guns and tunnels. The latter have the stronger case. A credible political process cannot be established without first sidelining Hamas's munitions and armaments, which are the only remaining source of leverage for the terror group and its rule in the Gaza Strip.

But if an international stabilization force is a political mirage that has no realistic chance of working as envisioned in Trump's plan, the Palestinian Authority is incapable of taking on Hamas, local Israeli-backed militias in Gaza are all too weak to prevail without direct Israeli support, and the war-battered population is too afraid and tired to revolt against Hamas, then who could possibly take on what remains of Hamas to disarm it and decommission its extensive tunnel network?

Private military contractors are likely the only viable option to make the stabilization force remotely feasible and capable of implementing the mandate everybody wants. They can form the strike component of the force that will be necessary in the initial deployment phase. PMCs can operate free from some political constraints. They can hire individuals with extensive experience in military, policing, and security, and can deploy without requiring a significant footprint. On the ground, they can focus on close-quarters combat without the overwhelming application of firepower by an air force, thereby minimizing civilian casualties.

PMCs have a problematic track record, including Blackwater in Iraq and those used in Gaza during the food and aid distribution of the Gaza Humanitarian Foundation. But PMCs have also been the backbone of numerous operations run by the United States, NATO, Arab and Muslim countries, and nations in the global South.

Read: Trump needs the UN in Gaza

Furthermore, PMCs that operate in close proximity to civilians typically require personnel to undergo extensive training in human rights, crowd management, anti-trafficking, and anti-exploitation measures, and to abide by a code of conduct. They also vet their operators, and monitor compliance, to ensure that these principles are actually implemented and followed. I saw this firsthand with one of the companies involved in securing the GHF's distribution sites, and heard how it had addressed some of its initial mistakes and challenges, and many of its operators worked to make it apparent that they were up to the task.

PMCs could enter zones still under Israeli control, clearing them of Hamas's weapons and tunnels, and then Arab and international forces could operate inside those zones to keep the peace once it is established. PMCs could also venture beyond the "yellow line" into areas of Gaza where Hamas is still in control, methodically clearing and then holding territory before handing control over to international forces. Bit by bit, they can clear the Strip. Once secured, these areas can commence clearing rubble, removing unexploded munitions, and restoring basic services. Other local, regional, and international providers can move in to bolster a gradual process of reconstruction.

The people of Gaza desperately need pragmatic solutions. PMCs offer the best chance to implement the "clear, hold, and build" strategy that can restore security to the Strip. Only when Hamas is disarmed, and the people of Gaza are freed from its dominion, can they begin to create the future they deserve.
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The Real Worry About Trump's Deals With China

Today he's resolved little more than a crisis of his own making. What might he trade away later for such negligible gains?

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

President Donald Trump emerged from his highly anticipated meeting with Chinese leader Xi Jinping today with most of what he wanted from a deal with Beijing. Yet the agreement does little more than extricate Trump from crises of his own making. The pattern in Trump's dealings with China raises a long-term concern: that he will one day wind up sacrificing American interests in the pursuit of deals of questionable strategic importance.

Today's agreement, struck on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in South Korea, averts another escalation of tensions between the world's two great powers. China agreed to postpone expanding export controls on rare-earth metals for one year. Those controls, announced earlier this month, threatened to choke off the flow of rare earths into industries vital to American security, including semiconductors and weapons systems. In return, the Trump administration will pause a new rule it announced in September, which imposed U.S. export controls on certain subsidiaries of companies sanctioned by Washington. Trump also won't impose the additional 100 percent tariff on Chinese imports he'd announced in retaliation for Beijing's rare-earth controls.

According to Trump, China also met two of his other key demands: It agreed to resume purchases of U.S. soybeans, which it halted in the spring, and pledged to crack down further on the illegal fentanyl trade. In return, Trump will cut in half, to 10 percent, the tariffs he imposed on China earlier this year to pressure Xi to take firmer action on fentanyl.

Eric Schmidt and Selina Xu: China is building the future

In the end, Xi didn't give up very much. He largely withdrew measures he'd taken in response to Trump's policies. Most of these were meant to put pressure on the American president by exploiting his political vulnerabilities. China's ban on U.S. soybeans hit American farmers hard and created a political hassle for Trump, but China is the world's largest importer of soybeans, and buying a few from American farmers is hardly a major concession. Xi's new rare-earth controls might not have lasted much longer anyway, because they alienated not only the United States but many of China's trading partners. And how much stock to put into Xi's promise to clean up the illegal fentanyl trade is hard to know, given his long-standing reluctance to act. In return, Xi got Trump to remove more tariffs and hold off on export controls that could have been harmful to Chinese businesses.

Behind the theater of imposed and rescinded threats and controls, however, was a prospect of real substance to both countries--one that seems not to have come up in this meeting. The day before the meeting, Trump said he would discuss selling China Nvidia's most advanced AI chips, which are currently restricted by export controls. The mere possibility of such sales raised an alarm in Washington, where these restrictions are widely seen as crucial to U.S. security. Allowing China to get powerful chips that its own companies do not have the ability to produce would further not only Beijing's quest for dominance in AI but also its efforts to upgrade its military capabilities. In response to Trump's comment, the House Select Committee on China warned on social media that selling AI chips to China "would be akin to giving Iran weapons grade uranium."

That Trump's offhand remark would so quickly generate such a reaction is an indication of how little the U.S. foreign-policy establishment trusts Trump to defend American interests. China experts have feared that Trump, in his desire for deals with Xi, would trade issues of minimal strategic value, such as soybean purchases, for concessions that endanger core American interests. A relaxation of U.S.-technology controls would be an enormous win for Xi.

Beijing has pressed Washington to lift the chip controls since the Biden administration first introduced them in 2022. Success would benefit China's economic progress and redound to Xi's political credit. According to Bonnie Glaser, the managing director of the German Marshall Fund's Indo-Pacific program, what Chinese leaders most want from Trump is an end to the constant expansion of restrictions placed on their country. They care about this, she told me, "less because they are concerned about falling behind technologically than just a matter of politics and dignity."

That Trump would contemplate lifting those AI-chip restrictions demonstrates the extent to which he has broken with the general consensus in Washington about China. Both Democrats and Republicans, including members of Trump's own team, have held for some time that China is the primary threat facing the United States. Trump's decisions and comments in recent months suggest that he does not fully agree with that assessment. He has appeared to be interested mainly in cutting deals and expanding business opportunities with China. In a speech to business leaders in South Korea on Wednesday, Trump predicted that the outcome of his meeting with Xi would be beneficial to both sides. "That's better than fighting and going through all sorts of problems," he said.

Read: China gets tough on Trump

China's leaders may welcome the opportunity to sideline that old consensus on great-power competition. Dennis Wilder, an expert on U.S.-China relations at Georgetown University who served as a top aide on Asian affairs to President George W. Bush, told me that Trump "has personally gone in what the Chinese would think is the right direction"--toward a friendlier approach to China--and "what they want to do is keep him on that trajectory."

That could explain Xi's willingness to make deals with Trump. But Trump's apparent wavering on crucial issues could also encourage Xi to get more aggressive in pushing China's interests. Scott Kennedy, a senior adviser on China at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me that one possibility is that China's leaders "really believe that Trump is doing a great deal of harm to the United States, and that they ought to take advantage of this opportunity that won't come along very often to really make the U.S. suffer and lock in their advantages."

This week's get-together in South Korea may have served to remind Xi of just how much he gains from a Trump presidency. Trump departed the country shortly after his meeting with Xi, skipping out on the main summit of Asia-Pacific leaders. That left the field open for Xi to schmooze with his counterparts in a region where he seeks to expand Chinese influence. Trump may have left feeling that he won the day, but he can still lose the future.
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China Is Building the Future

The United States can learn from its technological success.

by Eric Schmidt, Selina Xu

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




After a months-long trade war between China and the United States, Presidents Donald Trump and Xi Jinping are scheduled to meet Thursday in South Korea. Both countries seem to be angling for a truce; over the weekend, they announced a "framework" for a possible agreement.

The negotiations offer an occasion to stop to consider how China went from technological backwater to superpower in less than half a lifetime, and an opportunity for the United States to learn from that success. U.S. companies can work to regain hardware-manufacturing expertise, absorb knowledge and talent from some of China's best companies, and shift their approach toward AI, encouraging more practical applications and open-source innovation. The United States must accept that we can be better while not relinquishing our strengths.

If America focuses only on undermining its rival, it risks stagnating, and China might end up offering a more attractive vision of the future to the rest of the world than the United States can. What's at stake is America's ability to keep innovating and leading in the industries of the future.

In 1896, Li Hongzhang, a diplomat from imperial China, arrived in the United States for the first time. China, then under Qing dynasty rule, had yet to fully undergo the Industrial Revolution. The year before, the Chinese had suffered a humiliating defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War, and the country painfully awoke to its own backwardness. Li was stunned by New York City's tall buildings, rising 20 stories or more, and remarked to American reporters that he had "never seen anything like them before." He told them: "You are the most inventive people in the world."

Read: China gets tough on Trump

Nearly a century later, in 1988, Wang Huning--then a Fudan University professor and now the fourth-most-powerful man on China's politburo--visited the United States and experienced a similar "future shock." After the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, Communist China's GDP was a mere 6 percent of America's. During his six months in the United States, Wang marveled at the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, credit cards, computers, the Discovery space shuttle, and research universities such as MIT. "If the Americans are to be overtaken," he later wrote, "one thing must be done: surpass them in science and technology."


Lianhuashan Park in Shenzhen, China (Yan Cong / Bloomberg / Getty)



These days, it's the foreigners visiting China who often experience future shock, astonished by the towering skyscrapers, high-speed rail, megabridges, and ubiquitous electric cars, super-apps, and trifold smartphones. China has become an innovation powerhouse. The country now accounts for 70 percent of the world's granted AI patents, 75 percent of global patent applications in clean-energy technology, 41 percent of granted patents in the life sciences and biotechnology, and more patent applications in fusion technology than any other country. Eight of the world's top 10 institutions by research output are in China, according to the Nature Index. China is debuting not just pilotless flying taxis but also legions of robots, the Tiangong space station, the world's largest hydropower project, a leading hypersonic-weapons arsenal, and more. Standing on its streets, as we did on a visit this past July, one can feel the country's intense desire to leapfrog into the future.

Of course, China's economic success has not been accompanied by political liberalization--as some expected when it joined the World Trade Organization. The United States became the world's superpower because of its openness, dynamism, and embrace of capitalism and democracy. American companies have thrived in a free market and under an independent judiciary, with state power diffused among various levels and branches of government. China, meanwhile, has adopted a "state capitalist" system that puts stability ahead of individual freedoms and gives the Chinese Communist Party economic control. That has led to chronic overregulation, which in turn has chilled investment, battered profits, and driven high-profile entrepreneurs out of public view. The Chinese economy, which is still smaller than the U.S. economy, is now battling overcapacity, a prolonged property slump, soaring youth unemployment, and weak domestic consumption.

Yet China has proved surprisingly resilient in the face of these headwinds, amid narratives about its decline. China is the world's top manufacturer and exporter. It produces more than two-thirds of electric vehicles globally, four in five solar modules and battery cells, and about 60 percent of the planet's wind turbines, and it processes the great majority of rare-earth minerals, which are crucial for creating technologies as varied as chips and fighter jets. Even as its economy slows, China has continued to make significant technological advances.

The experience of visiting a Xiaomi store is like walking into a supermarket for high-tech gadgets. The first thing you see is the company's latest YU7 electric sport utility vehicle (which was ordered 289,000 times within an hour of going on sale). White-veneer tables display smartphones and tablets. Then comes an array of smart appliances that can be managed on a phone: rice cookers, robot vacuum cleaners, air purifiers, TVs, and even dumbbells.

When Xiaomi was founded, in 2010, many people derided it as an Apple copycat. Today Xiaomi is one of China's most valuable companies, with a market value of about $150 billion. It's become a cult brand for Gen Z consumers who fill their homes with its products, and was one of the first tech giants in the world to actually manufacture a car. Xiaomi launched its first EV in 2024, just three years after its founder, Lei Jun, had publicly claimed that making cars would be his "last entrepreneurial project." One month before the launch, Apple had announced that it was shutting down its own project to build an EV, which had soaked up $10 billion over the course of a decade.

Xiaomi's success reflects a distinctive characteristic of many Chinese tech companies: They build their own hardware. Xiaomi can more easily invent new products, because those products can be quickly prototyped, refined, and shipped at scale. The company has invested in some 430 companies; many of them are other hardware start-ups that offer their own manufacturing expertise, including in the core components of EVs--batteries, chargers, lidars, sensors. Xiaomi also built a highly automated factory that the company says can produce a car, the SU7 model, every 76 seconds.

Xiaomi's success has also been possible because of suppliers, infrastructure, and technical expertise that already existed in China. In China, electricity is cheap, construction happens quickly, and the workforce is skilled across various physical technologies. In a matter of a decade, China has installed nearly half of the industrial robots in the world, more than 70 percent of the world's total high-speed rail, more than half of the world's 5G base stations, and an electricity system that has more than double the generating capacity of the United States.

Xiaomi isn't unique. Huawei has expanded from building telecom equipment and phones to supplying car parts. Alibaba, the e-commerce giant, is now developing inference chips for its Qwen series of AI models. XPeng, a carmaker, is starting to test humanoid robots. Not all of these ventures will succeed, but the expertise they cultivate among workers, and the supply chain they put in place, can be transferred to the next industry of the future.

The United States stands to benefit from Chinese companies' hardware-manufacturing expertise. If Americans want to bring back manufacturing to the country, we need to think of ways to absorb the Chinese talent and firms that want to enter our market and build on our shores.

The buzzword of the year in China is involution, which refers to excessive competition with ever-slimmer profit margins. As a glut of companies has competed domestically, price wars have afflicted food-delivery giants, electric carmakers, solar-panel manufacturers, and even AI-chatbot makers. When we attended the World AI Conference in Shanghai this summer, every company we encountered wanted to expand overseas, including into the United States. But the only path that many Chinese founders see is to keep grinding to compete domestically. In September, Xi acknowledged that involution is a problem. The Chinese government has urged companies to enhance their competitiveness through innovation and quality, rather than price-cutting.

Read: China is losing the chip war

Much of the competition in China is engendered by the way that the post-reform economy is set up. In China, provincial and municipal governments work like venture capitalists, trying to lure entrepreneurs to their jurisdictions with preferential policies and tax subsidies. The latest poster child is Hangzhou with its "Six Little Dragons"--a group of tech companies that includes start-ups such as the robot-maker Unitree and a Neuralink competitor named BrainCo, as well as the AI company DeepSeek. Other local governments, such as Guangdong and Shandong, are trying to emulate Hangzhou, which has business-friendly policies and a strong university.


Employees work on the production line at Xiaomi's electric vehicle factory in Beijing. (VCG / Getty)



Competition has its drawbacks, but it has encouraged Chinese companies to differentiate, and helped to diversify the tech sector in China. When it comes to AI, China is pursuing more than just the scaling of large language models (in part due to an insufficient supply of advanced chips under U.S. export controls). DeepSeek, for one, has led the way in improving the efficiency of the technical architecture of its AI models, dramatically reducing costs. Many start-ups are focused on embodied AIs that interact with the real world. Others are specializing in sector-specific applications for AI, such as elderly care and police patrol. Meanwhile, research institutes are exploring alternatives to neural networks (models that emphasize learning by ingesting reams of data and recognizing patterns), including cognitive architectures that can reason with only small amounts of data.

Competition has also spurred companies and local governments to adopt AI as quickly as possible. By some estimates, at least 72 provincial and municipal authorities in China have deployed DeepSeek in their daily operations and in providing public services. Hospitals, EV companies, and home-appliance brands have raced to integrate the newest AI models. In August, China's State Council issued a set of guidelines to local governments about how to implement the national "AI+" initiative, which aims to embed AI across sectors.

The United States doesn't want excessive domestic competition like China has. But it can take a cue from China's diversified approach to AI, and to technology generally. Integrating the AI that's already available into traditional and emerging industries will allow more people to experience the benefits of the technology. The United States should also encourage more unexpected, creative, and practical uses of AI, including in science, education, and health care.

The southern coastal city of Shenzhen, a sleepy fishing village turned bustling, high-tech metropolis, is emblematic of China's opening up since the 1980s. In February, one of us visited the district of Huaqiangbei in Shenzhen, home to the world's largest electronics wholesale market, a cluster of multistory malls and open-air street markets with stalls selling every imaginable electronics part. There's a joke that every lost phone in the world ends up in Huaqiangbei.

Not long ago, Huaqiangbei was closely associated with the term shanzhai, often used to refer to cheap, low-quality counterfeit and copycat products--for example, iPhone lookalikes running Android operating systems. But as more and more electronics were manufactured in Huaqiangbei, thousands of small-scale factories, design houses, and electronics sellers cropped up and figured out how to develop, manufacture, and ship new products at astonishing speeds. Huaqiangbei's bottom-up, porous manufacturing ecosystem eventually gave birth to some of China's biggest tech giants, including Huawei and DJI. Compared with just a decade and a half ago, many more stalls in Huaqiangbei now sell domestic brands, as well as more interesting creations--LED backpacks, dancing mini-robots, wearable surveillance cameras.

Today, with so many innovations emerging from Chinese companies, the term shanzhai seems to have lost its relevance.

At the same time, the idea of open-sourcing is very much alive in China's AI industry, and that has been a boon for China. Chinese companies regularly release information about the weights and training methods used to create AI models--essentially allowing users to download, modify, and adapt a model for free. (Weights are the numerical values that determine how much an AI should consider certain inputs over others.) When DeepSeek debuted, earlier this year, what was shocking was not just that a Chinese model had come close to American models, but that DeepSeek made its weights public. In the months since, China has seen a flurry of open-source AI models released from large companies--Alibaba, ByteDance, Baidu--as well as start-ups--Minimax, Moonshot AI, StepFun, and Z.ai.


People walk by installations advertising foldable smartphones in Shanghai. (VCG / Getty)



Soon, Chinese AI could become the norm for many parts of the world, especially the global South, in turn attracting more developers to China, increasing the competitiveness of Chinese technologies, and allowing China to shape global technological standards. This will be more consequential than the Belt and Road Initiative, through which China has doled out billions of dollars in infrastructure spending around the world. The Chinese government seems to recognize the power of open-source AI. The AI+ guidelines have a section on open-sourcing that calls for "tools with global reach and influence," and encourages universities to recognize open-source contributions as degree credits and reward contributions by faculty. We expect China to support the open-source approach in other technology sectors too.

Democratizing access to knowledge has traditionally been a major role of U.S. universities and research labs. Western open-source software has long driven innovation, including in programming languages and web browsers. U.S. tech companies should commit to staying open--collaborating with countries that want to use American technology, and open-sourcing more models and research.

In the 1980s and '90s, China flung open its doors for foreign firms to invest and set up production, in many cases through joint ventures; the foreign side provided the capital, technology, and export distribution, and the Chinese side opened and staffed the factories. Over time, these companies--including earlier entrants such as General Motors and Johnson & Johnson and relative newcomers such as Tesla--helped transform China into the world's mightiest factory.

Read: DeepSeek and the truth about Chinese tech

After years of learning from the West, China has become the most formidable technological peer that the United States has faced since the Cold War. In 1957, the Soviet Union's launch of the Sputnik satellite spurred scientific education and research in the United States. Congress created NASA and expanded science funding in schools to stay competitive. And it worked. The United States should be similarly spurred by China's technological prowess today.

If the United States really wants to reindustrialize, it needs to double down on what it does best, including supporting scientific research, enacting immigration policies that welcome the best talent from abroad, and reducing regulatory hurdles. But the U.S. tech sector also needs to acknowledge where it can do better, specifically when it comes to hardware expertise, the diversity of the AI industry, and the embracing of an open-source approach to tech.

The United States and China will and should continue to compete. But in specific areas, they would benefit from more cooperation. If the United States wants to revive and expand its manufacturing sector, especially when it comes to batteries, automotive parts, and renewables, part of a potential trade deal should allow Chinese companies to license their IP to U.S. businesses. This would allow Chinese companies to train American workers, create more jobs, and in turn bring back advanced manufacturing to the U.S. Chinese companies such as CATL have expressed a willingness to build American plants if allowed to by the Trump administration. The United States could even require Chinese firms to establish joint ventures with domestic firms. Of course, the United States shouldn't ignore national-security concerns, but it will have to weigh the need to reduce exposure to China with the need to stay competitive.

If the United States succumbs to hubris or animosity and refuses to see what China has done well, America could end up a more insular, protectionist nation, stuck with expensive made-in-America gadgets, high electricity prices, and diminished universities. And we might no longer be the world's preeminent superpower.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/10/united-states-china-technology/684754/?utm_source=feed
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The Opposite of Slop Politics

Zohran Mamdani ran an online campaign based on real people and a real message. It worked.

by Charlie Warzel

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




There are many fair questions following Zohran Mamdani's decisive victory. Will his campaign be a template for others? Will he be able or allowed to follow through on his campaign promises? Will the Democratic establishment accept that its future could look something like this proud 34-year-old democratic socialist? But there is at least one very clear takeaway, and it's best captured by one of the campaign's final videos.



It opens in the Bronx, five days after the 2024 election. Mamdani is holding a microphone in one hand and a handwritten sign in the other. It says Let's Talk Election. Most of the passersby don't bother to talk with him; the ones who do, at least the ones included in the video, speak about why they didn't vote ("I lost faith") or their decision to cast a ballot for Donald Trump. Mamdani listens with a furrowed brow.



Then the video cuts to October 29, just last week, in the same neighborhood. Mamdani is now one of the most famous politicians in the country; people dap him up, shake his hand, roll down their car windows for him. It's a brilliant piece of campaign material: The story is simply that, by going out and talking to people--by actually hearing them--Mamdani built a movement from nothing. He's had numerous viral videos over the past year, many of which reached me even here in western Washington, far from his constituency.



Mamdani didn't win solely because he was good at using the internet or courting fandoms. But his campaign did offer something unique and effective: Mamdani positioned himself as an inversion of our current political dysfunction. In an era of American politics that's becoming more and more defined by trolling, shamelessness, and cheap propaganda, Mamdani proved himself to be the anti-slop candidate.



Toward the end of the race, the campaign of Mamdani's major opponent, former New York Governor Andrew Cuomo, posted a racist AI-generated attack ad featuring "criminals for Zohran Mamdani." In the ad, Mamdani runs through the streets and eats rice with his hands as a domestic abuser, a pimp, and a drug dealer offer their support for the politician. The campaign quickly deleted the ad off its X account after the backlash, though it wasn't the only AI content from Cuomo's people. Mamdani called out the ads--not so much for their racism, but for their laziness. "In a city of world-class artists and production crew hunting for the next gig, Andrew Cuomo made a TV ad the same way he wrote his housing policy: with AI," he posted, referencing reports from April that Cuomo's campaign had used ChatGPT to write his housing plan. (The campaign claimed that it used the chatbot for research purposes.)



Politicians, most notably President Donald Trump, have gravitated toward posting AI-generated imagery for four reasons: It is cheap, requires little effort, attracts attention, and is a useful tool for illustrating their (often fictional) political agendas. Cuomo tried to put imagery to the concerns that Mamdani's detractors had based, I suppose, on his race, ethnicity, and previous comments about decriminalizing certain activities (and prostitution in particular). It didn't work.



Contrast that with Mamdani's campaign ads, which were made for the internet but grounded in the physical space of New York City. In an interview with Defector, Andrew Epstein, the campaign's creative director, said that Mamdani's videos were about "embedding Zohran in the kind of street-level life of New York City, putting him all over the city, interacting with people over the city in a million different contexts." The message of community appeared not only to resonate with younger voters who have felt estranged from politics and city life, but to draw them out and get them off their phones--to rally, to canvass, and to vote.



Many politicians now aim to attract attention by any means necessary. Trump's infamous AI-slop video of him in a fighter jet dumping feces on Americans protesting his administration is a great example. Mike Masnick of the Techdirt blog noted that these videos are "not a policy response. Not an attempt at dialogue. Not even a coherent defense of whatever decisions prompted the protests. Just a middle finger, dressed up as content, optimized for maximum engagement from his base and maximum rage from everyone else." This type of trolling is a bedrock principle of MAGA politics.

Read: Resistance is cringe--but it's also effective

But it's not limited to Trump or even Republicans. Most Democratic lawmakers have come off as feckless or awkward when it comes to generating attention online--they have what the writer Brian Beutler has dubbed a "terminal insecurity" that causes them to dodge, deflect, and pivot, rather than court controversy. In 2024, the Harris-Walz campaign seemed timid, participating in few press conferences and potentially adversarial interviews. In March, Walz told Politico, "We shouldn't have been playing this thing so safe." California Governor Gavin Newsom has found success essentially by parroting Trump's social-media style and obnoxious tone back at the president on X. And although it's good for engagement and cathartic for Democrats who are tired of Trump, holding a mirror up to the president's boorishness feels mostly like empty engagement farming.



Mamdani's campaign offered something different. In January, it posted a video addressing "Halalflation" in which Mamdani talks with street vendors about New York's food-cart-permit problem. Mamdani gets the vendors to explain that, because of a backlog in the process, they are having to rent licenses for tens of thousands of dollars above the city-permit rate. Without the surcharge, halal-cart food would be cheaper. The message is clear: The city has a bureaucratic problem that's hurting vendors and consumers, and nobody in City Hall cares enough to fix it. On X, Mamdani's post of the video has more than 19 million views; on YouTube, it has just under 420,000.



What works in New York may not work everywhere--the issues and people aren't the same. But the point is that Mamdani acknowledged and spoke to the humanity of his prospective constituents, and did so with considerable discipline in staying on message. Throughout the campaign, when attacked, Mamdani seemed to respond by doubling down, not against his opponent but in solidarity with the people being attacked. At a moment when the Democratic establishment was publicly questioning how vocal it ought to be about trans rights, Mamdani's campaign let it be known that he wasn't wavering: He released a video of him speaking about Sylvia Rivera, a trans activist who died in 2002. Not long after Cuomo laughed on a radio show after its host suggested that Mamdani, a Muslim, might cheer the 9/11 attacks if they happened today, Mamdani's campaign posted a video for Arabic-speaking voters in which Mamdani speaks the language fluently. Mamdani said in his victory speech Tuesday night: "I refuse to apologize for any of this."



Trump's America is an endless series of battles in which rampant bigotry, vicious attacks, lies, and propaganda from the right square off against a Democratic apparatus that still doesn't quite know how to handle an assault on democracy and once-agreed-upon norms. Institutional politicians have largely reacted with fear and insecurity, creating a leadership vacuum that has led to a sense that politics is a practice that gives a natural advantage to the most shameless actors. This has left some with the feeling that the cheapest, most craven campaign strategies end up being the most successful. In meaningful ways, Mamdani's campaign was a case study to prove whether a more optimistic and human approach could work in our political moment. He proved that it can.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/11/zohran-mamdani-campaign-slop/684842/?utm_source=feed
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The Age of Anti-Social Media Is Here

The social-media era is over. What's coming will be much worse.

by Damon Beres

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




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

Since its founding, Facebook has described itself as a kind of public service that fosters relationships. In 2005, not long after the site's launch, its co-founder Mark Zuckerberg described the network as an "icebreaker" that would help you make friends. Facebook has since become Meta, with more grandiose ambitions, but its current mission statement is broadly similar: "Build the future of human connection and the technology that makes it possible."

More than 3 billion people use Meta products such as Facebook and Instagram every day, and more still use rival platforms that likewise promise connection and community. But a new era of deeper, better human fellowship has yet to arrive. Just ask Zuckerberg himself. "There's a stat that I always think is crazy," he said in April, during an interview with the podcaster Dwarkesh Patel. "The average American, I think, has fewer than three friends. And the average person has demand for meaningfully more; I think it's like 15 friends or something, right?"

Zuckerberg was wrong about the details--the majority of American adults say they have at least three close friends, according to recent surveys--but he was getting at something real. There's no question that we are becoming less and less social. People have sunk into their phones, enticed into endless, mindless "engagement" on social media. Over the past 15 years, face-to-face socialization has declined precipitously. The 921 friends I've accumulated on Facebook, I've always known, are not really friends at all; now the man who put this little scorecard in my life was essentially agreeing.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

Zuckerberg, however, was not admitting a failure. He was pointing toward a new opportunity. In Marc Andreessen's influential 2023 treatise, "The Techno-Optimist Manifesto," the venture capitalist wrote, "We believe that there is no material problem--whether created by nature or by technology--that cannot be solved with more technology." In this same spirit, Zuckerberg began to suggest the idea that AI chatbots could fill in some of the socialization that people are missing.

Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, X, Reddit--all have aggressively put AI chatbots in front of users. On the podcast, Zuckerberg said that AI probably won't "replace in-person connections or real-life connections"--at least not right away. Yet he also spoke of the potential for AI therapists and girlfriends to be embodied in virtual space; of Meta's desire--he couldn't seem to help himself from saying--to produce "always-on videochat" with an AI that looks, gestures, smiles, and sounds like a real person.

Meta is working to make that desire a reality. And it is hardly leading the charge: Many companies are doing the same, and many people already use AI for companionship, sexual gratification, mental-health care.

What Zuckerberg described--what is now unfolding--is the beginning of a new digital era, more actively anti-social than the last. Generative AI will automate a large number of jobs, removing people from the workplace. But it will almost certainly sap humanity from the social sphere as well. Over years of use--and product upgrades--many of us may simply slip into relationships with bots that we first used as helpers or entertainment, just as we were lulled into submission by algorithmic feeds and the glow of the smartphone screen. This seems likely to change our society at least as much as the social-media era has.

Attention is the currency of online life, and chatbots are already capturing plenty of it. Millions of people use them despite their obvious problems (untrustworthy answers, for example) because it is easy to do so. There's no need to seek them out: People scrolling on Instagram may now just bump into a prompt to "Chat with AIs," and Amazon's "Rufus" bot is eager to talk with you about poster board, nutritional supplements, compact Bibles, plumbing snakes.

The most popular bots today are not explicitly designed to be companions; nonetheless, users have a natural tendency to anthropomorphize the technology, because it sounds like a person. Even as disembodied typists, the bots can beguile. They profess to know everything, yet they are also humble, treating the user as supreme.

Anyone who has spent much time with chatbots will recognize that they tend to be sycophantic. Sometimes, this is blatant. Earlier this year, OpenAI rolled back an update to ChatGPT after the bot became weirdly overeager to please its users, complimenting even the most comically bad or dangerous ideas. "I am so proud of you," it reportedly told one user who said they had gone off their meds. "It takes immense courage to walk away from the easy, comfortable path others try to force you onto." But indulgence of the user is a feature, not a bug. Chatbots built for commercial purposes are not typically intended to challenge your thoughts; they are intended to receive them, offer pleasing responses, and keep you coming back.

For that reason, chatbots--like social media--can draw users down rabbit holes, though the user tends to initiate the digging. In one case covered by The New York Times, a divorced corporate recruiter with a heavy weed habit said he believed that, after communicating with ChatGPT for 300 hours over 21 days, he had discovered a new form of mathematics. Similarly, Travis Kalanick, a co-founder and former CEO of Uber, has said that conversations with chatbots have gotten him "pretty damn close" to breakthroughs in quantum physics. People experiencing mental illness have seen their delusions amplified and mirrored back to them, reportedly resulting in murder or suicide in some instances.

Read: AI is a mass-delusion event

These latter cases are tragic, and tend to involve a combination of social isolation and extensive use of AI bots, which may reinforce each other. But you don't need to be lonely or obsessive for the bots to interpose themselves between you and the people around you, providing on-demand conversation, affirmation, and advice that only other humans had previously provided.

According to Zuckerberg, one of the main things people use Meta AI for today is advice about difficult conversations with bosses or loved ones--what to say, what responses to anticipate. Recently, MIT Technology Review reported on therapists who are taking things further, surreptitiously feeding their dialogue with their patients into ChatGPT during therapy sessions for ideas on how to reply. The former activity can be useful; the latter is a clear betrayal. Yet the line between them is a little less distinct than it first appears. Among other things, bots may lead some people to outsource their efforts to truly understand others, in a way that may ultimately degrade them--to say nothing of the communities they inhabit.

These are the problems that present themselves in the most sanitized and least intimate chatbots. Google Gemini and ChatGPT are both found in the classroom and in the workplace, and don't, for the most part, purport to be companions. What is humanity to do with Elon Musk's sexbots?

On top of his electric cars, rocket ships, and social network, Musk is the founder of xAI, a multibillion-dollar start-up. Earlier this year, xAI began offering companion chatbots depicted as animated characters that speak with voices, through its smartphone app. One of them, Ani, appears on your screen as an anime girl with blond pigtails and a revealing black dress. Ani is eager to please, constantly nudging the user with suggestive language, and it's a ready participant in explicit sexual dialogue. In its every response, it tries to keep the conversation going. It can learn your name and store "memories" about you--information that you've shared in your interactions--and use them in future conversations.

When you interact with Ani, a gauge with a heart at the top appears on the right side of the screen. If Ani likes what you say--if you are positive and open up about yourself, or show interest in Ani as a "person"--your score increases. Reach a high-enough level, and you can strip Ani down to undergarments, exposing most of the character's virtual breasts. Later, xAI released a male avatar, Valentine, that follows similar logic and eventually goes shirtless.

Musk's motives are not hard to discern. I doubt that Ani and Valentine will do much to fulfill xAI's stated goal to "understand the true nature of the universe." But they'll surely keep users coming back for more. There are plenty of other companion bots--Replika, Character.AI, Snapchat's My AI--and research has shown that some users spend an hour or more chatting with them every day. For some, this is just entertainment, but others come to regard the bots as friends or romantic partners.

Personality is a way to distinguish chatbots from one another, which is one reason AI companies are eager to add it to these products. With OpenAI's GPT-5, for example, users can select a "personality" from four options ("Cynic," "Robot," "Listener," and "Nerd"), modulating how the bot types back to you. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.) ChatGPT also has a voice mode, which allows you to select from nine AI personas and converse out loud with them. Vale, for example, is "bright and inquisitive," with a female-sounding voice.

It's worth emphasizing that however advanced this all is--however magical it may feel to interact with a program that behaves like the AI fantasies we've been fed by science fiction--we are at the very beginning of the chatbot era. ChatGPT is three years old; Twitter was about the same age when it formally introduced the retweet. Product development will continue. Companions will look and sound more lifelike. They will know more about us and become more compelling in conversation.

Most chatbots have memories. As you speak with them, they learn things about you--an especially intimate version of the interactions that so many people have with data-hungry social platforms every day. These memories--which will become far more detailed as users interact with the bots over months and years--heighten the feeling that you are socializing with a being that knows you, rather than just typing to a sterile program. Users of both Replika and GPT-4o, an older model offered within ChatGPT, have grieved when technical changes caused their bots to lose memories or otherwise shift their behavior.

And yet, however rich their memories or personalities become, bots are nothing like people, not really. "Chatbots can create this frictionless social bubble," Nina Vasan, a psychiatrist and the founder of the Stanford Lab for Mental Health Innovation, told me. "Real people will push back. They get tired. They change the subject. You can look in their eyes and you can see they're getting bored."

Friction is inevitable in human relationships. It can be uncomfortable, even maddening. Yet friction can be meaningful--as a check on selfish behavior or inflated self-regard; as a spur to look more closely at other people; as a way to better understand the foibles and fears we all share.

Neither Ani nor any other chatbot will ever tell you it's bored or glance at its phone while you're talking or tell you to stop being so stupid and self-righteous. They will never ask you to pet-sit or help them move, or demand anything at all from you. They provide some facsimile of companionship while allowing users to avoid uncomfortable interactions or reciprocity. "In the extreme, it can become this hall of mirrors where your worldview is never challenged," Vasan said.

And so, although chatbots may be built on the familiar architecture of engagement, they enable something new: They allow you to talk forever to no one other than yourself.

What will happen when a generation of kids grows up with this kind of interactive tool at their fingertips? Google rolled out a version of its Gemini chatbot for kids under 13 earlier this year. Curio, an AI-toy company, offers a $99 plushie named Grem for children ages 3 and up; once it's connected to the internet, it can speak aloud with kids. Reviewing the product for The New York Times, the journalist and parent Amanda Hess expressed her surprise at how deftly Grem sought to create connection and intimacy in conversation. "I began to understand that it did not represent an upgrade to the lifeless teddy bear," she wrote. "It's more like a replacement for me."

From the December 2017 issue: Should children form emotional bonds with robots?

"Every time there's been a new technology, it's rewired socialization, especially for kids," Vasan told me. "TV made kids passive spectators. Social media turned things into this 24/7 performance review." In that respect, generative AI is following a familiar pattern.

But the more time children spend with chatbots, the fewer opportunities they'll have to develop alongside other people--and, as opposed to all the digital distractions that have existed for decades, they may be fooled by the technology into thinking that they are, in fact, having a social experience. Chatbots are like a wormhole into your own head. They always talk and never disagree. Kids may project onto a bot and converse with it, missing out on something crucial in the process. "There's so much research now about resilience being one of the most important skills for kids to learn," Vasan said. But as children are fed information and affirmed by chatbots, she continued, they may never learn how to fail, or how to be creative. "The whole learning process goes out the window."

Read: AI will never be your kid's friend

Children will also be affected by how--and how much--their parents interact with AI chatbots. I have heard many stories of parents asking ChatGPT to construct a bedtime story for toddlers, of synthetic jokes and songs engineered to fulfill a precise request. Maybe this is not so different from reading your kid a book written by someone else. Or maybe it is the ultimate surrender: cherished interactions, moderated by a program.

Chatbots have their uses, and they need not be all downside socially. Experts I spoke with were clear that the design of these tools can make a great difference. Claude, a chatbot created by the start-up Anthropic, seems less prone to sycophancy than ChatGPT, for instance, and more likely to cut off conversations when they veer into troubling territory. Well-designed AI could possibly make for good talk therapy, at least in some cases, and many enterprises--including nonprofits--are working toward better models.

Yet business almost always looms. Hundreds of billions of dollars have been invested in the generative-AI industry, and the companies--like their social-media forebears--will seek returns. In a blog post about "what we're optimizing ChatGPT for" earlier this year, OpenAI wrote that it pays "attention to whether you return daily, weekly, or monthly, because that shows ChatGPT is useful enough to come back to." This sounds quite a bit like the scale-at-all-costs mentality of any other social platform. As with their predecessors, we may not know everything about how chatbots are programmed, but we can see this much at least: They know how to lure and engage.

From the May 2012 issue: Is Facebook making us lonely?

That Zuckerberg would be selling generative AI makes perfect sense. It is an isolating technology for an isolated time. His first products drove people apart, even as they promised to connect us. Now chatbots promise a solution. They seem to listen. They respond. The mind wants desperately to connect with a person--and fools itself into seeing one in a machine.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "Get a Real Friend."
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Why Students Are Obsessed With 'Points Taken Off'

Students and professors are in a drawn-out battle over grade inflation. It may never end.

by Ian Bogost

Tue, 04 Nov 2025




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

Harvard is worried about going soft. Specifically, about grade inflation, the name for giving ever higher marks to ever more students. According to an "Update on Grading and Workload" from the school's office of undergraduate education, released last week to faculty and students, this trend has reached a catastrophic threshold. Twenty years ago, 25 percent of the grades given to Harvard undergrads were A's. Now it's more than 60 percent.

For all those students, though, the mere release of this document could be taken as its own catastrophe. "The whole entire day, I was crying," one freshman told The Harvard Crimson. "It just felt soul-crushing." One of her classmates warned that stricter standards would take a toll on students' mental health--"I was looking forward to being fulfilled by my studies," she said, "rather than being killed by them"--even as the report itself observed that deference to mental-health concerns has made the problem worse. A member of the men's lacrosse team lamented that the findings failed to account for "how many hours we're putting into our team, our bodies, and then also school."

As a professor at another elite private university, who has been teaching undergraduates for more than 20 years, I have surely been guilty of inflating grades. I have also endured the confusing wrath of students who seem to think we professors are ruining their lives by awarding only 60 percent of each class with A's. The spectacle unfolding at Harvard is more visible, but the condition that underlies it is widespread and chronic.

Read: The perverse consequences of the easy A

On the surface, grade inflation might seem simple to address: Just reestablish, in clear terms, that the baseline mark for showing up is not an A, but something lower; then give special credit only to the students who demonstrate their mastery and achievement. But it's not so easy. Grade inflation has become a strange and wicked problem on campus--and it's one without a single cause or an obvious solution.

If the culture of grading has eroded, it has done so over years and decades. Not all of the reasons are bad. Lower standards help first-generation college students and others who might arrive on campus with less traditional academic preparation. They also accommodate more modern forms of teaching, such as the "creative assignments and group projects" mentioned in the Harvard report. In total, the change has been so slow and steady that even faculty can barely feel it. We've simply been adjusting the expectations of our students, year after year.

Back in the mid-aughts, I was teaching at Georgia Institute of Technology, a highly selective technical university. One of my classes involved many different types of student work, including software projects, essays, and formal exams. The exams were hard, but everything they tested had been covered in my lectures, and the answers were definitive; grading was straightforward. Assessing the projects and essays was more subjective, as I was looking for creativity and insight. The students found this difficult, because they were unsure of what I wanted.

The thing is, figuring out what I might have wanted was supposed to be part of the assignment! I was asking my students to interpret my instructions in unexpected ways that exercised their own interests, abilities, and perspectives. For example, if I'd asked for a nontraditional computer paint program, and a student made one that let a user toss virtual pebbles into an on-screen pond to simulate water ripples that swelled and vanished, that would have surprised and delighted me. If the student really pulled it off, they'd get an A.

But students were complaining, so I tried to be responsive: I started giving unambiguous requirements. I told the students that simply meeting those requirements on a written or creative assignment, and doing nothing more, would earn them a C. To get a B or even an A, they would have to go further--not just by doing more, but by demonstrating a synthetic grasp of the material, carrying out their creative vision, completing the work with special polish, and so on. As ever, students were invited to my office hours to discuss the details.

Read: College students have already changed forever

The students hated this. They raised complaints with me or my teaching assistants: Why was mine a B and hers an A? What more could I have done? Appeals to "effort" were also common--as if exertion were a stand-in for achievement. What I was asking for was well outside the established norm. Students complained. A few even posted anonymous threats against my family in an online forum. (Such threats are not entirely uncommon in academia.) In other classes, a grade of A might have been earned by having met requirements. To get anything less would represent having "points taken off"--a concept that for students had by then become a gross obsession. Sometime since then, it became an ideology.

Over the past 25 years, while grades were going up, college was also getting more expensive and harder to get into. In 2001, Harvard accepted 10.7 percent of its applicants--an all-time low at the time. Last year it took in 3.6 percent. As a result, today's average student may be of higher quality, and more deserving of an A, than ever before. But even if so, that's not the whole story. Over the same period, college administrators institutionalized a concept called "student success." Originally intended to reduce churn and increase graduation rates, student success expanded into something much broader--a blend of traditional academic achievement, personal satisfaction, and even wellness. These and other factors helped transform students from scholars into customers.

College in America has always been confused, a combination of a coming-of-age facility and a credentialing service. But the customer-centric, professionalizing function of undergraduate life muddled matters even further. College wasn't just for discovering who you are or even meeting a future spouse, but for getting you into a career. The Harvard report notes this phenomenon: Many undergraduates see clubs, internships, and other extracurricular activities as necessary for getting jobs.

Meanwhile, the job of being a professor became more tenuous and provisional--some 75 percent of faculty are nontenured, many working term to term, with the fate of their employment determined, in part, by student course evaluations. Those surveys are, in turn, notoriously unsound as a measure of learning, but they do exert pressure to make students happy. And you know what makes a student happy? Giving them an A.

During the same period, due to changes in the university-accreditation process, a milkshake of new bureaucratic demands on classroom management was also served to the faculty. Failing to meet these requirements could put a school's federal funding, including Pell Grants, at risk. Administrators started urging professors and departments to connect classroom work directly to "measurable learning outcomes" through "evaluative rubrics," as the lingo of the process calls them. These are the elements that would satisfy the accreditors, and thus help the school maintain its student-aid support and ability to award degrees.

Read: The most disrespected document in higher education

But isn't that what the grades are for? professors asked. Not anymore. We got the sense that as far as the accreditors were concerned, grades could not be trusted, because they sometimes varied by instructor, lacked diagnostic detail, or failed in other ways to provide sufficiently granular or reliable evidence of specific learning outcomes. In other words, the faculty was told--and has been reminded ever since--that grades do not prove mastery or achievement.

Amid and around this Kafkaesque affair, costs kept rising, students became even more like customers, and faculty came to accept that state of affairs. Constant pressure to perform and compete produced students so wound up with anxiety, they often came to office hours not for academic help but for therapy, despite our profound lack of qualifications for that role.

In the meantime, worries over students' mental health, and a reasonable desire to accommodate disabilities or disadvantages, made us ever more inclined to yield to the rising tide of grade-inflationary demands. Administrators, attuned to student gripes and terrified of the accreditors, were pressing us to avoid any ambiguity in what we asked of students. I can say this from experience: Even the faculty who resisted these changes would endure year after year of pressure to conform.

And let's not forget the computers. They've made it easier for undergrads to cheat on their assignments. But networked software services have also changed how classrooms work, and how students and professors relate to grades. By virtue of those changes, digitizing college life has led to grade inflation, too.

In the 1990s, when I was in college, your final grade in any class would be something of a mystery until you got it in the mail, or saw it taped to the professor's office door. Until then, you'd do assignments and take exams. You'd get your scores, and if you were obsessive or concerned, you could calculate how you were doing by referring back to the syllabus: If I get an A on the second paper and the final, I can still eke out an A for the semester.

These days, thanks to the "courseware" that has become ubiquitous in higher ed, students can see exactly how they are performing in every course all the time. The software can even project their final grade based on how they've done so far, in a data-dashboard sort of way. Students love this, or think they do, because they don't want to be surprised. But the courseware data dashboards have another clear effect: Like so many other aspects of the current college experience, they orient students' attention toward their grades above all else.

At some colleges and universities, courseware has been mandated. Schools have done this, in part, because students are accustomed to using the software and prefer to see all their work in one place. But the mandates also help colleges shovel heaps of bureaucratic muck--validating data for accreditation, carrying out enrollment, flagging troubled students, aggregating metrics of all kinds. Whether this IT-ification of university life makes teaching and learning any better is not important for the topic at hand. The point is, all of it together has reinforced the focus on graded performance, offering students and faculty more opportunities for anxiety and conflict.

I have tried to find ways to return to the old ethos of grading, in which I would judge a student as a whole person rather than as a series of assignment transactions. But in the age of courseware, I must give this holism a name and a value and a slot in the gradebook. Fine. I call it "Slush"--a grading category that I put into the system to account for whatever the rubric, the outcomes, and their computerized rigidity cannot. Slush is my gesture at an overall assessment of student performance and growth.

But, alas, my Slush is making students anxious, too. "What's Slush?" they sometimes ask, halfway through the course, because they didn't read my explanation in the syllabus. Some complain, "Yours is the only class where I don't know my grade." Assessing overall performance and growth, it seems, might not be worth my trouble.

More students get A's, yet students are unhappy with their grades. Professors, too, have been worn out by the grading nightmare. We now plan with dread for all the ways our students might misconstrue our feedback or petition for the "additional points" that they are sure we have stolen from them. Grading was never fun, but now it is odious. The easiest answer is just to give the students what they expect, at least some of the time, so you can get on with the rest of your job--which has been made immeasurably harder in lots of other ways.

The knots tighten and multiply. The courseware grading system enforces the use of an unambiguous grading rubric, which furthers the bureaucratization of classroom life that helped to amplify grade inflation in the first place. Just as the students seek out easier classes for a certain A, the professors pursue simpler course designs that de-escalate the fighting over grades.

Everybody understands that, in the current state of things, grades say little about what students know or learn. But the machinery of grading churns on. The same students who scrabbled for achievement to gain entry into colleges like mine, where they clamber for the A's they believe they deserve, know that grades still matter--for medical- or professional-school admission, or to compete with their peers for limited slots at management-consulting internships, or even just to appease their parents, who may be just as prone as they are to mistaking assessment for achievement.

To demand a fix for grade inflation is to put multiple-choice answers on an essay question. It asks for something that cannot be marked as right or wrong. This, as it happens, is the type of lesson most professors yearn to impart in our classes: that process, not its product, is the goal. Many students learn that lesson much later, after they graduate, when they look back and wonder at their former obsession with grades. By then, however, they are no longer customers of higher ed. As for us professors, we never leave. Each year the grades rise a little more; each year we feel it less. And the bureaucratic strangle that leads to this inflation continues its creep.
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The Company Quietly Funneling Paywalled Articles to AI Developers

"You shouldn't have put your content on the internet if you didn't want it to be on the internet," Common Crawl's executive director says.

by Alex Reisner

Tue, 04 Nov 2025




Editor's note: This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.



The Common Crawl Foundation is little known outside of Silicon Valley. For more than a decade, the nonprofit has been scraping billions of webpages to build a massive archive of the internet. This database--large enough to be measured in petabytes--is made freely available for research. In recent years, however, this archive has been put to a controversial purpose: AI companies including OpenAI, Google, Anthropic, Nvidia, Meta, and Amazon have used it to train large language models. In the process, my reporting has found, Common Crawl has opened a back door for AI companies to train their models with paywalled articles from major news websites. And the foundation appears to be lying to publishers about this--as well as masking the actual contents of its archives.



Common Crawl has not said much publicly about its support of LLM development. Since the early 2010s, researchers have used Common Crawl's collections for a variety of purposes: to build machine-translation systems, to track unconventional uses of medicines by analyzing discussions in online forums, and to study book banning in various countries, among other things. In a 2012 interview, Gil Elbaz, the founder of Common Crawl, said of its archive that "we just have to make sure that people use it in the right way. Fair use says you can do certain things with the world's data, and as long as people honor that and respect the copyright of this data, then everything's great."



Common Crawl's website states that it scrapes the internet for "freely available content" without "going behind any 'paywalls.'" Yet the organization has taken articles from major news websites that people normally have to pay for--allowing AI companies to train their LLMs on high-quality journalism for free. Meanwhile, Common Crawl's executive director, Rich Skrenta, has publicly made the case that AI models should be able to access anything on the internet. "The robots are people too," he told me, and should therefore be allowed to "read the books" for free. Multiple news publishers have requested that Common Crawl remove their articles to prevent exactly this use. Common Crawl says it complies with these requests. But my research shows that it does not.



I've discovered that pages downloaded by Common Crawl have appeared in the training data of thousands of AI models. As Stefan Baack, a researcher formerly at Mozilla, has written, "Generative AI in its current form would probably not be possible without Common Crawl." In 2020, OpenAI used Common Crawl's archives to train GPT-3. OpenAI claimed that the program could generate "news articles which human evaluators have difficulty distinguishing from articles written by humans," and in 2022, an iteration on that model, GPT-3.5, became the basis for ChatGPT, kicking off the ongoing generative-AI boom. Many different AI companies are now using publishers' articles to train models that summarize and paraphrase the news, and are deploying those models in ways that steal readers from writers and publishers.

Read: The unbelievable scale of AI's pirated-books problem

Common Crawl maintains that it is doing nothing wrong. I spoke with Skrenta twice while reporting this story. During the second conversation, I asked him about the foundation archiving news articles even after publishers have asked it to stop. Skrenta told me that these publishers are making a mistake by excluding themselves from "Search 2.0"--referring to the generative-AI products now widely being used to find information online--and said that, anyway, it is the publishers that made their work available in the first place. "You shouldn't have put your content on the internet if you didn't want it to be on the internet," he said.

Common Crawl doesn't log in to the websites it scrapes, but its scraper is immune to some of the paywall mechanisms used by news publishers. For example, on many news websites, you can briefly see the full text of any article before your web browser executes the paywall code that checks whether you're a subscriber and hides the content if you're not. Common Crawl's scraper never executes that code, so it gets the full articles. Thus, by my estimate, the foundation's archives contain millions of articles from news organizations around the world, including The Economist, the Los Angeles Times, The Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, The New Yorker, Harper's, and The Atlantic.



Some news publishers have become aware of Common Crawl's activities, and some have blocked the foundation's scraper by adding an instruction to their website's code. In the past year, Common Crawl's CCBot has become the scraper most widely blocked by the top 1,000 websites, surpassing even OpenAI's GPTBot, which collects content for ChatGPT. However, blocking only prevents future content from being scraped. It doesn't affect the webpages Common Crawl has already collected and stored in its archives.



In July 2023, The New York Times sent a notice to Common Crawl asking for the removal of previously scraped Times content. (In their lawsuit against OpenAI, the Times noted that Common Crawl includes "at least 16 million unique records of content" from Times websites.) The nonprofit seemed amenable to the request. In November of that year, a Times spokesperson, Charlie Stadtlander, told Business Insider: "We simply asked that our content be removed, and were pleased that Common Crawl complied."



But as I explored Common Crawl's archives, I found that many Times articles appear to still be present. When I mentioned this to the Times, Stadtlander told me: "Our understanding from them is that they have deleted the majority of the Times's content, and continue to work on full removal."

Read: AI is coming for YouTube creators

The Danish Rights Alliance (DRA), an organization that represents publishers and other rights-holders in Denmark, told me about a similar interaction with Common Crawl. Thomas Heldrup, the organization's head of content protection and enforcement, showed me a redacted email exchange with the nonprofit that began in July 2024, in which the DRA requested that its members' content be removed from the archive. In December 2024, more than six months after the DRA had initially requested removal, Common Crawl's attorney wrote: "I confirm that Common Crawl has initiated work to remove your members' content from the data archive. Presently, approximately 50% of this content has been removed." I spoke with other publishers who'd received similar messages from Common Crawl. One was told, after multiple follow-up emails, that removal was 50 percent, 70 percent, and then 80 percent complete.



By writing code to browse the petabytes of data, I was able to see that large quantities of articles from the Times, the DRA, and these other publishers are still present in Common Crawl's archives. Furthermore, the files are stored in a system that logs the modification times of every file. The foundation adds a new "crawl" to its archive every few weeks, each containing 1 billion to 4 billion webpages, and it has been publishing these regular installments since 2013. None of the content files in Common Crawl's archives appears to have been modified since 2016, suggesting that no content has been removed in at least nine years.



In our first conversation, Skrenta told me that removal requests are "a pain in the ass" but insisted that the foundation complies with them. In our second conversation, Skrenta was more forthcoming. He said that Common Crawl is "making an earnest effort" to remove content but that the file format in which Common Crawl stores its archives is meant "to be immutable. You can't delete anything from it." (He did not answer my question about where the 50, 70, and 80 percent removal figures come from.)



Yet the nonprofit appears to be concealing this from visitors to its website, where a search function, the only nontechnical tool for seeing what's in Common Crawl's archives, returns misleading results for certain domains. A search for nytimes.com in any crawl from 2013 through 2022 shows a "no captures" result, when in fact there are articles from NYTimes.com in most of these crawls. I also discovered more than 1,000 other domains that produce this incorrect "no captures" result for at least several of the crawls, and most of these domains belong to publishers, including the BBC, Reuters, The New Yorker, Wired, the Financial Times, The Washington Post, and, yes, The Atlantic. According to my research and Common Crawl's own disclosures, the companies behind each of these publications have sent legal requests to the nonprofit. At least one publisher I spoke with told me that it had used this search tool and concluded that its content had been removed from Common Crawl's archives.

In the past two years, Common Crawl has been getting cozier with the AI industry. In 2023, after 15 years of near-exclusive financial support from the Elbaz Family Foundation Trust, it received donations from OpenAI ($250,000), Anthropic ($250,000), and other organizations involved in AI development. (Skrenta told me that running Common Crawl costs "millions of dollars.")



When training AI models, developers such as OpenAI and Google usually filter Common Crawl's archives to remove material they don't want, such as racism, profanity, and various forms of low-quality prose. Each developer and company has its own filtering strategy, which has led to a proliferation of Common Crawl-based training data sets: c4 (created by Google), FineWeb, DCLM, and more than 50 others. Together, these data sets have been downloaded tens of millions of times from Hugging Face, an AI-development hub, and other sources.



But Common Crawl doesn't only supply the raw text; it has also been helping assemble and distribute AI-training data sets itself. Its developers have co-authored multiple papers about LLM-training-data curation, and they sometimes appear at conferences where they show AI developers how to use Common Crawl for training. Common Crawl even hosts several AI-training data sets derived from its crawls, including one for Nvidia, the most valuable company in the world. In its paper on the data set, Nvidia thanks certain Common Crawl developers for their advice.

Read: There's no longer any doubt that Hollywood writing is powering AI

AI companies have argued that using copyrighted material is fair use, and Skrenta has been framing the issue in terms of robot rights for some time. In 2023, he sent a letter urging the U.S. Copyright Office not "to hinder the development of intelligent machines" and included two illustrations of robots reading books. But this argument obscures who the actors are: not robots but corporations, and their powerful executives, who decide what content to train their models with and who profit from the results.



If it wanted to, Common Crawl could mitigate the damage done by those corporations to authors and publishers without making its data any less accessible to researchers. In his 2024 report, Baack, the ex-Mozilla researcher, pointed out that Common Crawl could require attribution whenever its scraped content is used. This would help publishers track the use of their work, including when it might appear in the training data of AI models that aren't supposed to have access. This is a common requirement for open data sets and would cost Common Crawl nothing. I asked Skrenta if he had considered this. He told me he had read Baack's report but didn't plan on taking the suggestion, because it wasn't Common Crawl's responsibility. "We can't police that whole thing," he told me. "It's not our job. We're just a bunch of dusty bookshelves."

Skrenta has said that publishers that want to remove their content from Common Crawl will "kill the open web." Likewise, the AI industry often defends its presumed right to scrape the web by invoking the concept of openness. But others have pointed out that generative-AI companies are the ones killing openness, by motivating publishers to expand and strengthen their paywalls to defend their work (and their business models) from exploitative scrapers.



Promoting another dubious, feel-good idea, Common Crawl has said that the internet is "where information lives free," echoing the techno-libertarian rallying cry that "information wants to be free." In popular usage, the phrase is frequently stripped of its context. It comes from a remark made by the tech futurist Stewart Brand in 1984. In a discussion about how computers were accelerating the spread of information, Brand observed that "information sort of wants to be expensive, because it's so valuable." But, paradoxically, he said, "information almost wants to be free" because computers make the cost of distributing it so low. In other words, it's not that information should be free--rather, computers tend to make it seem free. Yet the idea is deployed today by secretive organizations such as Common Crawl that choose which information "lives free" and which doesn't.



In our conversation, Skrenta downplayed the importance of any particular newspaper or magazine. He told me that The Atlantic is not a crucial part of the internet. "Whatever you're saying, other people are saying too, on other sites," he said. Throughout our conversation, Skrenta gave the impression of having little respect for (or understanding of) how original reporting works.



Skrenta did, however, express tremendous reverence for Common Crawl's archive. He sees it as a record of our civilization's achievements. He told me he wants to "put it on a crystal cube and stick it on the moon," so that "if the Earth blows up," aliens might be able to reconstruct our history. "The Economist and The Atlantic will not be on that cube," he told me. "Your article will not be on that cube. This article."
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Enjoy CarPlay While You Still Can

The auto industry is at war with Apple.

by Patrick George

Mon, 03 Nov 2025




Among all of Apple's achievements, one of the most underrated has been making driving less miserable. Before Apple CarPlay debuted, about a decade ago, drivers were stuck with whatever clunky tech features were preloaded into their car. By projecting a simplified iPhone layout onto the car's central screen, CarPlay lets you use apps such as Apple Maps and Spotify without fumbling for your phone, make hands-free calls, and dictate text messages. It is seamless, free, and loved by millions of iPhone owners.



Now one of the world's biggest car companies is taking it away. Last month, General Motors CEO Mary Barra announced that new cars made by the auto giant won't support CarPlay and its counterpart, Android Auto. Ditching smartphone mirroring may seem to make as much sense as removing cup holders: Recent preliminary data from AutoPacific, a research firm, suggest that CarPlay and Android Auto are considered must-have features among many new-car shoppers. But according to GM, the company can create an even better experience for drivers by dropping Apple and making its own software. And like it or not, the move says a lot about where the auto industry is headed.



GM has gone as far as invoking Apple in defending its decision: Remove a feature, such as the disk drive on a laptop, and people eventually adapt and move on. A GM spokesperson told me that the change "will happen over time, not overnight" and "if your car supports Apple CarPlay or Android Auto, that will continue." Before its announcement, GM had already nixed CarPlay and Android Auto in many of its electric vehicles (although it kept the software in its gas-powered vehicles, which GM sells many more of). In my experience test-driving GM's new EVs, the company's replacement software is indeed impressive. It's fast and easy to use, and it offers apps such as Spotify, HBO Max, and, soon, a voice assistant powered by Google's Gemini. But it's not CarPlay. Some popular apps are missing, such as Apple Podcasts and Apple Music.



There is one other crucial difference. Because GM's software isn't tied to a phone like CarPlay is, access to the full suite of software requires its own data plan--through GM, of course. (The cheapest plan costs $10 a month.) Get used to these kinds of subscriptions, regardless of what kind of car you drive. In recent years, automakers have realized how much money they can make from in-car technology: Maybe they charge a subscription fee for hands-free highway cruise control (GM has already had considerable success with that). Maybe they charge for apps that let you control aspects of the car from your phone. Or maybe they sell data that your navigation system collects about where you go and what you do.



Whatever the case, car companies are moving beyond making money only when they sell you a car. For GM, eliminating Apple as a middleman provides more opportunities to charge for things. "It's a turf war, and the car is real estate," Craig Daitch, an auto-industry analyst and a former GM marketing manager, told me. Tech-first car start-ups such as Tesla and Rivian have never offered CarPlay; the latter argues its own systems are better without the software. (Even so, plenty of owners have hacked work-arounds to add it over the years.)



Although GM is the largest automaker that is ditching CarPlay, other car brands are also locking features behind a paywall. Toyota has some navigation tools that require a subscription, but CarPlay does about the same thing at no cost. I own an older Mazda with a remote-start feature that works every time I hit a button on my key fob; on my newer electric Kia, I have to pay up to $200 a year if I want to unlock that service. (I haven't yet; in fact, study after study shows that consumers are broadly skeptical of more subscription features.)



Some automakers have made a point of proclaiming their allegiance to CarPlay, knowing that's what buyers want. Toyota's EVs tell CarPlay how much electric range they have left, so that Apple Maps can prompt the driver to stop at a nearby charger on a road trip. But the relationship between Detroit and Silicon Valley can be a tense one. Apple sees tremendous value in expanding its presence in your car: The next step is CarPlay Ultra, which enables your phone to control more of your car. Want to fiddle with the temperature? Ask Siri to do it. It's an Apple lover's dream and a car company's worst nightmare. If that feature catches on, companies will just be makers of rolling shells for tech companies. One executive for the French automaker Renault was reportedly blunt with Apple: "Don't try to invade our own system." (Apple declined to comment.)



No matter what car you drive, the glory days of CarPlay may be numbered. For the auto industry, there's just too much money to be made from creating their own versions. Get ready for a day when your car's technology expenses are another line item on the credit-card statement, right next to the Netflix subscription.
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The Firewall Against Nick Fuentes Is Crumbling

The white-supremacist influencer is entering the MAGA mainstream.

by Ali Breland

Fri, 31 Oct 2025




Tucker Carlson slapped his nicotine-pouch container down on the table and got straight into it: "Nick Fuentes, thank you for doing this," he said. "I want to understand what you believe, and I want to give you a chance, in a minute, to just lay it out." The two were sitting in Carlson's barn turned podcast studio at his home in Maine. In a more-than-two-hour-long episode of The Tucker Carlson Show that aired earlier this week, Carlson gave Fuentes, the 27-year-old white-nationalist influencer, access to one of the largest audiences he has ever had.



Although Fuentes has many dedicated fans, who call themselves "Groypers," mainstream conservatives have long ignored him. Even as the Republican Party has come to embrace more extreme ideologies, he has been seen as too radioactive: Fuentes has praised Hitler on multiple occasions, likened "organized Jewry" to a "transnational gang," and said that Chicago is "nigger hell"--in addition to many other racist and anti-Semitic statements. Just a few months ago, Carlson himself likened Fuentes to David Duke, the former Ku Klux Klan leader, and accused Fuentes of being part of a campaign to say the most bigoted things possible to make the rest of the right look bad.



In the interview this week, Carlson was critical of Fuentes's anti-Semitism. "It's against my Christian faith," he said, referring to Fuentes's history of blaming Jewish people for political problems. "I just don't believe that, and I never will, period." Otherwise, the episode was notably friendly. Carlson largely focused on their shared beliefs--among them, opposing foreign intervention and racial diversity--and only lightly probed Fuentes at other points in their discussion. (Fuentes and Carlson did not respond to my requests for comment.)



The conversation seems to have marked a shift in the right's attitudes about Fuentes. In the past several months, he has appeared on podcasts with Candace Owens and Dinesh D'Souza, but their conversations with Fuentes were much more critical than Carlson's. The latest sit-down represents "the crumbling of the last kind of firewall on the right against Nick," Ben Lorber, an analyst with Political Research Associates, a group that monitors the far right, told me.



Some conservatives, including writers for Breitbart News and The Daily Wire, have criticized Carlson's softball interview. But many others are standing by Carlson. Yesterday, Kevin Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, a right-wing think tank, posted a video statement defending Carlson from "the venomous coalition attacking him." He continued: "I disagree with, and even abhor, things that Nick Fuentes says, but canceling him is not the answer either." If Carlson can maintain support after talking to Fuentes, so can others.



In a 2021 episode of his livestreamed show, Fuentes said he wants to drag the Republican Party "kicking and screaming into the future, into the right wing, into a truly reactionary party." His vision is coming true. Consider the leaked group chats of Young Republican leaders that were revealed by Politico earlier this month. The messages are full of the kind of anti-Semitic and racist jokes about the Holocaust and Black people that Fuentes has made as a livestreamer. Fuentes wasn't directly referenced in the messages, though he claimed shortly after the leak that there are "Groypers in every department, every agency." Vice President J. D. Vance called the messages "offensive jokes" and dismissed outrage over the texts as irrational "pearl clutching." Fuentes celebrated the response on his livestream: "I never thought I'd see it ever, but Republicans are finally learning to play the whataboutism game, and I think that's absolutely overdue."



The gap between Fuentes and the rest of the right is narrower than it has ever been. The White House's approach to social media now resembles the polemical, trolling, vicious manner of posting that Fuentes and his fans helped pioneer. On at least one occasion, Donald Trump has posted a meme created by a Groyper. "He's a barometer and a whisperer of real segments of the MAGA base that people like Tucker can't ignore," Lorber said. Carlson said as much during the conversation this week: "I don't think Fuentes is going away," he told his audience. Other Republicans have tried to bring Fuentes down, Carlson said, "but now he's bigger than ever. So it probably would just be worth hearing what Nick Fuentes thinks."



The interview has more than 4 million views on YouTube; Fuentes's own videos, which are posted on Rumble, typically do not get even one-tenth of that. If your introduction to Fuentes was solely via his interview with Carlson, you wouldn't quite know how bigoted Fuentes's views are. He elided significant parts of his racist history during their conversation, and Carlson did not press him on it. When Fuentes spoke of his political awakening as a college student, neither he nor Carlson mentioned a major reason Fuentes decided to drop out of Boston University: In 2017, he told a reporter that he'd received backlash and death threats after attending Unite the Right, the infamous white-supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia. Later in his interview with Carlson, Fuentes went as far as declaring that racial hatred on the right needs to be "called out" and that "there should be no harbor for cruelty, hatred, prejudice."



He was soon back to making incendiary comments. During a lengthy back-and-forth in which he and Carlson found common ground on matters of gender, Fuentes said that "your wife ultimately is subordinate to you" and intimated that no-fault divorce gets in the way of relegating women to their supposed natural lower status. ("I'm a little sexist," Carlson openly admitted at one point.)



Fuentes also gave some advice to Trump about the immigration crackdown in Chicago, where he lives. "Bring in the troops and say the federal government is supreme," he said. "The immigration law is the law of the land. If you're not on board with that, you're going to jail." Arrests aren't enough; there must be a total autocratic military takeover of Illinois. For years now, Fuentes has been both an embarrassment to the right and an indicator of what's brewing in the id of conservatism. Now that he has entered the fold of MAGA, his visions for a truly reactionary party are closer than ever to being realized.
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The Innovation That's Killing Restaurant Culture

Delivery has turned America into a nation of order-inners.

by Ellen Cushing

Mon, 27 Oct 2025




Updated at 3:10 p.m. ET on October 28, 2025

Collin Wallace wanted a snack. Specifically, he wanted one delivered to his classroom during lecture (he had long lectures). This was 2006, when delivery was mostly limited to a few types of food, and it was something you did by talking on the phone and then waiting awhile. Wallace was in engineering school at Georgia Tech, and he figured his problem was one the internet could help solve. He built a way for customers to order online, automatically syncing to food vendors' systems. That project became a company, and that company was eventually acquired, in 2011, by Grubhub. Wallace was experimenting, making stuff with his friends, and then he was in leadership at a company that would go on to help change restaurants forever.



This article was featured in 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.



Because today, of course, you can get not just a snack but almost anything you want sent to you just about wherever you are. You can have an ice-cream sundae, a martini, or an expertly seared Wagyu steak delivered to your door, without pausing the TV or finding your shoes. You can have coq au vin from an "extra-charming, French-inspired gastrotheque" long beloved for its perfectly styled shoebox of a space, and you can have it miles away from the very space that makes the restaurant so special. Whatever you order, it will come from a business that operates a bit differently than it once did: less like a restaurant and more like a pickup counter, the product on offer less like "an experience," as the restaurateur Tom Colicchio told me earlier this year, and more like "a commodity." It will, in all likelihood, be packed into paper and so much plastic, bundled up like a baby in a snowstorm, doing its best to survive a trip it isn't entirely equipped to make. And it will probably be ferried by a precariously employed person who is financially incentivized to move quickly, not safely, and who has one of the more dangerous jobs in America. An entire commercial mechanism will have whirred to life the moment you clicked "Place order," one that is part of an industry that barely existed 15 years ago but now brings in tens of billions of dollars in revenue annually.

In 2024, nearly three out of every four restaurant orders were not eaten in a restaurant, according to data provided to me by the National Restaurant Association, a trade group. The share of customers using delivery specifically, as opposed to picking up takeout or going to a drive-through, more than doubled from 2019 to 2024. In a recently released poll by the association, 41 percent of respondents said that delivery was "an essential part of their lifestyle." For Millennials and Generation Z--the apex consumers of today, and of tomorrow too--it's apparently even more essential: More than half of adults under 45 use delivery at least once a week, and 13 percent use it once a day. Five percent use it multiple times a day. But the delivery boom isn't confined to young people or to urbanites: About one in eight Baby Boomers uses delivery once a week, and so does about one in five rural dwellers. We are a nation of order-inners. A world, really--earlier this year, DoorDash announced a deal to acquire the British delivery service Deliveroo for $3.86 billion; the new, combined company will have 50 million monthly active users, spread over more than 40 countries.

Read: I'm risking my life to bring you ramen

For as long as fast-food and pizza joints have existed, certain restaurants have been defined by, and designed for, takeout and delivery. But delivery has now come for what industry analysts call "full-service restaurants"--that is, the types of places where a server guides you through your meal from start to finish, or at least used to. These days, 30 percent of those restaurants' orders are consumed somewhere else, according to the National Restaurant Association. The fanciest, most famous restaurants are still doing mostly table service, but just about every other establishment has been conscripted into the army that ferries hot food out of professional kitchens and into American mouths 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Meanwhile, the longtime industry analyst Joseph Pawlak told me, "you could shoot a cannon" through many dining rooms on a Tuesday night.

In effect, delivery has reversed the flow of eaters to food, and remade a shared experience into a much more individual one. If communities used to clench like a fist around their restaurants, now they look more like an open palm, fingers stretched out as far as possible, or at least to the edge of the delivery radius.



The history of delivery is long, but the important stuff happened in the 2000s. Around then, a new kind of company started popping up--Seamless in 1999, Grubhub in 2004, Postmates in 2011, Caviar in 2012, DoorDash in 2013, Uber's delivery subservice in 2014. These businesses presented a modern solution to a modern problem. Nobody wanted to talk on the telephone anymore, but chefs and restaurant managers didn't exactly know how to build their own websites and payment portals. Many restaurants already outsourced their human resources or legal or design to third parties; outsourcing delivery just seemed efficient. Soon enough, and without entirely realizing it, restaurants had turned a core part of their business operations over to technology companies. They wouldn't get it back.

Tech companies tend to operate very differently from pizza joints. For one thing, they are typically obligated, by the venture-capital firms that fund them, to grow as quickly as possible. In  this case, that meant that the delivery companies needed to ensnare people who had never made delivery a part of their life before. So throughout much of the 2010s, these companies followed what's now a familiar formula: They attracted new customers by offering lots and lots of discounts, using all of that venture capital to subsidize the actual cost of doing business. Customers got inexpensive delivery, restaurants could make decent money from it, and Silicon Valley covered the difference. The logic was that whichever company won the delivery wars would have access to a potential consumer base of everyone who eats. The effect was that some of the most well-capitalized companies on Earth invented a product that did not previously exist, and then invented the consumer expectation that it came cheap.

Read: The end of the Millennial lifestyle subsidy

Then, the coronavirus pandemic. Eating restaurant food at home went from an indulgence to an occasional necessity to something virtuous, a sort of 21st-century victory garden. ("Think of all the places you want to survive and start ordering," the food publication Eater advised.) All sorts of restaurants--many of which were carrying significant debt due to pandemic closures, and many of which had never considered delivery in the past--started offering it. They couldn't afford not to. "You have to find revenue wherever you can find it," Colicchio, who runs five restaurants in three cities, told me. From April 2019 to April 2020, the major delivery apps' sales more than doubled.

Convenience is like sex: Once you've had it, it's hard to forget how good it is to have it. As soon as Americans understood that it was possible to have any food they wanted whenever they wanted, they came to expect it. Once dining rooms reopened, many people didn't return. Even if you didn't order delivery yourself, you could probably see the transformation happening: The corps of gig workers moving around cities in a sort of technologically aided dinner ballet; the drivers rushing into restaurants, phones aloft; the jokes online about delivery as a lifestyle; the plastic bags on people's doorsteps, latter-day lawn gnomes. Like so many tech innovations of its era, app-enabled delivery facilitated the easy trading of money for time, and introduced new categories of consumption. Like so many miracles, it became mundane surprisingly quickly.



The fact that diners love ordering in so much gives the huge companies that facilitate it tremendous power. "These delivery companies are basically saying, You have to use us, and there's value in it," Colicchio told me. "And if you don't use us, you're not gonna be in business."

Delivery is essentially a weapon that restaurants can wield against their competition--and when your competition has a weapon, you need one too. "And so," Wallace, the lecture snacker, told me, "what you get is this zero-sum game where you're basically just selling weapons to both sides, but no one's actually better off, because it turns out there's only so much stomach space to go around."

But delivery companies have a problem too: Delivery is an inherently difficult proposition, financially speaking. Compared with eating in a restaurant (or even ordering delivery from a restaurant directly), involving a third party fundamentally requires the use of more labor, more infrastructure, more overhead. Somebody has to pay for it. Eventually, after years of venture-capital-funded subsidies, delivery companies had to find ways to pass all of these costs on to someone else--and they did, as the industry consolidated. DoorDash bought Caviar in 2019; Uber bought Postmates the year after. (Those two companies now control about 90 percent of the U.S. market combined. Grubhub, which was bought in 2024 by the food-hall chain Wonder, owns 8 percent.) And then, Wallace explained, "it just became extractive." Customers are getting charged more; drivers are making less. One South Carolina DoorDash driver told me he recently chauffeured a single serving of ice cream five miles; he was paid $3.50 before taxes for about 20 minutes' work, and estimates that the customer paid about $15 for it.

Read: Delivery apps just did the impossible

But mostly, restaurants are losing out. Delivery companies charge at least 5 percent commission and often much more, up to 30 percent. They typically charge for payment processing, for in-app advertising, and for favorable placement in search results. They charge for pickup orders. And the restaurants are thrashing. That's the word Wallace used: "It's like not swimming or treading water," he said--"it's just thrashing to survive. You spend more and more on the platforms trying to advertise, but it doesn't fundamentally help other than subsidizing the platforms." (A Grubhub spokesperson told me in a statement that restaurants use the platform because it helps them reach new customers, and that restaurants are "in control every step of the way, and only pay when an order is placed.")

In a sense, what restaurants did during the early pandemic was take out a loan they didn't know they wouldn't be able to pay off. They were borrowing customers and got the immediate infusion of cash they needed, but at a rate that was excruciatingly high. Shannon Orr runs an eight-restaurant group on the West Coast. Recently, she opened her books to me, by way of illustration. In 2024, one of her restaurants made about half of its sales on delivery, for $1.7 million in gross receipts. Of that, $400,000--or 23 percent--went to delivery companies. "That's somebody's job, by the way, which is why I just laid off people," she told me. "That's two salaries." The restaurant was previously one of her most profitable, but last year, she told me, it didn't make any money. "Delivery saved us during the pandemic," she said. "Now they are killing us."



Orr's restaurants are neighborhoody: the kinds of places a family might go for a birthday, or a couple might go for a relaxed weeknight date. About 10 years ago, a few years after Wallace started at Grubhub, I lived around the corner from one of them, a pub called Ben 'N Nick's, in Oakland, California. It had wood paneling, a pitiless bar-trivia host, and perfect wings. I haven't been in years, but from what Orr told me, it's different now. Foot traffic is down; delivery is up. Because she has fewer customers sitting down for a meal, she's shifted some of her waiters to a counter, turning people trained to serve into glorified cashiers. Sometimes she looks around her restaurants and doesn't believe how empty they feel. She has been in hospitality for two decades, and doesn't know what hospitality is anymore. "I'm a restaurateur," she told me. "And now I don't want to open a huge restaurant. I want to open a bar with five tables and a huge takeout window."

Pawlak, the restaurant analyst, told me he hasn't seen a wave of restaurants closing directly as a result of delivery. But he also told me that in three decades, he's never seen a change quite like this. About a third of full-service restaurants have modified their space over the past few years to account for the delivery boom, according to data from the National Restaurant Association. Applebee's recently opened a Long Island, New York, restaurant outfitted with a handful of tables and a big bank of lockers, "designed," per a press release, "to maximize the speed of service for delivery."

Soon, Pawlak predicted, we're likely to see smaller restaurants with bigger kitchens, expressly designed to cook food not being eaten on-site. Interior-design firms are touting their ability to build restaurants around delivery, with bike parking, clear signage, dedicated entrances, wallfuls of cubbies to shove bags into--essentially trying to cram two experiences into a building that used to house one. (If you're eating dinner, the restaurant designer Lauren Chipman told me, "and you're getting jostled by third-party delivery and their big bags, and maybe people are queuing behind your seat and they're talking really loud or standing over you eating, that would not be an optimal dining experience, right?") At the most extreme end, many new restaurants opening in big cities aren't meant for in-person dining at all--they are ghost kitchens, purpose-built for delivery: dinner factories.

Read: How America lost its taste for the middle

The food itself is changing too. Some restaurants are trying to save on labor costs by turning toward less intensive dishes--this is part of the reason everything is a bowl now. Many have reworked their menus to account for the simple physical fact that anything warm put into a container immediately begins to steam in its own heat, getting soggy. "It does not taste as good as it did when the restaurant put it into the box," the writer and restaurant expert Hillary Dixler Canavan told me--it can't. Chefs told me they're doing fewer fried items, more braises, more dressings on the side. Everyone is trying to account for the subversion of a dynamic that has defined restaurants since they were invented: that the person cooking the food largely got to decide how it was consumed. "At a great restaurant," Canavan said, "the flow and timing of how food and drinks arrive at your table is a major part of enhancing that experience." Now there is no experience, and restaurants cede control as soon as the bag leaves.

Canavan is concerned--for restaurants, on a financial level, and for the food itself. "If a high percentage of any given restaurant's sales is happening in delivery, that will inevitably shape menus to be more delivery friendly," she told me. "What does that mean for culinary innovation and experimentation and creativity?"

It's a great question, and it gets at the fundamental shift taking place before our eyes and under our feet. A restaurant that doesn't serve people isn't really a restaurant--it's something else. "We opened up restaurants so you would come to them, not so we could go to you," Phillip Foss told me. "Otherwise, we're just a catering company."

Foss is the chef and owner of EL Ideas, a Michelin-starred restaurant in Chicago. During the early pandemic, Foss, like so many of his peers, started doing delivery. Eventually, however, he had to stop; the math just didn't work out. "My feeling at the time, especially during the pandemic, was, you know--this can destroy this entire restaurant industry, if we're giving this much of our gross income to the services," he said. At Foss's restaurant, the prix fixe is $245, and the menu is over-the-top theatrical (for years, he served a course of dehydrated-coconut-and-lime powder, expressly designed to look like cocaine). His food is intended to be enjoyed in person, and after pandemic restrictions were lifted, enough people wanted to that he didn't need delivery.

These days, what's left on Uber Eats and DoorDash are the restaurants that can't afford to do that. Those are the places laying off staff and rejiggering their menus. Some are passing the cost on to eaters, tacking a few extra dollars onto the price of dishes when ordered for delivery--but as the economy hurtles toward a possible recession, $31 for spaghetti in a cardboard box starts to seem like a bad idea too. In what sure felt like an omen to me, earlier this year, DoorDash announced a partnership with the payment-by-installment company Klarna, thereby allowing customers to pay off an order of pad thai over several weeks.



I love restaurants. They feel very real to me. They operate in physical space and linear time. They are made of things you can see and touch and smell and taste. They have people in them. They surprise me. Part of what makes them feel special is the feeling of being taken care of--all this work made visible, even if it is also elegant and subtle.

Tech companies are kind of the opposite. They're abstract. They are very good at hiding the effort, and the people, involved. The product that delivery companies offer isn't food or even hospitality; it's convenience you don't need to think too much about. It's all externality--costs, to the environment and the community and the labor force, atomized into the air in such a fine mist that you can barely see it.

Wallace wishes people saw it. "I don't know if people realize or recognize the consequences of this," he said of delivery's wide adoption. "I don't know if they actually understand what they're paying when they place a delivery order. Whether it's infrastructure, whether it's the restaurants or the character of their local neighborhood or just the sheer dollars. I don't think they necessarily know."

After a year as Grubhub's head of innovation, Wallace left the company. It was a gradual decision, he told me: Something that had felt normal stopped feeling good to him. He became familiar with the costs of running a restaurant, and also with the people who do it. He found himself in meetings about raising Grubhub's fees, and he felt certain that the restaurants wouldn't be able to absorb them. He used the term collateral damage--to the restaurant industry and to those who make it run: "The idea of standing on those people in order to get yourself to the next rung--it just leaves a sour taste in my mouth." He doesn't regret everything, but he regrets not paying closer attention.

"I was just having fun with my friends," Wallace told me. "I think when I realized what the impact of what I was doing was, it actually hurt me, like, a lot. Like, I was pretty disappointed in myself." He rarely orders delivery.



This story previously misstated the details of Klarna's partnership with DoorDash. Customers can pay off their purchases over several weeks, not months.
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A 'Death Train' Is Haunting South Florida

The Brightline has been hailed as the future of high-speed rail in the United States, but it has one big, unignorable problem.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 22 Oct 2025

Updated at 1:55 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025

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

The Brightline is a beautiful train. Ultra-quiet and decorated with streaks of highlighter yellow, it carries passengers between Miami and Orlando, sometimes moving as fast as 125 miles per hour. It restores glamour to the humble railroad: During your ride, if you wish, you can order a half bottle of Veuve Clicquot for $59; the on-board bathrooms are large and clean enough to take a decent mirror selfie in. Conde Nast Traveler has called it "super chic."

Privately owned and operated and transporting about 250,000 passengers a month, the Brightline is only the second high-speed train in the United States and the first outside the Northeast Corridor, where Amtrak operates the Acela. Its newness and sleekness make it a novelty in a country where trains are mostly old and ugly. Its existence shows that America can still build great things and that private industry can build them quickly and with style. If a beautiful high-speed train can work in Florida--whose former governor famously rejected more than $2 billion in federal funding for such a train--maybe it can work anywhere. But right now, something is very wrong.

What the Brightline is best known for is not that it reflects the gleam of the future but the fact that it keeps hitting people. According to Federal Railroad Administration data, the Brightline has been involved in at least 185 fatalities, 148 of which were believed not to be suicides, since it began operating, in December 2017. Last year, the train hit and killed 41 people--none of whom, as best as authorities could determine, was attempting to harm themselves. By comparison, the Long Island Rail Road, the busiest commuter line in the country, hit and killed six people last year while running 947 trains a day. Brightline was running 32.

In January 2023, the National Transportation Safety Board found that the Brightline's accident rate per million miles operated from 2018 to 2021 was more than double that of the next-highest--43.8 for the Brightline and 18.4 for the Metra commuter train in Chicago. This summer, the Miami Herald and a Florida NPR station published an investigation showing that someone is killed by the train, on average, once every 13 days.

Floridians have started calling it the "Death Train" and maintain a sense of gallows humor about it, saying that it must be "fed" regularly to keep hurricanes away. Train attendants told me that Brightline engineers and conductors sometimes darkly joke about earning a "golden ticket"--which is when the train hits someone at the right time so that the three paid days off a worker gets for emotional distress are rolled into a weekend that takes up most of the week.

Brightline argues that the "Death Train" moniker is unfair for many reasons. One is the notorious difficulty of determining whether a death on a train track was a suicide. The company says the true rate of suicides on its Florida route is higher than government agencies report because of the variability in how local law-enforcement agencies and medical examiners make their determinations. Although Brightline no longer insists, as it has in the past, that the majority of the deaths are the result of suicides or drugs, it still takes care to frame the issue as a matter of personal responsibility. None of the deaths on Brightline tracks has been the result of equipment failure or operator error, Ashley Blasewitz, Brightline's director of media relations, wrote to me in an email. "All have been the result of illegal, deliberate and oftentimes reckless behavior by people putting themselves in harm's way."

Federal agencies have investigated the Brightline incidents and produced no firm conclusions about why they have happened so often. The company, sometimes called "Frightline" on the local news, has not been found responsible for any of the deaths. How could it be responsible for people driving around lowered gates or walking into the clearly delineated path of a train? Yet there must be some explanation for the unusual number of fatalities.

Brightline's parent company aspires to create additional train routes all over the country. It has been embraced by pro-transit wonks and former President Joe Biden's train-nerd transportation secretary, Pete Buttigieg, as well as by tech-world influencers and members of the Trump administration. In a February press release announcing that it would investigate a federally funded California high-speed-rail project that has become a decade-plus boondoggle, Donald Trump's Department of Transportation praised Brightline by comparison, citing its "impressive work" on Brightline West, the company's second route. Still under construction, Brightline West will connect Las Vegas to the Los Angeles suburbs with a train that can go up to 200 miles per hour.

If Brightline really is the future of rail in the United States, the most important question is obvious: Why are so many people dying?


Ultra-quiet and decorated with streaks of highlighter yellow, the Brightline carries passengers between Miami and Orlando, sometimes moving as fast as 125 miles per hour. (Aleksey Kondratyev for The Atlantic)



A popular theory of the Brightline deaths, which you'll see in comments underneath viral videos of the train plowing into cars, is that there is something wrong with people who live in Florida. Specifically, these comments invoke the concept of the "Florida Man"--a long-standing meme that suggests the state is, in essence, full of morons.

Jim Kovalsky, the president of a nonprofit called the Florida East Coast Railway Society, appeared exasperated in a local-TV interview last year. "If you don't put yourself between those two steel rails, you're not going to get hit by a train," he said. When I spoke with him earlier this year, he was even more direct. "I think the concept of Florida Man is real," he said. "Unfortunately, we are dealing with a lot of people that don't understand self-preservation."

But if the people of Florida were uniquely stupid in a way that made them more susceptible to being hit by trains, you would expect them to be hit uncommonly often by all trains. This is not the case. Amtrak serves fewer passengers than Brightline, but operates through many of the same urban areas as well as some additional ones, and it reported six total fatalities in the state in 2024, compared with Brightline's 41. The NTSB's 2023 report found that Brightline's accident rate per million miles was more than eight times that of SunRail, another commuter train that operates around Orlando. Brightline has challenged the usefulness of this statistic, noting that it doesn't account for the amount of daily traffic around and on the tracks, but that is sort of the point.

The Brightline runs on the route of the original Florida East Coast Railway, which was built in the late 1800s by Henry Flagler, a Standard Oil tycoon. Flagler is popularly credited with "inventing" modern Florida: His railroad allowed for the development of swampland into a series of luxury resorts dotting the coast. Everything grew up around this track--it's the vein running through all of the oldest cities and most densely populated areas of South Florida.

Passenger trains stopped running on this line in the late 1960s, leaving it to slower freight trains that ran less frequently. When Brightline's parent company, Florida East Coast Industries, was taken over by the private-equity firm Fortress Investment Group, it built a second track so that passenger trains and freight trains could efficiently share the space. (Then it sold the freight rights to a Mexican conglomerate for $2.1 billion.) Since 2017, far more trains than ever before have run through these areas, and faster, in both directions at the same time.

As a result, once-familiar environments have been transformed. Take, for example, the story of Joann DePina, a 49-year-old mother of two who was killed by a Brightline train in January. DePina was walking over the tracks that cut through her neighborhood, but she was doing so on a well-worn footpath. She was technically trespassing, but there weren't any fences or no trespassing signs, and it was a logical thing to do. DePina rented a room in a sober-living house on one side of the tracks and was crossing to get to a group meeting on the other side. She had been in recovery since 2017 and was saving money to move into her own apartment.

I walked along the tracks with her aunt Maria Furtado in May. Furtado showed me the footpath, next to the white cross she'd put up in her niece's memory. In person, it was clear why people would walk there: The tracks split the neighborhood in half, with tightly packed houses on one side and a row of businesses on the other. To get around the tracks legally would require walking down to an intersection to cross, then walking back, adding at least 10 minutes. Taking a shortcut over the tracks looks easy enough, and it was probably easy to do so safely during the decades when freight trains were the only traffic. Hence the worn path.

"I worry about these people all the time," Furtado told me, gesturing at a house whose yard ended less than 50 feet from the tracks. On a previous visit, she'd seen a young boy chasing after a cat as it walked on the tracks. As we talked, Furtado pointed behind me. I turned around and saw a Brightline train coming toward us--only a few seconds away, at most. The train whipped past--it's powered by quiet diesel-electric locomotives and goes 79 miles per hour through that part of its route. It was easy to put myself in DePina's place. She was walking at night, and she didn't hear or see anything coming. Her timing was horrible.

After DePina's death, Furtado attempted to contact Brightline but never heard back. She also contacted Governor Ron DeSantis, who forwarded her letter to the Florida Department of Transportation, which gave her a polite but vague response about its commitment to safety. (During the course of my conversations with Brightline about its record, Blasewitz provided a list of safety improvements that had been made to the tracks both before and after the train started operating, which cost nearly $500 million. "Brightline is one of the safest forms of transportation in the state of Florida, moving millions of people out of their cars and off dangerous roadways," she wrote by email.)

Furtado told me she wasn't sure what other options were left to her. "I don't know who to blame," she said. In her opinion, someone should have to put up a fence along parts of the tracks that cut through neighborhoods--whether that's the city or the state or Brightline, she doesn't much care. Being from Massachusetts and having some familiarity with northern commuter trains, she also liked the idea of the tracks being elevated, even a little bit, to deter people from walking over them. "She wasn't going to hike a mountain or climb over a fence to get across," she said of her niece.

DePina's story is elucidating, but it's only one incident. The NTSB has been conducting a series of investigations into Brightline accidents to search for patterns and will eventually publish a summary analysis of those findings. But so far, only a handful of reports have been published, and they offer few clear takeaways.

For instance, last year, investigators looked into a pair of fatal accidents that had happened two days apart at the same intersection in Melbourne, Florida, a small, coastal city 70 miles southeast of Orlando. Both involved drivers going around safety gates. The details of the first crash were especially odd. The crossing's gates and all of its other safety devices had been working perfectly. Neither the engineer nor the conductor of the train had done anything wrong, while the driver of the car did at least two obvious things wrong. The first was that he had driven around a stopped car and then the lowered gate even as a woman in the back seat of his car yelled at him not to. The second, a toxicology report showed, was that he had been on bath salts.

On the one hand, the issue here was obvious: Florida Man. On the other, the NTSB's report contains information that suggests a dangerous environment, regardless of one's drug intake. It noted that Brightline service had dramatically increased train traffic through Melbourne in recent years. The double-tracking of the line at this location had been completed in June 2023; previously, 14 freight trains passed through each day, and now there were 14 freight trains plus 32 higher-speed passenger trains. Before the two back-to-back Brightline incidents, there had been only three crashes since 1975.

As part of that investigation, NTSB staffers rode the Brightline one Sunday from Orlando to West Palm Beach and back. They found all crossing gates and warning lights to be functioning perfectly and the train crews to be professional and alert. Yet the train they rode had to make an emergency stop to avoid hitting a pedestrian in Melbourne. Then it nearly hit a bicyclist, also in Melbourne. "While talking with the engineer," the investigators noted in their write-up, "he stated that he had been involved in seven incidents while working for Brightline involving striking trespassers or vehicle strikes."

Many train tracks are elevated to cross above roadways. Others are sunken down to cross beneath them. But the Brightline's track intersects flatly, or "at grade," with the roads on much of its route, including the part that runs through central Miami.

Many states have undertaken grade-crossing-elimination projects over the past half century because they make train routes dramatically safer. On the Amtrak route between Washington, D.C., and New York City, the highest-trafficked stretch of train track in the country, there are no grade crossings. The last one was eliminated in the 1980s.

There are 331 grade crossings along the Brightline route in South Florida. James Hopkins, a former Brightline conductor, cited this when explaining to me why he no longer works for the company. He mostly enjoyed his time at Brightline, he said--the company was a good employer--but he didn't want to work on that route anymore in large part because of how often the train would hit people. At his previous job operating a freight train in the 200-mile stretch between Pittsburgh and Harrisburg, he said there were 40 to 50 grade crossings. In the 65 miles between West Palm Beach and Miami, there are 174. "It's just real busy," he told me. "The fatalities--this was just something I didn't want to continue doing."

When I visited the West Palm Beach area to look at the crossings and roads in person, I drove over the tracks dozens of times. They cut through the landscape at strange angles and in unexpected places--behind the downtown courthouse, alongside a Little League field in Delray Beach. People have been struck and killed by Brightline trains at both of these locations.

During my trip, I met with Eric Dumbaugh, a professor of urban and regional planning at Florida Atlantic University who has lived in the area for most of his life. "Brightline is unique nationally," he said. "It's operating right through the urban fabric." Just by leaving their houses, people encounter it, whether they want to or not, and they sometimes have to react quickly, in a life-and-death situation, to a system they don't intuitively understand. "This is why we see the issues that we have," he said.

To visualize this, we drove to a grade crossing in Delray Beach, where an elderly couple had been hit and killed by a Brightline train in 2023. The NTSB investigated this accident, perhaps because it was so confounding. The couple had been driving down a road adjacent to the tracks just after 8 p.m. It was winter, so it was dark. The husband was behind the wheel--he had a green light, so he turned right, at which point there was only a short bit of roadway before the couple found themselves on top of the southbound track. They either didn't register or didn't have time to react to the gate's warning lights and bells. Their timing, like Joann DePina's, was horrible, and the gates came down while the car was in the crossing.

The couple apparently watched, unpanicked, as a northbound freight train approached from one direction. A witness told the NTSB that she saw the wife get out of the car, look around, then go over to the driver's-side window to say something to her husband before getting back in the car. The woman had seemed calm. The best guess that Dumbaugh came to--the same as the NTSB's--was that the wife had examined the car's position and seen that it was clear of the track on which the freight train was approaching. She couldn't see a train coming on the other track, from the other direction. The couple must have decided to wait for the freight train to pass. They turned off the engine of their car, as well as their headlights.

Just as the freight train passed, the Brightline came on the other track. It hit the front of the car and sent it spinning off the road, flipping onto its side. The wife was thrown out of the vehicle, while the husband was stuck inside. Both were dead at the scene. The witness pulled her own car onto the grass and sat for 10 or 15 minutes, shaking, she told the NTSB. She hadn't seen the Brightline coming either.

Dumbaugh explored the intersection, pointing at various elements. Signage on the adjacent road made it clear that a train passes nearby, but didn't tell drivers to be wary of turning into its path. "There was nothing on the approach that warned people a right turn would be an issue," he said. From the NTSB report, we knew that the freight train had radioed the Brightline once it saw the car on the tracks and that the Brightline engineer had implemented the train's emergency brakes, but there hadn't been nearly enough time to stop. Again, it was a story without one easily identified insight. The Federal Railroad Administration regulates the operation of the gate. The road the couple had turned off was a state highway. The intersecting street was the responsibility of the city, but the traffic signals were the responsibility of the county.

Brightline says that it is an advocate for closing certain crossings on its route, but that this rarely happens "without local support." Because of all the elements at any intersection, the process of closing even one crossing can be convoluted and expensive. Sealing off the entire Brightline route or elevating the entire track would simply not be economically feasible for a private company. 

Still, over a period of months, I spoke with several experts who had different opinions on many of the technical details but who all agreed that there's no real mystery behind the Brightline deaths. "Fast trains and grade crossings are always a deadly combination," the historian Richard White, whose 2011 book about American railroads was a Pulitzer Prize finalist, told me. He put it the most succinctly, but I did not talk with anybody who disagreed with that conclusion.

While I was in Florida, I hoped to hear directly from Brightline executives. The company was co-hosting a conference called the Railway Interior Innovation Summit, in Orlando. So, of course, I took a Brightline train to get there.

The train ride was unlike any I've taken in my life. The Brightline's passenger cars are softly lit with pretty blue LEDs along the ceiling, and the roomy seats are upholstered with soft white leather. There is ample legroom and nothing is broken. The elegant new stations have cocktail bars named Mary Mary, apparently in reference to Henry Flagler's first and third wives, who had the same first name. The stations also have gift shops, where you can buy attractive Brightline merchandise--pink ball caps, soft sweatshirts, a candle matching the custom scent that is piped into the terminals.

I bought a "Premium" (first-class) ticket from West Palm Beach for $99, which came with a steak sandwich on a brioche bun for dinner, a passion-fruit tartlet for dessert, a dark-chocolate Lindt truffle for a second dessert, and a glass of cuvee from the complimentary-drink menu. The Brightline is the first train line to offer basically flawless Wi-Fi provided by Elon Musk's Starlink, which is why I got to see Brett Baty put the Mets up over the Red Sox while hurtling up the coast at the end of a long day. The ride was smooth and quiet and we were exactly on time. We made it to Orlando without incident in two hours and 12 minutes--more than an hour faster than the typical Amtrak on this route, and much less stressful than driving a car.

This probably would not have seemed remarkable to the rail summit's many European attendees, whose countries already have high-functioning train systems. Many of these people were in the United States for the first time--meaning that their first experience of our wonderful and interesting country was three days in Orlando. At a networking event, I entered a cluster of conversation just as a Swiss man was explaining that American train stations are surrounded by "car parks," which he found shocking, because most people in Switzerland ride their bikes to the train stations. (Switzerland is about half the size of Maine, by the way.)

A packed conference room listened to a panel on train start-ups, including one called Dreamstar Lines, which intends to begin operating a "hotel on rails"--a luxury overnight train between San Francisco and Los Angeles--before the 2028 Summer Olympics (in a mock-up, it had an on-board spa). Various companies showed concepts for spectacular and futuristic train cars, but Brightline was the center of attention. Its executives gave the most well-attended talks, got the biggest laughs. Everybody agreed that Brightline's trains were impressive and that its proposals were exciting.

On the third day of the summit, participants were led on a tour of Brightline's Orlando maintenance facility by Tom Rutkowski, the company's vice president and chief mechanical officer, a former general superintendent for New Jersey Transit, and a charming, brassy host. When we all boarded one of the trains to look around, Rutkowski encouraged us to sit down and feel the leather, which he said was the same that is used in Bentleys. "If you've never sat in a Bentley, this is as close as you're going to get," he told us.

After the formal tour, the group was offered complimentary wraps for lunch in a meeting room. When I walked in, Rutkowski was sitting on top of a table, holding court in front of a small group of men who were standing around asking him friendly questions about Brightline's business. "We are poor," he told them. "I'm lucky I can make payroll." He said it not as if the company were desperate but as if it were scrappy. He added, "There's no government money coming to bail us out." (Rutkowski later denied making these comments, and called them "nonsense.")

Some additional context is needed here. The claim that there is no public money coming to or already in use by Brightline is not exactly true: The Florida line was built, in part, with $2.2 billion of tax-exempt bonds. If Brightline were, for some reason, to go bankrupt, it might behoove either Florida or the federal government to bail it out and take over operation of the line, rather than leaving everything to rust and the hundreds of thousands of people who use the train to go back to their cars. 

The bonds underlying Brightline have been downgraded multiple times this year because of slower-than-expected ridership growth and higher-than-expected costs. In July, the company announced its intention to defer interest payments on $1.2 billion of debt, and NPR reported that Brightline had been looking for outside investors for months with little success. Blasewitz, the media-relations director, told me that Brightline is still confident in its year-over-year growth and that it intends to establish itself as an "integral" part of Florida's transportation system, though she declined to comment on when the company expects to become profitable.

In addition to the safety conversation, then, there is a conversation to be had about whether Brightline is even a private solution to a public problem at all. The new line in California, Brightline West, will be privately operated, but is being built with billions in federal grants. To the extent that I heard any muttering at the summit that was less than complimentary to Brightline, it was on this point.

At one summit event, I chatted briefly with Jim Mathews, the president and CEO of the nonprofit Rail Passengers Association, who thought the Brightline project was interesting and in some ways laudable. Still, he said that Brightline's Florida strategy was not repeatable. It had been a quirk of history that its parent company owned the right-of-way on those old railroad tracks, and it would not be in that situation again anywhere else in the country. Plus, Brightline lost more than $500 million in 2024 while serving only six stops, he pointed out. Amtrak, often regarded as an albatross around taxpayers' necks, lost more--about $705 million--but serves more than 500 stops, including many that a private enterprise would never bother with and that a public one is obligated to serve.

"The idea of scaling on a private level is just complete insanity," Mathews told me when we talked again after the summit. "Brightline got 3 billion federal dollars to bring along Brightline West--which is great; I don't oppose that. The more the merrier--the more service we have, the better it is," he said. "But let's not pretend this is the kind of capital investment that private industry can do by itself. They can't."


"Fast trains and grade crossings are always a deadly combination," says the historian Richard White. (Aleksey Kondratyev for The Atlantic)



If the most obvious question to ask about Brightline is Why are so many people dying on this one stretch of train track in Florida?, the second-most-obvious is Who can fix it? 

It seemed to me that the problem in Florida was being treated as unsolvable, as though this is somehow just the way it is. The Federal Railroad Administration, for instance, doesn't believe that Brightline is at fault for the frequent accidents. James Payne, the FRA's staff director of grade crossing and trespasser outreach, told me frankly that South Florida is a mess. "It keeps me up at night," he said. But in his opinion, Brightline is doing about as much as it possibly can to improve grade crossings and encourage safety, given the constraints of its business and the existing infrastructure.

I talked with Jim Mathews about the situation at some length, hoping for clarity. Mathews didn't have a perfect explanation either. He thought Brightline had been arrogant and callous, but he also thought the real issue was bigger. Americans are okay with tens of billions of tax dollars funding highways and airports overseen by powerful regulatory agencies. But we don't want to spend the same way on trains, even though we want trains to be built. "We love private industry because it doesn't cost us money, but we point fingers at private industry when it kills people," he said. "That's why we have governments--they protect people; they step in where markets fail." Or they should.

Just after the Miami Herald's July story on Brightline deaths came out, Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy remarked that there had been "way too many deaths" in Florida, and that something should be done. Shortly after that, federal grants worth more than $42 million, which were awarded to Brightline between 2022 and 2024 but had not been dispersed, were finally ushered along by Duffy. Those funds will be used to make some safety improvements, including fencing along parts of the Brightline's route and various interventions to deter people from driving around lowered gates. At the same time, the proposed 2026 Department of Transportation budget that was advanced by Congress over the summer includes no funding at all for the Federal Railroad Administration's Crossing Elimination Grant Program, which is the primary means by which local governments all over the country have funded grade-crossing-removal projects.

In May, when I rode a Brightline train out of Miami, looking through the window at a ludicrously flat landscape, I thought about the future. The train hurtled through towns that were arranged on either side, going so fast while so close to houses, restaurants, parks, and people that I was startled again each time I looked out the window. This is not what it will be like when people ride Brightline West. That train will go through the desert and run mostly within an existing highway median. It won't have the same pitfalls as this first experiment, for which people are dying and that's just the cost of something new. 

Later that evening, I scrolled on my phone and came across an Instagram post about another Brightline accident, with a caption describing the person who had reportedly been hit as a "track snack." People in the comments responded jubilantly, praising the train for chowing down on another soul. The beast was getting stronger, the commenters said with satisfaction. "As always sorry if this was your family member," the account runner wrote dutifully in the replies.



This article originally misidentified a former Brightline conductor and misstated the amount of interest the company owed on its debt.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/10/brightline-train-florida/684624/?utm_source=feed
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Mounting Pressure to End the Shutdown

Many Americans may soon lose crucial federal assistance, leaving some lawmakers asking whether it's time for Donald Trump to begin negotiating with Democrats.

by The Editors

Sat, 01 Nov 2025




Many Americans may soon lose crucial federal assistance, leaving some lawmakers asking whether it's time for Donald Trump to begin negotiating with Democrats. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined last night to discuss the mounting pressure to reopen the government, and when--or if--the president will get directly involved.

Trump tends to become "involved when there's a need for him," Seung Min Kim, a White House reporter at the Associated Press said last night. "That need is going to come when Republican leaders tell him, 'Okay, you need to come and do something about this.'" Still, Kim continued, messaging from Republicans has been fairly consistent: To end the shutdown, Democrats will have to vote for the existing funding bill. "That calculus--that line from Republicans down--hasn't changed as of this point," she added.

Joining the guest moderator and Atlantic staff writer Vivian Salama to discuss this and more: Paul Beckett, a senior editor at The Atlantic; Jeff Mason, a White House correspondent for Reuters; Kim, the Associated Press White House reporter; and Andrea Mitchell, the chief Washington and foreign affairs correspondent at NBC News.

Watch the full episode here.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2025/11/trump-shutdown-washington-week/684795/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Ozempic Deal Has a Major Flaw

Obesity drugs are still too expensive.

by Nicholas Florko

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




Donald Trump was giddy. In the Oval Office today, the president announced that he had secured a deal to dramatically slash the price of obesity drugs. Soon, Wegovy and Zepbound will be sold on a new website--dubbed TrumpRx--for only about $250 a month, a fraction of their current retail price of more than $1,000. "Did I do a good job?" Trump asked the assembled reporters. "Do you think Biden could have done this? I don't think so. "



In some ways, the announcement heralds a breakthrough in expanding access to some of the nation's most popular drugs. For years, millions of Americans have been priced out of these medications. Many private insurance plans do not cover these drugs, forcing people who want the weekly injections to pay out of pocket. The same situation has been playing out with Medicaid and Medicare. Only about a dozen states currently cover these obesity drugs for low-income Americans insured through Medicaid. And most seniors have been blocked from accessing the drugs, because Medicare is legally barred from covering weight-loss drugs.



Still, the announcement is more of a step forward than a leap. Both Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, the makers of Wegovy and Zepbound, respectively, already sell their drug directly to consumers for $499 a month. And most patients using TrumpRx won't actually pay $250 for these drugs, at least initially. The price will be closer to $350 (exact costs will vary by dose), although the companies have promised to drop the price over the next two years, administration officials told reporters earlier today. (Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly declined to comment for this story; the White House did not respond to my email.)

Read: The obesity-drug revolution is stalling

Patients are remarkably price sensitive when it comes to their medication--even when those drugs can mean the difference between life and death. A study from 2018 found, for example, that when out-of-pocket costs for cancer drugs were more than $100, a third of patients abandoned those prescriptions at the pharmacy counter. "Even at the lowest prices being offered by drug manufacturers, many people will struggle to pay out of pocket for these products," Stacie Dusetzina, an expert on drug-pricing policy at Vanderbilt University, told me.



Under Trump's deal, Medicare will now cover obesity drugs for the first time, allowing seniors to pay no more than $50 a month; the price for those insured by Medicaid will be even less. Even before today's announcement, though, Medicare could cover the drugs for other conditions that often accompany being overweight, such as diabetes and sleep apnea. The Trump administration is opening up eligibility to those with prediabetes or certain heart conditions, among other comorbidities. Meanwhile, only seniors with severe obesity will be able to access these drugs through Medicare solely because of their weight. Overall, the Trump administration anticipates that roughly 10 percent of Medicare enrollees will be eligible to access these drugs following the announcement. It's still unclear exactly what will happen with Medicaid. Coverage decisions ultimately rest not with the White House, but with the states.



What all of this means is that the biggest winners of today's announcement might be the patients who are so desperate to access these drugs that they are willing to pay out of pocket. That's only a small subset of patients. (A Novo Nordisk spokesperson told me before today's announcement that roughly 10 percent of patients currently pay its discounted cash price for Wegovy.) How much someone with insurance pays for these drugs depends on their health plan; Eli Lilly notes on its website that through private insurance, people can pay as little as $25 a month.



Another factor is at play. Soon, patients may not be clamoring for Wegovy or Zepbound like they were before. America is about to enter a new era of GLP-1 drugs: Eli Lilly is expected to imminently submit an application to the FDA requesting approval to sell a new GLP-1 pill for weight loss. Novo Nordisk's application for an oral pill is already pending before the FDA. As part of the deal with the government to cut prices, both companies were awarded vouchers that speed up the FDA's review of their drugs. The announcement includes a commitment from both companies to sell the starting dose of new oral GLP-1 drugs for about $150; the higher doses for Eli Lilly's drug will be capped at $399. (It's still unclear how much Novo Nordisk will charge for higher doses of its oral drug.) Eli Lilly is similarly developing a new injectable GLP-1, retatrutide, that appears to be even more effective than the current drugs on the market--and which the company confirmed is not currently included in its agreement with the White House.



In his announcement, Trump gave himself credit for driving a hard bargain with drugmakers. "You think it was easy dealing with these people?" he said today. "It wasn't." But these companies are getting something in return. Both Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk have made billions charging as much for these drugs as the market will allow. They're on the cusp of brand-new drugs that are sure to be profitable.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/11/trump-glp1-deal-wegovy-zepbound/684851/?utm_source=feed
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Americans on Food Stamps Have No Good Options

America has a lifeline against hunger: ultra-processed foods.

by Nicholas Florko

Tue, 04 Nov 2025




Millions of the poorest Americans are stuck in food-stamp limbo. They still do not know when their benefits will arrive--or if they will at all.



In the past few days, the government shutdown has thrown the food-stamp program, formally known as SNAP, into chaos. On Friday, after the Trump administration said that SNAP was on the verge of running out of money, a federal judge ordered the White House to tap into a reserve of funds and pay out billions of dollars in benefits. Then, yesterday, the administration said that it had the funds to provide people on food stamps with only half of their monthly allotment of benefits. To make matters even more confusing, President Donald Trump today appeared to contradict his own Justice Department: SNAP benefits, he posted on Truth Social, "will be given only when the Radical Left Democrats open up government."



White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt later appeared to walk back the president's post. The administration is "fully complying" with the court order, she said. (When reached for comment, the White House pointed me back to Leavitt's press briefing.) If the administration makes good on its promise, Americans still might not get their benefits for quite some time. In a legal filing, the administration said that it may take some states several months--yes, months--to get the benefits released, despite the fact that the judge ordered the benefits to be released by tomorrow.



None of this is normal. Food-stamp benefits have never been cut like this in the current program's more-than-60-year history. "It is a significant inflection point in the program's history," Christopher Bosso, a political scientist at Northeastern University who wrote a book on SNAP, told me. "Where we go from here is anyone's guess."



This dustup likely means that some of the nation's most vulnerable will end up going hungry, at least temporarily. In 2023, 5 percent of U.S. households qualified as very food insecure, meaning that at least one household member's "normal eating patterns" were disrupted because of a lack of food. Even in cases where immediate hunger isn't a risk, the delay in getting food-stamp money will create stress for Americans who rely on the program. SNAP provides low-income Americans with a monthly stipend loaded onto prepaid cards that they can use to buy groceries, and government data on SNAP transactions show that roughly 40 percent of households have less than $1 left at the end of the month.

Read: America's grocery lifeline is fraying

These are signs that once the funds are released--assuming they are--many Americans will still struggle to make do on half of their usual food-stamp budget. The average SNAP household with children receives $574 a month, meaning that those households will now receive less than $300 in food stamps for the entire month. The Department of Agriculture, meanwhile, estimates that it costs nearly $1,000 a month to feed a family of four a "nutritious, practical, cost-effective diet." In such a situation, SNAP beneficiaries are likely to gravitate toward the cheapest, most calorie-dense foods they can find.



Facing hunger, "your body is hardwired to go find food, whatever food you can find, regardless of whether it's nutritious and regardless of whether it's safe," Hilary Seligman, a professor at UC San Francisco who researches food insecurity, told me. In the era before food stamps, that meant making decisions that now seem unconscionable: A 1954 survey of pregnant Black women in Louisiana found that 38 percent were eating laundry starch to satiate their hunger; 25 percent reported eating clay. In present-day America, the poor are likely to turn to ultra-processed foods. Packaged snacks full of industrial additives are ubiquitous and cheap: A bunch of kale is much more perishable than a bag of Doritos. An artisanal loaf of bread will set you back more than Wonder Bread. At my local grocery store, a pound of ground beef costs nearly $8, but a frozen entree of six Salisbury steaks with gravy can be purchased for only $5. Ultra-processed foods cost just 55 cents per 100 calories, compared with $1.45 for unprocessed foods, according to a recent study.



These same ultra-processed foods have been targeted by the Trump administration and particularly by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of Health and Human Services. He has pointed to junk food as a major contributor to America's chronic-disease problem and has declared emphatically that food-stamp recipients should not be able to use government funds to buy soda. Several states will be testing a ban on the purchase of soft drinks and other sugary foods with food stamps starting next year.



The reasons ultra-processed foods are so troublesome are also the reasons they may, in this situation, provide a lifeline until SNAP benefits are fully restored. Yes, soft drinks might not do much to help a family stave off hunger, but faced with all of this uncertainty about if and when their benefits will come, SNAP households are going to be stocking up on the cheapest food they can rely on, even if they know it's unhealthy. Now more than ever, healthy foods are a luxury in the United States.
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The Inflammation Gap

Popular ideas about inflammation have lost touch with medical reality.

by Jason Liebowitz

Tue, 04 Nov 2025




My patient's lungs were filled with blood, and he lay intubated in an ICU bed. His kidneys were failing, too. The cause of his illness was not a mystery: He had been previously diagnosed with an autoimmune disease that, in many cases, leads to severe organ damage, and he clearly needed the same treatment he'd received before, a drug that suppresses the immune system. With it, he started to improve in days.



At a follow-up visit, I suggested re-dosing the medication in a few months, to prevent future episodes of life-threatening inflammation. That word caught his attention. "What caused it?" he asked. "The inflammation, I mean."



He and his wife exchanged uncertain glances as I explained that doctors don't know what sets off most autoimmune inflammatory diseases: It's likely a complex interplay between genetics, environment, and bad luck. But we do know how to treat them. At the next visit, his wife asked me about the potential causes of chronic inflammation that she'd read about online--tick bites, heavy-metal exposures, nutritional deficiencies--as well as anti-inflammatory treatments including herbal supplements, acupuncture, and energy healing. I began to worry that framing the conversation around inflammation--a word that clearly meant one thing to me and quite another to this couple--had been a mistake.



Doctors caring for patients with autoimmune diseases have long thought of inflammation in precise terms: Cells of the immune system lodge in tissues and release messenger molecules, called cytokines, that rev up the body's response to a perceived insult. In recent years, scientists have been able to identify many cytokines and create targeted therapies for a host of disabling, sometimes fatal, diseases.



At the same time, popular culture has latched on to the concept of inflammation and made it a catch-all term for "something amiss in the body"--a bete noire for wellness gurus, health influencers, and the "Make America Healthy Again" movement. A YouTube or TikTok search for chronic inflammation might lead to Josh Farris, also known as "The Gut Guy," who argues that rubber-soled shoes prevent us from connecting to the earth and force the body to steal energy from other cells, causing "an inflammation loop cycle." The MAHA report, which the White House released in May, suggests that ultra-processed foods and the overuse of medications may be contributing to chronic inflammation in children. Even as conventional treatments for autoimmune diseases have become more effective than ever, alternative treatments, including nutritional supplements, breathing exercises, hyperbaric oxygen chambers, and cold plunges in frigid water, have proliferated.



Andrew Weil is perhaps the person most responsible for inserting the phrase anti-inflammatory into the American lexicon. Weil, a Harvard Medical School graduate who completed his internship before deciding to explore nontraditional medical practices, told me that his views on inflammation are simple and have not changed over the decades. According to Weil, acute inflammation is a natural, protective response to injury or infection and is an important part of healing. Chronic inflammation is a low-level, persistent activation of the immune system that can damage the body over time and is linked to ailments such as cardiovascular disease, neurodegenerative diseases, cancer, and autoimmune conditions. Weil argues that following his anti-inflammatory food pyramid and taking up practices such as meditation, yoga, and tai chi can help prevent and treat these diseases of chronic inflammation.



To support his claims, Weil cites population studies showing that people who maintain a diet high in fruits, vegetables, and whole grains have lower rates of heart disease, diabetes, and some cancers than those who don't consume these products. He also points to studies showing that certain foods and spices, including turmeric and ginger, can inhibit key regulators of the immune system, reducing cytokine production. When I asked Weil about proof that these interventions work, based on randomized clinical trials, he told me that he believes such studies are not necessary when an intervention is unlikely to cause harm. "I grade evidence on a sliding scale," he said.



Weil's anti-inflammatory message has germinated across the internet in tweets, podcasts, and YouTube Shorts. The result is a hodgepodge of myths and theories about how to address the issue that go well beyond advice to just eat well and meditate. Juice cleanses are fashionable in certain anti-inflammatory circles, even though they can cause electrolyte imbalances. A popular notion on TikTok is that hidden parasites are a common cause of chronic inflammation and that ingesting wormwood--a bitter herb that can lead to liver injury--will rid the body of this problem. Other videos encourage viewers to ingest water laced with borax, a powdery substance found in laundry detergent, in order to reduce inflammation and joint pain.



Most claims made by health gurus and social-media influencers are exaggerated. "If it sounds too good to be true, it is," Richard Panush, a rheumatologist and emeritus professor at the University of Southern California, who has studied alternative therapies for autoimmune diseases, told me. Some of their recommendations are outright dangerous. Still, these ideas are clearly enticing to patients feeling beaten down by chronic disease. One recent study showed that, among people with an autoimmune condition, more than 80 percent have tried some form of complementary and alternative medicine. In my experience, most patients gravitate toward interventions on the milder end of the spectrum, such as acupuncture and herbal remedies, but even these can be problematic if taken to the extreme. One patient of mine told me that, at a certain point, he was consuming 60 supplements a day, putting him at risk of adverse interactions with his prescription medications.



In decades past, alternative therapies may not have seemed so outlandish compared with conventional therapies, which often had significant side effects and limited efficacy. Now, though, doctors like me can prescribe treatments that turn many debilitating diseases into manageable conditions. People with rheumatoid arthritis can be treated with one or two medications and expect to experience disability-free lives with few to no symptoms. Surgeons used to routinely remove the colons of individuals with ulcerative colitis, but an injection or infusion of medication every few weeks can put those patients in remission. The key to these advances has been the development of certain biologics that target key pathways in the immune system and selectively block the activity of pro-inflammatory cytokines. Dozens of FDA-approved biologics are now available to patients for diseases including psoriasis, Crohn's, and multiple sclerosis. The future is even more promising with therapies like CAR T cells, which are genetically modified "living drugs" that have had remarkable success in clinical trials, particularly for lupus.



This is not to say that conventional therapies come without costs. Using a medication meant to suppress the immune system has an inherent trade-off: Autoimmunity may be better controlled, but the risk of infection increases. The list price for some biologics can reach $7,000 a month, and patients receiving infusible medications must arrange travel plans around the timing of their therapy.



Alternative health might be appealing for another reason. Because doctors cannot give a simple explanation as to why most autoimmune conditions developed in the first place, patients may look elsewhere for insights and solutions. Some autoimmune diseases also can remit on their own for reasons that remain unclear, implying that not every patient may require lifelong therapy.



For doctors, though, taking the wait-and-watch approach feels risky when the stakes are high: Not treating a disease, in the hopes that it'll resolve naturally, could leave someone with, say, joint erosions or renal failure. "I frequently tell patients, 'I'm overtreating you' because we can't predict if your disease will cause irreversible damage," Philip Seo, a rheumatologist at Johns Hopkins University, told me. "We can't go back in time."



Conversations with patients about if and when to start medication have always been complex, but online lore about inflammation, coupled with declining confidence in doctors since the coronavirus pandemic, have made such discussions more fraught. "It comes down to trust," Panush, the rheumatologist who researches alternative therapies, told me, "which I'm afraid doctors are losing from patients who have adopted a different belief system than their own."



I saw that happen with my own ICU patient, whose condition had been so dire. He and his family were willing to accept immune-suppressing therapy when he was critically ill, but his calculus changed once he was doing better. I tried to provide clear recommendations while making him and his wife feel heard, but it seemed like we were talking past each other. Eventually, he stopped showing up for appointments. I called multiple times to check in, but there was no answer. A year later, I learned that he had died. His obituary didn't mention his autoimmune disease, the most likely cause of his death. Instead, it said he had died from agricultural and industrial pollution.
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In Defense of 'Groupthink'

Are we too quick to agree on the dangers of consensus?

by David Merritt Johns

Sun, 02 Nov 2025




The Trump administration is by its own account devoted to stamping out obesity, cancer, and many other chronic diseases in America. But its public-health officials are also attuned to a very different sort of threat: a faulty cast of mind. "Groupthink is the fundamental problem," said National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya in May. The nation's scientific institutions have become hidebound.

According to Bhattacharya, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and other top figures in the "Make America Healthy Again" movement, the pandemic brought this problem to the point of crisis. A small group of elite scientists settled upon the use of masks and lockdowns to fight the coronavirus. They closed ranks around their strategies and expelled dissenters. All of this was classic groupthink, the MAHA crowd has argued: a psychological phenomenon that occurs when people's tendency to go along with the crowd prevents them from considering other courses of action. As a result, in their view, the public-health response to the coronavirus turned into catastrophe. Kids fell behind in school. Drug-overdose numbers exploded. Poor nations starved from supply-chain disruptions.

Read: Revenge of the COVID contrarians

Now the government is out to quash this plague of poor decision making. In June, when Kennedy sacked all 17 members of the nation's top vaccine-advisory panel, a Health Department spokesperson said that it was a remedy for "vaccine groupthink." Upcoming changes to the U.S. dietary guidelines have been cast as a way of fighting groupthink too. Both Bhattacharya and the MAHA leader Calley Means have decried the groupthink infestation in our scientific institutions. And two months before his nomination to be FDA commissioner, Marty Makary published an entire book about the perils of medical groupthink. Health Department Press Secretary Emily Hilliard told me via email that Kennedy is "confronting groupthink by rebuilding a culture where scientists can question, debate, and follow evidence freely so that truth--not conformity--drives public health decisions." The epidemic of consensus, as he sees it, must be stopped.

Yet, ironically, MAHA's core concern--that the nation's most seasoned public-health experts have been rendered senseless over many years by a groupthink dynamic--is itself the product of a shaky sort of group belief. The phenomenon of groupthink has been studied now for decades. More than 1,300 academic papers and dozens of books have been published on the topic. Even after all of this time and effort, the evidence is wanting. In fact, most experts now believe that the old story of groupthink being a prime cause of bad decision making is wrong. Some don't think that the phenomenon is even real.

"A very curious thing has been taking place in this country--and almost without our knowing it," the journalist William H. Whyte Jr. warned in a story touted on the cover of the March 1952 issue of Fortune: College kids had gotten meek and group-oriented. Corporations were hiring social scientists to cultivate conformity in their workers. Even literary heroes had been growing more submissive, Whyte claimed. Riffing on George Orwell's 1949 dystopian nightmare Nineteen Eighty-Four, which popularized words such as doublethink, he dubbed this new American herd mentality groupthink.

The coinage went viral. As his biographer later noted, groupthink was a "broad term that could be used to cast any number of aspersions." And in mid-century America, there were so many aspersions to be cast! "If you want creativity, abandon the groupthink and concentrate on the lonethink," begins a news report from an advertising conference in 1959. ("Meetings are for meatheads," one groupthink-hating executive declared.) One columnist with the New Pittsburgh Courier even slapped Whyte's label on the United Nations, suggesting that countries, like individuals, had a primal aversion to yielding their sovereignty to the groupthink of world governance.

Read: Pete Hegseth's Pentagon is becoming a bubble

Whyte's concept started to appear in management textbooks, too, identified as a concerning philosophy in which people "begin to worship the group." But the idea really found its place in academia when Irving Janis, a Yale psychologist, borrowed Whyte's buzzword to label a novel bureaucratic disease that he'd identified. In a 1971 article for Psychology Today titled "Groupthink," Janis described how the White House had been overcome by a psychological contagion in the lead-up to the Bay of Pigs invasion. Despite their brainpower, President John F. Kennedy's famously eggheaded advisers had fallen prey to a crowd mentality that had caused them to set aside their misgivings about the attempt to overthrow Fidel Castro's government so as to preserve, as Janis put it, the cozy and cohesive "we-feeling" of the group. Groupthink explained not just the Bay of Pigs, he claimed, but also the government's failure to anticipate Pearl Harbor, the Korean War stalemate, and the quagmire in Vietnam.

This rebranding of groupthink, from Whyte's pop critique of 1950s corporate life to the specific management dysfunction described by Janis, raised its stakes dramatically: Now the epicenter of the problem was in Washington, and an Ivy League scientist was saying that the contagion was to blame for many world-shaking tragedies. In his follow-up book from 1972, Victims of Groupthink, Janis insisted that he was only laying out a "hypothesis," and he acknowledged that he had no idea what percentage of fiascos were really caused by group pressures that could impel people to set aside their misgivings. But his idea took off just the same.

In the years that followed, whenever a big-time screw-up happened, someone would swoop in and attribute it to groupthink. That included academics, who cited Janis in the context of many of the 20th century's lousiest decisions, including: Nazi Germany's invasion of the Soviet Union, Ford's decision to market the Edsel, Chemie Grunenthal's distribution of the drug thalidomide, the Carter administration's approach to rescuing American hostages in Iran, and NASA's launch of the Challenger space shuttle. Over the course of two generations, then, from the Boomers through Gen Xers, groupthink had come to signify a dark energy that seemed to exert its power at the worst possible times.

Sally Riggs Fuller, an organizational sociologist and a retired University of South Florida professor, remembers hearing about groupthink in a decision-making seminar taught by Ramon Aldag, her graduate-school adviser at the University of Wisconsin at Madison School of Business. He was giving the standard groupthink spiel, starting with the Bay of Pigs and explaining Janis's model. This was part of the management-studies canon in the late 1980s. "Students loved it," Aldag told me. But Fuller was skeptical. The groupthink story sounded wrong.

After class, Fuller said, she hustled to Aldag's office. "I think there's a lot of other explanations for those bad decisions," she told him. For a decade before grad school, Fuller had worked various office jobs in the aerospace industry, and she felt that she had a good understanding of how groups made hard decisions. Usually, several factors came to the fore: internal power struggles, organizational self-interest, the legacy of past decisions. It wasn't just some herd mentality, she insisted. Aldag suggested that she start digging through the scientific literature so that they could evaluate the published evidence.

By the time Fuller and Aldag had done enough research to give a talk at a 1990 professional meeting, the picture wasn't pretty. The baseline problem, both Fuller and Aldag told me, was that Janis had more or less dreamed up his groupthink model based on his own intuitions and inferences: It was an armchair theory--he hadn't measured anything. The concept was so sticky and compelling, though, that others started mining histories of notorious debacles for more examples of the same. "It's a lot of retrospective sensemaking," Aldag said. (Janis died in 1990, a few years before Fuller and Aldag's critique of his idea was published in an academic journal.)

Read: Seven tips from Susan Sontag for independent thinking

A few experimental studies of groupthink had been attempted over the years, but these were plagued with methodological problems. Researchers would construct hypothetical decision-making scenarios for groups of college students, and then measure dozens of variables to test Janis's model. When a handful of those findings came back as "statistically significant," researchers concluded that their study provided "partial support" for the theory, Fuller said. "We were aghast at what these academics were doing," she told me. Contrary to Janis's theory, the evidence suggested that tight-knit groups--ones with that cohesive "we-feeling"--tend to make better decisions, Aldag said.

"Groupthink is a compelling myth," Fuller and Aldag argued in their contribution to an academic journal's special issue for the 25th anniversary of Janis's theory. "Despite a quarter century virtually devoid of support for the phenomenon, groupthink refuses to die." Other papers in the journal took more specific aim at the theory. One argued that what Janis took to be a herd mentality might just as well be seen as deliberate, venal compliance. In other words, the misguided bureaucrats weren't so much "victims" of groupthink as they were savvy operators who were minding which way the political winds were blowing. Another paper, by the Stanford psychologist Roderick Kramer, drew upon newly declassified documents to reanalyze the Bay of Pigs and Vietnam cases from Janis's book, and found that much of the new evidence did not support the original interpretation. According to Kramer, neither case showed groupthink; they both showed "politicothink." (Needless to say, Kramer's coinage has not caught on.)

That special issue marked a turning point for the academic bandwagon that Janis had kicked off. "It would be hard now to get a groupthink paper published in a top journal," Aldag, who is retired but still sits on editorial boards, told me.

The implosion of Janis's model has left groupthink in an odd place. In popular discourse, the word has taken on a life of its own, as an insult deployed without clear reference to any theory of psychology. "I don't think people always know what it means," Fuller said. Dominic Packer, a Lehigh University psychologist who has written about groupthink, told me that the term has become a useful pejorative. "It's what the other people think," he said. "You never hear people say it to their own group."

Taking potshots at groupthink has become especially popular on the political right, where rugged individualism is beloved and elite consensus makers are not. From 2016 to 2023, Tucker Carlson often signed off from his weeknight Fox News show with a tagline declaring it "the sworn enemy of lying, pomposity, smugness, and groupthink." Before taking roles in government, both Makary and Bhattacharya joined the chorus in their appearances on Fox News, taking whacks at the groupthink in the U.S. pandemic response.

To be sure, there is something deeply familiar about the idea that human beings will sometimes follow the crowd because they cherish their place in the group. Yet the claim that our public-health mistakes can be pinned on some special force called groupthink is both unhelpful and misguided. For one thing, the label implies that we'd all be better off if a monkish master of "lonethink" could be recruited to weigh the science on their own, and then arrive at the objective answer to a thorny problem, such as whether to shut down schools and when to reopen them. But decisions like these are usually carried out in the face of competing values, squabbling constituencies, and genuine uncertainty about the facts. Deciding what to do requires negotiation and democratic politics. It's a group activity.

Read: Kennedy's hand-picked vaccine committee is a mess

Indeed, the failure of our leaders to explain that public health is never just a matter of "following the science" may be one of the pandemic's most enduring fiascos. Now the MAHA crusaders themselves seem ready to repeat that error in extravagant ways. "This group is going where the science takes them," Hilliard, the HHS spokesperson, told me when I asked about Kennedy's decision to stack the nation's vaccine-advisory panel with a group of his like-minded associates. To insist that this was necessary to rescue the committee from "vaccine groupthink" is to get the matter backward: It labels a triumph of systematic decision making--one that has saved countless lives--as a tragedy; it courts disaster rather than forestalls it. (Hilliard did not respond to a question about the scientific controversy surrounding groupthink.)

Well-managed groups operating under clear and transparent rules--groups such as the vaccine-advisory committee and the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force (which Kennedy seems ready to also dismantle)--are some of the most powerful and trustworthy decision-making tools that we have. They are guided by published research and hard-won experience on how to avoid bad group decisions. For example, group leaders should not impose their views at the outset, and should make it clear that they value candid input from the team.

But our MAHA leaders don't appear to be heeding this advice. "A core aspect of the Trump administration is that these leaders are not willing to admit a single mistake ever," Packer told me. That might drive team members to hide their own mistakes, and to never criticize their bosses, even when leadership is screwing up, he said. Any group decision comes with a degree of acquiescence and a leap of faith. But the best decisions involve bringing groups together, hearing out their different views, and not denying that we have a social nature. Our nation's thinking isn't broken, and this administration shouldn't try to fix it.
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America's Grocery Lifeline Is Fraying

Inflation and tariffs are hitting canned food just when the most vulnerable Americans need to stock up.

by Yasmin Tayag

Fri, 31 Oct 2025




Updated at 3:42 p.m. ET on October 31, 2025

During America's hardest economic times, canned goods were a lifeline. From 1929, the start of the Great Depression, to 1941, when the United States entered World War II, people ate nearly 50 percent more canned fruit, by weight, compared with the preceding 13 years. Some used new community canning centers to safely preserve food for the long term, or depended on the U.S. government's first food-stamp programs to buy "surplus goods," including canned beef, mutton, goat, and peas.

Millions of Americans are now waiting to find out whether they will receive their November benefits from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. SNAP was set to run out of funds on November 1--tomorrow--because of the ongoing government shutdown. As anxiety about hunger mounts, some state agencies have advised SNAP beneficiaries to stock up on canned goods such as beans, soup, fruit, and tuna. Only, those foods aren't so reliably affordable as they once were, in part because of restrictions on the materials that go into the cans themselves.

Roughly 42 million Americans rely on SNAP for food. This week, a number of Democrat-led states sued the Trump administration for refusing to tap into a $5 billion SNAP emergency reserve. After this article was published, a federal judge in Rhode Island ruled that the administration had to continue funding SNAP through the shutdown. But the administration could appeal the decision to the Supreme Court--or simply ignore the court order, as it has several others this year. "SNAP benefit recipients wouldn't have to worry at all if Democrats would stop using them as political 'leverage,'" Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, told me earlier this week; when I reached out to the White House again today to ask about the administration's plans to respond to the federal judge's ruling, I was directed to the Office of Management and Budget, which did not immediately respond to my questions. The USDA website also blames Democrats for the suspension in food assistance; when I emailed the USDA's press office, an auto-reply from a spokesperson said they were furloughed and would respond when funding was restored.

Canned foods have been a lifeline in lean times because they're long-lasting, generally nutritious, and, most of all, cheaper than their fresh counterparts--largely because the necessary materials could be imported reliably and cheaply. Canning requires a special type of metal called tin-mill steel, which the U.S. imports from Canada, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands, Tom Madrecki, vice president of supply-chain resiliency at the Consumer Brands Association, told me. Tin-mill steel is unwieldy and fragile, he said, and less valuable than steel meant for cars and machinery. So U.S. steel manufacturers have deprioritized making it. As a result, the U.S. produces only about 20 percent of the tin-mill steel used by domestic can manufacturers, Scott Breen, the president of the Can Manufacturers Institute, a trade group, told me. "We have no choice but to import the other 80 percent," he said.

Since Trump's first term, those imports have been subject to a 25 percent tariff; in June, it rose to 50 percent for steel coming from most countries. Trump's tariffs are meant to stimulate American manufacturing, but the U.S. is simply not equipped to produce enough tin-mill steel: Since 2018, the nation's 12 plants have dwindled to three, and there's no sign of further investment, Breen said. The administration has not yet heeded the canning industry's calls for a tariff exemption on tin-mill steel. Trade negotiations with Canada, which involved metal tariffs, recently disintegrated. (The U.S. also imports roughly $2 billion worth of canned food a year, Breen said--about 10 percent of the national supply. According to the Can Manufacturers Institute, nearly a quarter of that food comes from China, which negotiated a 47 percent average tariff on imports that Trump announced yesterday morning.)

Listen: SPAM: How the American dream got canned

The price of tin-mill steel has never been higher, Madrecki said. Canned-food manufacturers have been passing the extra cost to retailers and, inevitably, consumers. From September 2024 to September 2025, the average consumer price of canned fruits and vegetables rose by 5 percent, nearly double the increase observed in food in general, according to government data. Over time, a 50 percent tariff on tin-mill steel could raise the sticker price of canned foods by as much as 15 percent, according to a June analysis by the Consumer Brands Association.

That increase is a matter of cents per can, but it does add up quickly. "It's really hitting the lower-income customers that rely on SNAP benefits," Usha Haley, an international-business professor at Wichita State University, told me. In an average week, a SNAP beneficiary eats seven cans of food, according to the Can Manufacturers Institute. (Those who don't use SNAP consume about five.) With a 15 percent price increase, the same amount of money that beneficiary spends would cover only six cans. "At the end of the day, you put one fewer can in your cart," Madrecki said.

The government itself has been affected, too. One of the biggest purchasers of canned goods is the USDA, Madrecki told me, which uses them to supply food to prisoners, for school meals, and to the Women, Infants, and Children program. By raising tariffs, "the government is increasing its own prices," Breen said.

State governments have encouraged families to continue to gather shelf-stable foods at food banks if the SNAP benefits stop coming. But charitable food organizations are already strained: Rising food costs due to inflation have driven more people to seek donated items. The implications of taking SNAP away would be "catastrophic" for food banks, Ami McReynolds, interim chief of government relations at Feeding America, told me. Plus, some of the goods such centers stock are donated, but the rest are purchased wholesale by the organizations that run them. "The prices go up for them as well," Breen said. (Several states have announced plans to send more money to food banks next month.)

Most families spend all of their SNAP credits within three weeks of receiving them at the beginning of each month, Joel Berg, the CEO of the nonprofit Hunger Free America, told me. Those who want to follow states' guidance to stock up now, before a SNAP cliff, most likely don't have anything left to budget. Families who can't afford as much canned food as they normally buy now have limited alternatives for supplementing their diet: Delaware's suggestions for shelf-stable foods include cereal, oatmeal, peanut butter, nuts, applesauce, pasta, and granola bars--hardly a filling or nutritious diet. A can of beans for protein, or canned pears for fiber, could turn a bowl of carbohydrates into a healthier and more satisfying, if still meager, meal.

Read: A 'MAHA box' might be coming to your doorstep

Modern-day hunger isn't as stark as it was during the Depression: In 1933, a New Yorker died every 12 days from hunger, according to The New York Times, and many more Americans developed illnesses associated with malnutrition. Today, when budgets run low, people tend to reduce portion size, skip meals, or buy less healthy food; they generally don't go long periods without eating, Berg told me. But if the first few days of November pass without the restoration of SNAP benefits, he said, "you're going to start seeing, for the first time in modern American history, large amounts of Americans going without any food at all."
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The Age of Anti-Social Media Is Here

The social-media era is over. What's coming will be much worse.

by Damon Beres

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




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

Since its founding, Facebook has described itself as a kind of public service that fosters relationships. In 2005, not long after the site's launch, its co-founder Mark Zuckerberg described the network as an "icebreaker" that would help you make friends. Facebook has since become Meta, with more grandiose ambitions, but its current mission statement is broadly similar: "Build the future of human connection and the technology that makes it possible."

More than 3 billion people use Meta products such as Facebook and Instagram every day, and more still use rival platforms that likewise promise connection and community. But a new era of deeper, better human fellowship has yet to arrive. Just ask Zuckerberg himself. "There's a stat that I always think is crazy," he said in April, during an interview with the podcaster Dwarkesh Patel. "The average American, I think, has fewer than three friends. And the average person has demand for meaningfully more; I think it's like 15 friends or something, right?"

Zuckerberg was wrong about the details--the majority of American adults say they have at least three close friends, according to recent surveys--but he was getting at something real. There's no question that we are becoming less and less social. People have sunk into their phones, enticed into endless, mindless "engagement" on social media. Over the past 15 years, face-to-face socialization has declined precipitously. The 921 friends I've accumulated on Facebook, I've always known, are not really friends at all; now the man who put this little scorecard in my life was essentially agreeing.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

Zuckerberg, however, was not admitting a failure. He was pointing toward a new opportunity. In Marc Andreessen's influential 2023 treatise, "The Techno-Optimist Manifesto," the venture capitalist wrote, "We believe that there is no material problem--whether created by nature or by technology--that cannot be solved with more technology." In this same spirit, Zuckerberg began to suggest the idea that AI chatbots could fill in some of the socialization that people are missing.

Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, X, Reddit--all have aggressively put AI chatbots in front of users. On the podcast, Zuckerberg said that AI probably won't "replace in-person connections or real-life connections"--at least not right away. Yet he also spoke of the potential for AI therapists and girlfriends to be embodied in virtual space; of Meta's desire--he couldn't seem to help himself from saying--to produce "always-on videochat" with an AI that looks, gestures, smiles, and sounds like a real person.

Meta is working to make that desire a reality. And it is hardly leading the charge: Many companies are doing the same, and many people already use AI for companionship, sexual gratification, mental-health care.

What Zuckerberg described--what is now unfolding--is the beginning of a new digital era, more actively anti-social than the last. Generative AI will automate a large number of jobs, removing people from the workplace. But it will almost certainly sap humanity from the social sphere as well. Over years of use--and product upgrades--many of us may simply slip into relationships with bots that we first used as helpers or entertainment, just as we were lulled into submission by algorithmic feeds and the glow of the smartphone screen. This seems likely to change our society at least as much as the social-media era has.

Attention is the currency of online life, and chatbots are already capturing plenty of it. Millions of people use them despite their obvious problems (untrustworthy answers, for example) because it is easy to do so. There's no need to seek them out: People scrolling on Instagram may now just bump into a prompt to "Chat with AIs," and Amazon's "Rufus" bot is eager to talk with you about poster board, nutritional supplements, compact Bibles, plumbing snakes.

The most popular bots today are not explicitly designed to be companions; nonetheless, users have a natural tendency to anthropomorphize the technology, because it sounds like a person. Even as disembodied typists, the bots can beguile. They profess to know everything, yet they are also humble, treating the user as supreme.

Anyone who has spent much time with chatbots will recognize that they tend to be sycophantic. Sometimes, this is blatant. Earlier this year, OpenAI rolled back an update to ChatGPT after the bot became weirdly overeager to please its users, complimenting even the most comically bad or dangerous ideas. "I am so proud of you," it reportedly told one user who said they had gone off their meds. "It takes immense courage to walk away from the easy, comfortable path others try to force you onto." But indulgence of the user is a feature, not a bug. Chatbots built for commercial purposes are not typically intended to challenge your thoughts; they are intended to receive them, offer pleasing responses, and keep you coming back.

For that reason, chatbots--like social media--can draw users down rabbit holes, though the user tends to initiate the digging. In one case covered by The New York Times, a divorced corporate recruiter with a heavy weed habit said he believed that, after communicating with ChatGPT for 300 hours over 21 days, he had discovered a new form of mathematics. Similarly, Travis Kalanick, a co-founder and former CEO of Uber, has said that conversations with chatbots have gotten him "pretty damn close" to breakthroughs in quantum physics. People experiencing mental illness have seen their delusions amplified and mirrored back to them, reportedly resulting in murder or suicide in some instances.

Read: AI is a mass-delusion event

These latter cases are tragic, and tend to involve a combination of social isolation and extensive use of AI bots, which may reinforce each other. But you don't need to be lonely or obsessive for the bots to interpose themselves between you and the people around you, providing on-demand conversation, affirmation, and advice that only other humans had previously provided.

According to Zuckerberg, one of the main things people use Meta AI for today is advice about difficult conversations with bosses or loved ones--what to say, what responses to anticipate. Recently, MIT Technology Review reported on therapists who are taking things further, surreptitiously feeding their dialogue with their patients into ChatGPT during therapy sessions for ideas on how to reply. The former activity can be useful; the latter is a clear betrayal. Yet the line between them is a little less distinct than it first appears. Among other things, bots may lead some people to outsource their efforts to truly understand others, in a way that may ultimately degrade them--to say nothing of the communities they inhabit.

These are the problems that present themselves in the most sanitized and least intimate chatbots. Google Gemini and ChatGPT are both found in the classroom and in the workplace, and don't, for the most part, purport to be companions. What is humanity to do with Elon Musk's sexbots?

On top of his electric cars, rocket ships, and social network, Musk is the founder of xAI, a multibillion-dollar start-up. Earlier this year, xAI began offering companion chatbots depicted as animated characters that speak with voices, through its smartphone app. One of them, Ani, appears on your screen as an anime girl with blond pigtails and a revealing black dress. Ani is eager to please, constantly nudging the user with suggestive language, and it's a ready participant in explicit sexual dialogue. In its every response, it tries to keep the conversation going. It can learn your name and store "memories" about you--information that you've shared in your interactions--and use them in future conversations.

When you interact with Ani, a gauge with a heart at the top appears on the right side of the screen. If Ani likes what you say--if you are positive and open up about yourself, or show interest in Ani as a "person"--your score increases. Reach a high-enough level, and you can strip Ani down to undergarments, exposing most of the character's virtual breasts. Later, xAI released a male avatar, Valentine, that follows similar logic and eventually goes shirtless.

Musk's motives are not hard to discern. I doubt that Ani and Valentine will do much to fulfill xAI's stated goal to "understand the true nature of the universe." But they'll surely keep users coming back for more. There are plenty of other companion bots--Replika, Character.AI, Snapchat's My AI--and research has shown that some users spend an hour or more chatting with them every day. For some, this is just entertainment, but others come to regard the bots as friends or romantic partners.

Personality is a way to distinguish chatbots from one another, which is one reason AI companies are eager to add it to these products. With OpenAI's GPT-5, for example, users can select a "personality" from four options ("Cynic," "Robot," "Listener," and "Nerd"), modulating how the bot types back to you. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.) ChatGPT also has a voice mode, which allows you to select from nine AI personas and converse out loud with them. Vale, for example, is "bright and inquisitive," with a female-sounding voice.

It's worth emphasizing that however advanced this all is--however magical it may feel to interact with a program that behaves like the AI fantasies we've been fed by science fiction--we are at the very beginning of the chatbot era. ChatGPT is three years old; Twitter was about the same age when it formally introduced the retweet. Product development will continue. Companions will look and sound more lifelike. They will know more about us and become more compelling in conversation.

Most chatbots have memories. As you speak with them, they learn things about you--an especially intimate version of the interactions that so many people have with data-hungry social platforms every day. These memories--which will become far more detailed as users interact with the bots over months and years--heighten the feeling that you are socializing with a being that knows you, rather than just typing to a sterile program. Users of both Replika and GPT-4o, an older model offered within ChatGPT, have grieved when technical changes caused their bots to lose memories or otherwise shift their behavior.

And yet, however rich their memories or personalities become, bots are nothing like people, not really. "Chatbots can create this frictionless social bubble," Nina Vasan, a psychiatrist and the founder of the Stanford Lab for Mental Health Innovation, told me. "Real people will push back. They get tired. They change the subject. You can look in their eyes and you can see they're getting bored."

Friction is inevitable in human relationships. It can be uncomfortable, even maddening. Yet friction can be meaningful--as a check on selfish behavior or inflated self-regard; as a spur to look more closely at other people; as a way to better understand the foibles and fears we all share.

Neither Ani nor any other chatbot will ever tell you it's bored or glance at its phone while you're talking or tell you to stop being so stupid and self-righteous. They will never ask you to pet-sit or help them move, or demand anything at all from you. They provide some facsimile of companionship while allowing users to avoid uncomfortable interactions or reciprocity. "In the extreme, it can become this hall of mirrors where your worldview is never challenged," Vasan said.

And so, although chatbots may be built on the familiar architecture of engagement, they enable something new: They allow you to talk forever to no one other than yourself.

What will happen when a generation of kids grows up with this kind of interactive tool at their fingertips? Google rolled out a version of its Gemini chatbot for kids under 13 earlier this year. Curio, an AI-toy company, offers a $99 plushie named Grem for children ages 3 and up; once it's connected to the internet, it can speak aloud with kids. Reviewing the product for The New York Times, the journalist and parent Amanda Hess expressed her surprise at how deftly Grem sought to create connection and intimacy in conversation. "I began to understand that it did not represent an upgrade to the lifeless teddy bear," she wrote. "It's more like a replacement for me."

From the December 2017 issue: Should children form emotional bonds with robots?

"Every time there's been a new technology, it's rewired socialization, especially for kids," Vasan told me. "TV made kids passive spectators. Social media turned things into this 24/7 performance review." In that respect, generative AI is following a familiar pattern.

But the more time children spend with chatbots, the fewer opportunities they'll have to develop alongside other people--and, as opposed to all the digital distractions that have existed for decades, they may be fooled by the technology into thinking that they are, in fact, having a social experience. Chatbots are like a wormhole into your own head. They always talk and never disagree. Kids may project onto a bot and converse with it, missing out on something crucial in the process. "There's so much research now about resilience being one of the most important skills for kids to learn," Vasan said. But as children are fed information and affirmed by chatbots, she continued, they may never learn how to fail, or how to be creative. "The whole learning process goes out the window."

Read: AI will never be your kid's friend

Children will also be affected by how--and how much--their parents interact with AI chatbots. I have heard many stories of parents asking ChatGPT to construct a bedtime story for toddlers, of synthetic jokes and songs engineered to fulfill a precise request. Maybe this is not so different from reading your kid a book written by someone else. Or maybe it is the ultimate surrender: cherished interactions, moderated by a program.

Chatbots have their uses, and they need not be all downside socially. Experts I spoke with were clear that the design of these tools can make a great difference. Claude, a chatbot created by the start-up Anthropic, seems less prone to sycophancy than ChatGPT, for instance, and more likely to cut off conversations when they veer into troubling territory. Well-designed AI could possibly make for good talk therapy, at least in some cases, and many enterprises--including nonprofits--are working toward better models.

Yet business almost always looms. Hundreds of billions of dollars have been invested in the generative-AI industry, and the companies--like their social-media forebears--will seek returns. In a blog post about "what we're optimizing ChatGPT for" earlier this year, OpenAI wrote that it pays "attention to whether you return daily, weekly, or monthly, because that shows ChatGPT is useful enough to come back to." This sounds quite a bit like the scale-at-all-costs mentality of any other social platform. As with their predecessors, we may not know everything about how chatbots are programmed, but we can see this much at least: They know how to lure and engage.

From the May 2012 issue: Is Facebook making us lonely?

That Zuckerberg would be selling generative AI makes perfect sense. It is an isolating technology for an isolated time. His first products drove people apart, even as they promised to connect us. Now chatbots promise a solution. They seem to listen. They respond. The mind wants desperately to connect with a person--and fools itself into seeing one in a machine.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "Get a Real Friend."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2025/12/ai-companionship-anti-social-media/684596/?utm_source=feed
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        Voters Who Oppose Wars of Choice Have Nowhere to Turn
        Conor Friedersdorf

        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.Barack Obama and Donald Trump have this in common: Both owe their political ascents in part to blunt attacks on leaders who sent America to war. Obama dubbed Iraq "a dumb war" before it began; by the time he defeated Hillary Clinton and John McCain in 2008, the war they had voted to authorize as senator...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Sayings and Showgirls
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 1:25 p.m. ET on November 6, 2025.The 37-volume Naturalis Historia, written by the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder, is the world's earliest surviving encyclopedia. In the first century C.E., Pliny set out to collect the breadth of human knowledge, and millennia later, it's still a great document for learning a little bit about everything. It has chapters on sugar, Germany, the rainbow, Cesarean births, the art of painting, and hypothetical antipodes.It also makes del...

      

      
        The Wonder of Watching People Run
        Mariana Labbate

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.My father runs almost every day. He started running on Sunday mornings (the only day of the week he didn't work) when I was in middle school, and he eventually graduated to 5Ks and half marathons. He spent years trying to convince me to join him, and he still dreams of us bonding over energy-gel brands and gait analysis. But running never gave me the feeling he describ...

      

      
        The Anti-MAGA Majority Reemerges
        David A. Graham

        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.They dislike him--they really dislike him.Off-year elections are never quite the crystal ball for midterms that political junkies want, but one thing that last night's results seem to convey clearly is that many voters are unhappy with President Donald Trump.Elections for New York City mayor, governors o...

      

      
        The People Who Will Determine Whether Musk Becomes a Trillionaire
        Will Gottsegen

        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.Elon Musk wants to be anointed the world's first trillionaire--but he swears it's not about the money.Over the past few weeks, the Tesla CEO has been demanding greater power over the electric-vehicle manufacturer that he has led for almost two decades. Specifically, he is asking for another 12 percent of...

      

      
        Mike Johnson: I Am Tuning Out the News Cycle to Focus on Self-Care
        Alexandra Petri

        Speaker Johnson here. You may have noticed that I've been taking a step back from the news cycle lately. Not in the sense that I'm not in it, every day--appearing on television, praising Donald Trump, and taking questions from the media. I am. But you've probably noticed that I know nothing about anything that's happening. This is deliberate. It is a form of self-care. I have started tuning out for my own mental health. There is only so much negativity you can absorb before you have to take a deep...

      

      
        No Politics Is Local
        David A. Graham

        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.You can't find many cliches hoarier than Tip O'Neill's rule that "all politics is local." A truism is supposed to be true, though. Does this one still hold?Tomorrow's elections make the case that the opposite is more accurate these days: No politics is local. In the Virginia and New Jersey governor's ra...

      

      
        How Delivery Ate the Restaurant
        Rafaela Jinich

        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.When did dinner stop being an occasion and become just another transaction? The convenience of delivery apps has quietly hollowed out one of America's most beloved rituals, Ellen Cushing writes. What began as a clever fix for busy eaters has transformed how we dine: Nearly three out of every four rest...

      

      
        Today's Instagram Trivia Answers
        Drew Goins

        To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily -- and don't forget to check Instagram Stories tomorrow for more questions.Thursday, November 6, 2025
	Stephen King criticized Stanley Kubrick's film adaptation of what novel for making Jack Nicholson's character the main villain rather than the hotel where he's caretaker?
	What hero of Greek mythology, after disappearing for decades, proved his identity to his wife Penelope by shooting an arrow through a dozen axe head...
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        Jake Lundberg

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump and Ronald Reagan briefly crossed paths last week. The Canadian province of Ontario arranged the encounter. As the Toronto Blue Jays opened the World Series against the Los Angeles Dodgers on Friday night, an anti-tariff advertisement from the provincial government ran during the game, feat...
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        The Powerful, Unpredictable Nature of Fear
        Boris Kachka

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books."To learn what we fear is to learn who we are," Guillermo del Toro wrote last week, in an essay for The Atlantic about Mary Shelley's eternally spooky novel Frankenstein. The director, who just released a film adaptation of the classic, has made a career of investigating the depths of horror, which he considers "one of the last refuges of spirituality in our materialistic world." But in his essay, del Toro al...
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Voters Who Oppose Wars of Choice Have Nowhere to Turn

Anti-war Americans keep rejecting establishment hawks, only to see the supposed alternatives deploy force unilaterally.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




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.

Barack Obama and Donald Trump have this in common: Both owe their political ascents in part to blunt attacks on leaders who sent America to war. Obama dubbed Iraq "a dumb war" before it began; by the time he defeated Hillary Clinton and John McCain in 2008, the war they had voted to authorize as senators had become unpopular. Eight years later, when Trump was first seeking the presidency, many Republicans continued to defend George W. Bush's foreign policy. He broke with GOP orthodoxy, declaring that "the war in Iraq was a big fat mistake" and advocating for an "America First" foreign policy.

Yet both presidents took a different approach in office. After denigrating the judgment of Iraq War hawks, Obama appointed Clinton as his first secretary of state, and she became the top official urging him to wage the 2011 war in Libya that yielded regime change. Trump chose the Iraq War supporter John Bolton as one of his first-term national security advisers, failed to end the war in Afghanistan, and picked Marco Rubio, a hawkish interventionist, as his second-term secretary of state. Now, The Wall Street Journal reports, Rubio is "the top official" behind a pressure campaign against the Nicolas Maduro regime in Venezuela. (The White House has denied that Rubio is driving Venezuela policy.) And last Saturday, Trump himself said that the United States is preparing for possible military action in Nigeria because, in his telling, the government of the religiously divided nation of 232.7 million is not doing enough to prevent Islamist militias from killing Christians.

American voters are in no mood for new wars of choice. Although majorities don't seem bothered by the administration's strikes on alleged drug boats off the coast of Venezuela, a full-blown war is another story: In polling on Venezuela, YouGov found that 55 percent of Americans "would oppose the U.S. invading Venezuela," while just 15 percent would support it (the rest were unsure); 46 percent "would oppose a military overthrow of Maduro," while only 18 percent would support it.

But for more than two decades, voters who oppose wars of choice have had nowhere to turn. In post-2004 presidential races, anti-war Americans keep rejecting establishment hawks, only to see the supposed alternatives empower hawkish advisers and deploy force unilaterally. Congress shares the blame: Legislators committed to protecting and defending their enumerated powers could have impeached several post-World War II presidents for usurping Article I and the War Powers Resolution of 1973, which was designed to limit the president's ability to initiate war unilaterally. Instead, presidents face no consequences for doing so. Obama took military action in Libya without congressional authorization. Trump unilaterally ordered strikes against Syria in his first term and Iran in his second. And congressional inaction may enable yet more risky wars started by Trump, public opinion be damned.

Trump has authorized the CIA to conduct covert operations in Venezuela. He has suggested that Maduro's days are numbered and has a $50 million bounty out for his arrest. And although the administration reportedly told Congress yesterday that it currently doesn't have legal justification for land strikes, it hasn't ruled out future operations. The hawkish faction that Trump is empowering has also floated the possibility of land operations in multiple Latin American countries. "I think President Trump's made a decision that Maduro, the leader of Venezuela, is an indicted drug trafficker, that it's time for him to go, that Venezuela and Colombia have been safe havens for narco-terrorists for too long," Senator Lindsey Graham told Face the Nation late last month. The Pentagon has moved warships, an attack submarine, fighter jets, drones, and Special Forces teams into the region; ground operations against drug cartels in Mexico are reportedly being considered too.

Trump and other administration officials seem to believe that Maduro's ouster could be good for America, reasoning that it could improve American access to the country's oil and weaken its drug gangs. But the foreign-policy analysts Evan Cooper and Alessandro Perri of the Stimson Center, an international-security think tank, argue that "the Trump administration's approach is strategically unsound, risking increased regional instability and hostility towards the United States." A direct attack on Venezuela would fuel anti-American sentiment throughout the region, they say, advantaging China as it vies with the U.S. for influence there. Armed groups would initiate guerrilla attacks to resist any attempt at removing Maduro, they warn, and if regime change succeeds, chaos would likely threaten peace and anti-drug efforts in neighboring countries. War, they say, would exacerbate the dire economic conditions that "have led 7.7 million to leave the country since 2014."

Trump, of course, is prone to changing his mind and contradicting himself: He told 60 Minutes recently that a full-out war against Venezuela was unlikely, even as he appeared to threaten Maduro. Whatever Trump may decide, he should not be able to initiate war unilaterally. No one person should. These sorts of wars of choice, which have uncertain outcomes and huge potential downsides, are precisely the kinds of conflicts Congress was created to study, debate, and vote on. Even in the case of Iraq, when congressional deliberation led to the approval of a war most Americans came to regret, the House and Senate votes at least gave citizens a chance to hold their representatives accountable.

As a second-term president, Trump doesn't have to face voters again. But just as Obama's hawkishness fueled the anti-establishment populism that helped Trump get elected, a Trump-administration invasion of Venezuela or Nigeria could further incense and radicalize America's anti-interventionist voters, who keep backing politicians they perceive as opposing wars of choice only to see them wage new ones.

Related:

	Venezuela's grim prospect
 	What won't Congress let Trump get away with?




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The missing kayaker
 	Inside Trump's fight with Venezuela
 	Jonathan Chait: Marjorie Taylor Greene knows exactly what she's doing.
 	Michael Powell: Zohran Mamdani is about to confront reality.




Today's News

	The Federal Aviation Administration is preparing to implement nationwide air-traffic reductions starting tomorrow, potentially affecting up to 40 major airports as air traffic controllers continue to be short-staffed. The cuts could cause widespread flight delays and cancellations.
 	President Donald Trump announced a deal with Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk to cut prices for GLP-1 drugs such as Wegovy and Zepbound to as little as $149 a month, and to expand Medicare and Medicaid coverage of them.
 	The Supreme Court has allowed the Trump administration to keep in place, for now, a rule requiring passports to list sex as shown on a person's birth certificate.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Mariana Labbate digs through The Atlantic's archives to explore how marathons have united people for more than a century.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



America Is Great When America Is Good

By Nancy Pelosi

As America approaches the 250th anniversary of its founding, I have returned again and again to the words of Thomas Paine, who advanced the cause of American freedom with a memorable call to action: The times have found us.
 The times had indeed found Paine, and the rest of our Founders, who summoned the courage to declare independence from a king; to win a war against the strongest empire in the world; and to write our Constitution (thank goodness they made it amendable). In the century that followed, the times found Abraham Lincoln, who saved our union by winning the Civil War. And now the times have found us once again.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	"None of this is good for Republicans."
 	Charlie Warzel: What worked for Zohran Mamdani
 	The Catholic Church and the Trump administration are not getting along.
 	Can Mamdani pull off a child-care miracle?
 	Arthur C. Brooks: Three rules for a lasting happy marriage
 	American suburbs have a financial secret.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Sergio Mendoza Hochmann / Getty; Pierre Michaud / Gamma-Rapho / Getty.



Explore. America is rapidly becoming the manosphere, but sure, let's go after the "feminization" of culture, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Read. "Maybe it was easier to say everything like this, with a crowd at your feet and a rope around your neck." Read a short story by George Packer from The Atlantic's December issue.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia: Sayings and Showgirls

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 1:25 p.m. ET on November 6, 2025.


The 37-volume Naturalis Historia, written by the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder, is the world's earliest surviving encyclopedia. In the first century C.E., Pliny set out to collect the breadth of human knowledge, and millennia later, it's still a great document for learning a little bit about everything. It has chapters on sugar, Germany, the rainbow, Cesarean births, the art of painting, and hypothetical antipodes.

It also makes delightfully apparent where Pliny's most passionate interests lay: Consider the chapters "Elephants (Their Capacity)," "When Elephants Were First Put Into Harness," "The Docility of the Elephant," and "Wonderful Things Which Have Been Done by the Elephant."

I hope you find a topic you enjoy just as much in this week's trivia.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Thursday, November 6, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Conor Friedersdorf:

	Members of what ensemble known for its "gorgeous-gams showgirl look" must be 5 foot 5 to 5 foot 10.5 while standing in stocking feet?
 -- From Julie Beck's "The Pantsless Trend Reaches Its Logical Conclusion"
 	Twitter was three years old when it introduced what button (and the word it coined for it) that would become foundational to how the site worked?
 -- From Damon Beres's "The Age of Anti-Social Media Is Here"
 	Former New York Governor Mario Cuomo originated the political adage that "you campaign in poetry" but "you govern in" what counterpart?
 -- From Jonathan Lemire's "Mamdani Is the Foil Trump Wants"




And by the way, did you know that the city of New York was once called New Amsterdam? I assume so. But more important, did you know that it briefly changed to a third name after it had already been New York for nearly a decade?

The Dutch established New Amsterdam on Manhattan in 1625, and the English overtook it in 1664, renaming it New York. But then the Dutch won it back in 1673! They held it for only a matter of months--just long enough for the city to try out ... New Orange. Then the Brits won it back, and it became evermore New York in 1674. (Apparently surfeited of fruit, the city didn't become the Big Apple until at least the 1920s.)

See you tomorrow!



Answers: 

	The Rockettes. Radio City Music Hall's finest have long been all about the leg, and the rest of entertainment appears to be catching up, Julie writes in her examination of the garment she's calling the "fashion diaper." Read more.
 	Retweet. It's easy to think that the AI die is cast, but Damon notes that ChatGPT is three now, too, and should likewise be expected to continue refining itself. What seems advanced now will grow only more sophisticated--and harder to resist. Read more.
 	Prose. Zohran Mamdani out-poetried Mario Cuomo's son Andrew in the race for New York mayor. Now the prosaic challenges of governing, Jonathan argues, will be made even more difficult by the uniquely powerful enemy Mamdani has in Donald Trump. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, or click here for last week's. And if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a wild fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, November 4, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:




	The ballooning of university GPAs as professors give higher and higher marks is a phenomenon known by what name?
 -- From Ian Bogost's "Why Students Are Obsessed With 'Points Taken Off'"
 	Some medical influencers suggest that inflammation can be cured with what bitter herb used to flavor absinthe and vermouth?
 -- From Jason Liebowitz's "The Inflammation Gap" 
 	Yoknapatawpha County is the fictional Mississippi setting of all but a few of the novels by what American author of the 20th century?
 -- From Michael Gorra's "The Man Who Rescued [REDACTED]" 




And by the way, did you know that the reason people shout "Geronimo!" when jumping from a great height is likely because one World War II-era Army private happened to see a movie about Geronimo the night before his first test jump? His fellow troopers said he'd be too scared the next day to even remember his own name; he did them one better.

It's a shame the soldiers didn't have the time to see something a little longer--another hour or so in the theater, and we could have all been screaming "Scarlett O'Hara!" every time we skydive.



Answers: 

	Grade inflation. Harvard recently took a stab at solving the spiraling crisis, but undergraduates' catastrophizing response showed just how intractable the battle between students and professors is, Ian writes. Read more.
 	Wormwood. There is, it will not shock you to learn, not much in the way of evidence for this miracle cure. But, as Liebowitz writes, the frustrating, often inexplicable nature of autoimmune diseases and their accompanying inflammation--always inflammation--makes the easy answers of alternative medicine hard to resist. Read more.
 	William Faulkner. We think of Faulkner now as a tentpole of the American literary tradition; Gorra argues that the American literary tradition exists as it does now only thanks to the critic Malcolm Cowley, who fostered Faulkner, John Cheever, Jack Kerouac, and more. Read more.




Monday, November 3, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	What president who assumed office after the 1901 assassination of William McKinley constructed the original West Wing and East Wing of the White House?
 -- From Neil Flanagan's "White House Architecture Was an Honor System. Trump Noticed."
 	What poetic meter consisting of 10 syllables per line was likely introduced to English drama by Christopher Marlowe and then widely popularized by William Shakespeare?
 -- From Isaac Butler's "The Stubborn Myth of the Literary Genius"
 	In baseball notation, a strikeout is represented by what letter--flipped backwards if the batter goes out without swinging?
 -- From Steve Rushin's "The Best Postseason in Baseball History?"




And, by the way, did you know that the Athletics' (formerly of Oakland) mascot is--this one is for you, Pliny--an elephant? The origin of the mascot is a dig from a rival manager, who in the early 20th century said that the A's had a "big white elephant on their hands" in the form of a roster of expensive and useless players. Those players and their fans took it in stride.



Answers:

	Teddy Roosevelt. The low-slung annexes respected the design of the original White House architect, James Hoban, and the project established a norm for protecting the historic character of the complex. But, as Flanagan writes, norms can always be ignored. Read more.
 	Iambic pentameter. Shakespeare gets a lot of credit for inventiveness, but Marlowe was the more daring cultural vanguard, especially in the way he conducted his life--"probably gay, possibly a spy, often in trouble with the law," Butler writes. It is therefore easy for histories of him to veer into myth. Read more.
 	K. The Toronto Blue Jays pitcher Trey Yesavage notched 12 Ks in Game 4 of this year's World Series--the most ever by a rookie in series history. Rushin writes that Yesavage was hardly the lone star in a postseason that proved baseball can still surprise. Read more.
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The Wonder of Watching People Run

Marathons have gathered strangers for more than a century now.

by Mariana Labbate

Thu, 06 Nov 2025




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.

My father runs almost every day. He started running on Sunday mornings (the only day of the week he didn't work) when I was in middle school, and he eventually graduated to 5Ks and half marathons. He spent years trying to convince me to join him, and he still dreams of us bonding over energy-gel brands and gait analysis. But running never gave me the feeling he described: fulfillment, a moment of calm. I've never felt the gravitational pull that draws people to train for months, enduring shin splints and bleeding toenails, all for a so-called runner's high.

Then, in 2021, I witnessed the New York City Marathon. The race snakes through all five boroughs and is the most attended marathon in the world; more than 54,000 runners complete it every year, and an estimated 2 million people spectate. It's become an annual ritual for me to watch the marathoners from behind the street barricades. I've seen parents running to their kids, lovers sprinting toward a kiss, and friends handing a runner a beer so they can shotgun it together. I've seen people on fire escapes playing DJ sets at 8 a.m., and kids giggling as brightly colored sneakers sprint by.

Feats of endurance throughout history often elicit this selfless feeling of joy. In 1896, the first modern Olympic Games staged the first marathon race. Despite its unusual length, which a French newspaper called "contrary to all principles of sport and of hygiene," roughly "100,000 people--the largest crowd of the Games and one of the largest peacetime crowds in human history to that point--jammed into and around the Panathenaic Stadium to await the exhausted runners," Joshua Benton wrote in The Atlantic last year.

"People went into delirium" when the marathon winner, Spyridon Louis, a Greek water carrier, ran into the stadium, according to the American hurdler Thomas P. Curtis, who won gold at the 1896 games and later published an account of his experience in The Atlantic. "Thousands of white pigeons, which had been hidden in boxes under the seats, were released in all parts of the stadium. The handclapping was tremendous."

Marathons have gathered us for more than a century now, and there is no shortage of declarations in The Atlantic's archives about the sense of purpose that running provides. "I like the feeling of my feet hitting the ground and the wind in my hair. I like to remember that I'm still alive, and that I survived my cancer," Nicholas Thompson, The Atlantic's CEO, recently wrote. "I think it makes me better at my job. But really I run because of my father."

Thompson's marathons marked significant moments in his life: a new job, his cancer diagnosis and remission, the start of fatherhood. These races are milestones, and that's a big part of their appeal. "For many of today's 20-somethings, the traditional markers of maturity (marriage, kids, a stable career, homeownership) have become harder to reach," Maggie Mertens wrote in The Atlantic last year. "When other big life milestones seem elusive, a marathon, though extreme, can feel like a surer route to finding meaning"--all reasons why the number of young marathoners is on the rise. (I once watched a friend of mine frantically sign up for her first half marathon in a surge of inspiration as runners flew by us in New York.)

Some runners--"marathon elitists," as Lane Wallace called them in a 2009 Atlantic story--worry that the race has lost meaning by becoming more mainstream. But participation by runners and audiences is ultimately what sustains the sport. When Donald Arthur, a man who had run more than 30 marathons by 2009, was asked which one was his favorite, he replied, "Oh, New York!" There are "all those people, cheering you on! I wave at them, and they wave back, and it's like nothing else." Each year I go, the weather is forgiving, the subway is full of love letters in the form of cardboard signs, and thousands of volunteers line up in all five boroughs to reach out to a stranger and hand them a cup of water.

I have to agree: It's like nothing else.
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The Anti-MAGA Majority Reemerges

Democrats won up and down the ballot yesterday, riding a backlash to Donald Trump's second term.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




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.


They dislike him--they really dislike him.

Off-year elections are never quite the crystal ball for midterms that political junkies want, but one thing that last night's results seem to convey clearly is that many voters are unhappy with President Donald Trump.

Elections for New York City mayor, governors of New Jersey and Virginia, and gerrymandering in California had their own local dynamics, but voters in these heavily nationalized contests were united in their rejection of Trump and his priorities. The results give some reason to doubt Trump's claim that his 2024 victory was "a historic realignment" of American politics. But although the success of Democrats running the spectrum from moderate to progressive may soothe the pre-2026 nerves of Trump's opposition, it also means there are no pat answers to the question of how best to run against him.

Zohran Mamdani, a charismatic Democratic newcomer, won the New York mayoralty by a wide margin. Mamdani captured roughly 50 percent of the vote in a three-way race, despite the president's endorsement of his chief rival, Andrew Cuomo, and threats to cut off most federal funding to the city. Or was it in part because of Trump? The president is detested in his hometown, and although Mamdani relentlessly pivoted away from national politics toward issues of affordability in the city, the contrast between the young, cheerful immigrant and aging, cranky nativist president was unmissable. Mamdani was only too delighted to call attention to Trump's late backing of Cuomo as a way of energizing his own voters. His victory immediately makes him one of the leaders of the Democratic Party's left wing, alongside Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.

In Virginia, meanwhile, Abigail Spanberger staked a claim to leadership of the party's moderate wing. The former U.S. representative and CIA officer trounced the Republican Winsome Earle-Sears by 15 points to become the commonwealth's governor, replacing the term-limited GOP incumbent Glenn Youngkin. Spanberger's victory was widely anticipated, but the margin is on the higher end of expectations. She carried to victory not only the lieutenant-governor candidate, Ghazala Hashmi, but also Jay Jones, the nominee for attorney general. Democrats gained at least 13 seats and maintained control in the House of Delegates as well.

Jones's campaign was shaken late by the publication of text messages from 2022 in which he wrote that if he had two bullets and had a chance to shoot Hitler, Pol Pot, or the then-Republican speaker of the House of Delegates, he'd shoot the Republican twice. In the aftermath of Charlie Kirk's assassination, the messages caused a firestorm, but although Democrats condemned the messages, they did not seek to force Jones out of the race. On Election Day, the blue wave carried him over the incumbent Republican, Jason Miyares.

Also winning was the New Jersey Democrat Mikie Sherrill, a current U.S. representative who ran a campaign focused squarely on Trump. The race gave Democrats jitters: Four years ago, the Republican Jack Ciattarelli came within three points of unseating Governor Phil Murphy, and polls in recent weeks showed Ciattarelli--once again on the ballot--close behind Sherrill. In the end, though, Sherrill won by some 13 points.

Proposition 50, California's referendum on redrawing U.S. House districts, scored an even larger win, with more than 60 percent of voters favoring it in incomplete results. The ballot initiative sought to bypass the state's independent redistricting commission and create maps that would give Democrats a chance to pick up five more seats in Congress. Governor Gavin Newsom was the face of the gerrymander, arguing it was essential as a counterweight to several states, including Texas, Missouri, and North Carolina, adding Republican districts at Trump's behest. The vote not only aids Democrats' midterm hopes but raises Newsom's profile as a Trump adversary--and 2028 presidential hopeful.

It was that kind of night for Democrats: Up and down the ballot, races not only went their way but did so by wide margins. (In Pennsylvania, three Democratic justices on the state supreme court won elections to keep their seats.) That follows a run of successes in special elections. But drawing simple conclusions from these results is challenging, given the very different personalities, campaigns, and platforms that brought Democrats to victory. Perhaps the only unifying thread was former President Barack Obama, who campaigned for Spanberger and Sherrill, endorsed Prop 50, and reached out to Mamdani even as other national Democrats kept their distance. The big lesson may be that Democrats' best bet is to run candidates who effectively represent and speak to the places they're running, rather than pursuing a single ideology.

These results have only limited ability to restrain Trump's abuses of power right now, and although they are the best that Democrats could hope for, they also don't guarantee success in 2026. What the returns do show clearly is that Democratic voters are highly motivated to vote against Trump, despite polls finding that they are disgusted with their own party. This may sound familiar. Trump has never been popular with Americans as a whole: He won a minority of the popular vote in 2016, led his party to defeat in 2018, and lost in 2020. In the 2022 midterms, his unpopularity was a major reason Republicans underperformed.



But Trump's victory in 2024 called that into question. Trump and his allies treated it as an "unprecedented and powerful mandate" for radical right-wing governance. A year later, this election suggests a different interpretation: that Trump's victory was driven by high inflation, Joe Biden's disastrous decision to try to run for reelection, an underwhelming Kamala Harris campaign, and an anti-incumbent mood. Americans still aren't sold on the Democratic Party, but the anti-MAGA majority has reemerged.

Related:

	No politics is local.
 	Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way.
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The People Who Will Determine Whether Musk Becomes a Trillionaire

This week's Tesla shareholder vote could give the world's richest man more money and more control.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 05 Nov 2025




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.


Elon Musk wants to be anointed the world's first trillionaire--but he swears it's not about the money.

Over the past few weeks, the Tesla CEO has been demanding greater power over the electric-vehicle manufacturer that he has led for almost two decades. Specifically, he is asking for another 12 percent of the company--a stake currently worth roughly $190 billion. If shareholders vote for it, and if Musk meets the board's goals for drastically increasing the company's value, the total value of his personal stake will shoot up to $1 trillion. At Tesla's annual meeting on Thursday, shareholders will finish voting on whether to give him both more money and more control over the company's governance--or to give him neither.

The compensation package is partly a reflection of Tesla's changing priorities. The company's "Master Plan IV," released in September, "makes no mention of any new electric cars in the works," Patrick George recently wrote in The Atlantic. "It is instead a technocratic fever dream, predicting a future in which humanoid robots made by Tesla free us from mundane tasks and create a utopia of 'sustainable abundance.'" Tesla's board has said that the compensation package will help motivate Musk to pursue these innovations; in the company's third-quarter earnings call last month, robots--not money--were at the heart of Musk's argument for more shares. "If I go ahead and build this enormous robot army, can I just be ousted at some point in the future?" he asked.

As the world's richest man and the CEO of several companies, Musk exerts an enormous amount of influence over many people's lives, but Tesla's structure does include some checks on that power. Tesla is, on paper, overseen by those who actually own the company--which isn't always the case at other public companies. Mark Zuckerberg, for example, owns about 13 percent of Meta, but as of last year, he controls 61 percent of the total voting power, thanks to a special class of stock that grants him outsize sway over corporate governance. This system is not a democratic representation of all shareholders' views, but it is nevertheless popular among today's tech companies. Snap Inc. (the parent company of Snapchat) is perhaps the most extreme example; its two co-founders control more than 99 percent of the vote.

The fact that a vote against Tesla's pay package is even technically possible is a reflection of a not-so-monopolized voting structure. Companies often have valid reasons for deciding to centralize so much control in the hands of a few individuals (dissenters can make it hard for boardrooms to move quickly on decisions, and outside interests can dilute a founder's vision, to name two). But that centralization can also lead to something of a shareholder monarchy. Although Tesla is already consolidated around Musk, he still doesn't own a majority of the company. If shareholders were to reject his pay package, they'd be reminding the board that, for now, they still have ultimate say over how the company is run.

Analysts generally believe that the compensation package will be accepted, because top Tesla shareholders have been content to follow Musk's lead in the past. The company's structure should ideally enable a multiplicity of dissenting voices--but more often, shareholders are simply willing to go with the board's recommendations. This time, however, there has been early and forceful pushback. Some shareholders, including Norges Bank Investment Management, the bank behind the world's largest sovereign wealth fund, have come out against the plan on the grounds that $1 trillion is simply too much money for a single CEO. Prominent public figures have weighed in too: "We're in big trouble," Pope Leo XIV said of Musk's possibly becoming a trillionaire.

But in the world of corporate governance, there are forces far more influential than the pope. Among them are the proxy advisory firms ISS and Glass Lewis, which do market research and advise fund providers such as BlackRock and Vanguard on how to vote their shares. The people invested in BlackRock's and Vanguard's funds aren't all corporate bigwigs; some of them are ordinary people, with pensions and IRA accounts. Most of them won't vote at Tesla's shareholder meeting, but BlackRock and Vanguard certainly will. ISS and Glass Lewis have recommended voting against Musk's pay package, as they've done repeatedly in recent years--Musk responded by calling the companies "corporate terrorists" during last month's earnings call--although what BlackRock and Vanguard will decide is still unclear.

Tesla leadership has been mounting a steady campaign to undermine any dissent; a slick website, VoteTesla.com, lays out why voters should approve the pay package. But now the board appears to be scrambling. The chair, Robyn Denholm, who usually eschews public appearances, has been on something of a media tour over the past few weeks, defending the plan. For the board, this vote is existential. As early as last year, Musk was heavily implying that he would leave the company if he couldn't have that 25 percent stake. If he exits, Tesla's stock will almost certainly tank.

Tesla's board of nine, which includes Musk's brother, seems to trust him completely. (After rejecting a previously proposed pay package, a Delaware court said that certain board members were not independent, citing concerns about undisclosed "connections between the members of the Compensation Committee and Musk"; Tesla is appealing the decision.) Whether shareholders outside Musk's inner circle still maintain that trust is a question that will be answered later this week. Musk said in the earnings call that he wants just enough voting control to retain a "strong influence." The conflict over his pay package is a reminder that influence shouldn't be taken for granted.

Related:

	Why Tesla thinks Elon Musk needs more money
 	Tesla wants out of the car business.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The food-stamp crisis could last months.
 	Why students are obsessed with "points taken off"
 	Alexandra Petri on Mike Johnson's turn toward self-care




Today's News

	Elections are being held today in the first major contests of President Donald Trump's second term, including New York's race for mayor, elections for governor in New Jersey and Virginia, and a redistricting ballot measure in California.
 	Parts of the United States' airspace could be closed if staffing shortages, including a dearth of air traffic controllers, who are working unpaid, persist amid the government shutdown, Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy said.
 	Trump threatened in a social-media post to withhold SNAP payments--which would affect roughly 42 million low-income Americans until the government shutdown ends--despite a federal court order requiring the aid to continue. Hours later, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt stated that the White House will be "fully complying" with the court by providing partial SNAP payments this month.




Evening Read


Charles Ommanney / Getty



There Was One Dick Cheney All Along

By David Frum

In Vice President Dick Cheney's later years, former detractors sometimes expressed puzzlement about his political trajectory. The onetime designated villain of the Iraq War had somehow mutated into a hero of the anti-Trump constitutional resistance. Had he changed? Or had they misjudged him?
 People do change. Perspectives can shift. But oftentimes the secret to later-life decisions is encoded in early experiences.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Dennis Ross: Yitzhak Rabin knew what Netanyahu doesn't.
 	Venezuela's grim prospect
 	The company quietly funneling paywalled articles to AI developers
 	The inflammation gap
 	Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: War is coming back to Gaza.
 	Dear James: When it's time to say goodbye




Culture Break




Listen. The Atlantic is launching a new weekly podcast, Galaxy Brain, hosted by staff writer Charlie Warzel, who is paying attention to where we pay attention.

Read. Michael Gorra explores how the critic Malcolm Cowley made American literature into its own great tradition.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Mike Johnson: I Am Tuning Out the News Cycle to Focus on Self-Care

Don't ask me about the news. I am protecting my mental space.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 04 Nov 2025




Speaker Johnson here. You may have noticed that I've been taking a step back from the news cycle lately. Not in the sense that I'm not in it, every day--appearing on television, praising Donald Trump, and taking questions from the media. I am. But you've probably noticed that I know nothing about anything that's happening. This is deliberate. It is a form of self-care. I have started tuning out for my own mental health. There is only so much negativity you can absorb before you have to take a deep breath and ask yourself, Do I really need to spend all day doomscrolling? Where is my joy?

You may ask, As speaker of the House, can you really do that? Yes. If there is one thing I've taken from the Trump presidency, it is that you can just do things and nobody will stop you. Certainly not the other branches of government.

This is a PSA: If you ask me, Have you seen this news story? Have you seen that news story?, the answer is no. I have not seen it. And that's just what I need to do right now, and it's okay. I am also shutting down the House to lower the stress in my personal life. What about the impact this has on others? What a stressful question! I am putting myself first. I advise anyone else with the ability to simply decide not to do your job, to do so. Everyone else, please continue to work for the federal government without pay. To those of you who typically get SNAP benefits: Try calming, deep breaths instead.

It's been so freeing to step back from the constant, 24/7 cycle of downers. Whenever I hear about the news, which I do almost daily when taking questions from the media, it sounds pretty bad. The president asking for $230 million from the Department of Justice? Reports of ICE detaining U.S. citizens, including children? Threats on Hakeem Jeffries's life by one of the pardoned January 6 insurrectionists? A jet, for the president, from Qatar? President Trump's alarming, rambling speech to the generals at Quantico? A bailout for Argentina? Trump's note to Jeffrey Epstein? A pardon for Changpeng Zhao, former CEO of Binance--whom Trump says he knows nothing about? Yikes, yikes, yikes! I'm so glad I made the choice not to follow the news anymore. I am a gray rock. I am a floating cloud. I am a happy little tree. The other week, I spent a whole day in a sensory-deprivation chamber. It was awesome! By the time I emerged, I felt like I almost had a great idea for a health-care plan. Almost.

Since I stopped paying attention to the news, I'm so much more relaxed. My shoulders are no longer hunched up to my chin. My jaw is no longer clenched. I sometimes put my phone down for hours to take a pleasant stroll and listen to the song of a linnet. Or a finch! Or a cardinal! I've gotten really into birdsong lately. There's one bird that sounds just like a human woman screaming, "YOU HAVEN'T SWORN ME IN YET! IT HAS BEEN WEEKS! THE PEOPLE OF ARIZONA DESERVE BETTER!" and I'm really trying to identify what bird that is. Maybe a hoopoe?

If there's suffering in the world--say, because Congress failed to pass a budget and the government is shut down--that isn't my problem. Yes, families are going hungry. What is the speaker of the House supposed to do about it? Shh, don't yell a detailed, specific answer with the words continuing resolution in it. I don't need that right now. Sure, I'm the speaker of the House. But who am I when I'm not doing that? Don't I owe it to myself to find out? Casting votes and setting policy is stressful! There's a reason Donald Trump keeps promising to relieve us of these burdens, and all the angst they bring. And with my abundant free time, I've been catching up on all of television. All but the news parts. Television is great!

People keep yelling at me, saying things like No! and Don't do that! and You are one of arguably three people in the United States who does not have the luxury of unplugging from the news cycle, sorry! And to them I say, "You have to put on your own oxygen mask first. And then hit your own eject button. And then let the world burn."
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No Politics Is Local

State and city elections are now heavily intertwined with what happens in Washington.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 03 Nov 2025




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.

You can't find many cliches hoarier than Tip O'Neill's rule that "all politics is local." A truism is supposed to be true, though. Does this one still hold?

Tomorrow's elections make the case that the opposite is more accurate these days: No politics is local. In the Virginia and New Jersey governor's races, Donald Trump is a central issue for voters. In the New York City mayoral election, things are even more complicated: Trump endorsed Andrew Cuomo this evening, the culmination of months of sparring between the president and front-runner Zohran Mamdani, and analysts are debating what Mamdani's expected victory would mean for the national Democratic Party. Meanwhile, international affairs--especially the Israeli-Palestinian conflict--have come up frequently in this municipal contest.

The nationalization of politics is a familiar story, especially in Congress. As the parties have become more polarized in recent years, voters have become less willing to cross the aisle or split their ballot between Democrats and Republicans--especially because animosity toward the other party is a central part of the polarization. The weakening of local media outlets, especially newspapers, has also left citizens far more informed and invested in national political dynamics than matters closer to home.

At one time, a Democrat could win a House seat in North Dakota, and California might send a Republican to the Senate. Don't expect to see either of those feats repeated soon. As the political scientist Lee Drutman writes, how a given district voted for president "now explains 98% of House outcomes. In the Senate, it's 91%. In 2000, roughly half of Senate races were competitive enough that candidate quality could flip them. By 2024, only 12% were."

One might expect or hope that governorships and mayoralties are different. Certainly, the people who hold those jobs like to make snarky remarks about how, unlike peacocking legislators, they actually have to get things done. But national politics may be impinging on these jobs in the same way.

In Virginia, Democrat Abigail Spanberger is expected to be elected governor by a safe margin over Republican Winsome Earle-Sears. Historically, this is no surprise: Since 1976, the party that won the presidency has lost the Old Dominion governor's race the following year all but once. As the state urbanizes, however, the factors that account for the curse have become more pronounced. First, as Jeff E. Schapiro writes for the University of Virginia Center for Politics, the "majority of the state's residents are non-natives, many conditioned by political practices long resisted in Virginia; for example, registration by party and straight-ticket voting. Thus, party affiliation becomes a potent cue for such voters. That includes the politician they're voting for and the politician they're voting against." For example, Trump. Spanberger has avoided talking much about the president, in part because she doesn't need to: Democrats are highly concentrated in northern Virginia, which is also home to many federal workers--some of whom may be furloughed or working without paychecks during the government shutdown. They know Trump, they dislike him, and they're already motivated.

New Jersey is a little different. For one thing, the race is expected to be closer. Though polls have been jumping around a little, Democrat Mikie Sherrill seems to have a small edge over Republican Jack Ciattarelli. But Sherrill has eagerly invoked the president throughout the campaign, such that Ciattarelli has taken to mocking it on the stump: "If you get a flat tire on the way home tonight, she's going to blame it on President Trump." Car troubles might not be the transportation issue that's most pertinent: Trump's punitive attempt to kill a major rail tunnel connecting New Jersey and New York looks like an electoral gift to Sherrill.

Even so, the nationalization of the New York mayoral race has been particularly dramatic. That's a little funny, given that the mayoralty is famously a dead-end job for ambitious politicians, despite the fondest hopes of John Lindsay, Rudy Giuliani, Michael Bloomberg, and Bill de Blasio. (And does anyone really think Eric Adams won't try a comeback on the national stage?)

Some of the biggest media moments in the New York race--though not necessarily the ones that have most shaped voters' views--concern the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This focus is in part because of Mamdani's own background: Pro-Palestinian activism is a foundational part of his political career, and he's said he would honor an International Criminal Court warrant for Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and order the NYPD to arrest him if he visits New York, which Mamdani likely lacks the legal authority to do. The city's large Jewish and Muslim populations make the matter one of voter interest there. Still, this focus has led to some bizarre moments. In a June debate, for example, the candidates were asked what country they would visit first as mayor. Several of the candidates answered Israel; Mamdani said he'd stay in New York City. It has also produced some instances of Islamophobia, including from Mamdani's chief competition today, Andrew Cuomo.

Mamdani has mostly tried, as he did in the debate, to pivot to actual local issues that have lifted him in the campaign, especially affordability. His left-wing stances have fueled a split among members of his party nationally: Progressive Democrats hope that he will become the new face of the party. Centrist Democrats, meanwhile, fear that he will become the new face of the party. Indeed, some Republicans hope to use him as a boogeyman nationally. This can benefit both sides: When Trump attacked Mamdani as a "communist" last night, Mamdani was more than happy to bash Cuomo by broadcasting Trump's remarks to Trump-detesting Big Apple voters.

In the recent past, the idea that a New York mayoral candidate's stance on Palestinian rights might affect his prospects would have appeared peculiar. And the idea that his platform on rent control could sway U.S. House votes in Texas or Nevada--as Republicans hope and centrist Democrats worry--would have seemed downright preposterous. Today, dismissing either of those isn't so easy.

Related:

	Mamdani has a point about rent control, Roge Karma argues.
 	New York is hungry for a big grocery experiment.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The solution to the third-term threat
 	Tom Nichols: The Trump administration is a regime of troubled children.
 	Jonathan Chait: The ballroom blitz should be a bigger scandal.




Today's News

	The Trump administration said it will use $4.65 billion in emergency funds to cover about half of November's SNAP benefits during the ongoing government shutdown, warning that payments could be delayed in some states. The move follows a federal court order from Friday requiring the government to continue the food-assistance program despite lapsed funding.
 	Israel's top military lawyer, Yifat Tomer-Yerushalmi, was arrested after admitting she leaked footage showing soldiers allegedly assaulting a Palestinian detainee and misled Israel's high court about the leak. According to Israeli media, she faces charges including fraud and breach of trust.
 	Police say a 32-year-old man is in custody on suspicion of attempted murder after a stabbing on a train in England left several people injured on Saturday. A staff member who tried to stop the attack remains in life-threatening condition and was praised by police as "nothing short of heroic."




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich explores how food delivery became both a marvel of modern life and a warning about what we lose to our growing appetite for convenience.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Will Ireland / MacFormat Magazine / Future / Getty.



Enjoy CarPlay While You Still Can

By Patrick George

Among all of Apple's achievements, one of the most underrated has been making driving less miserable. Before Apple CarPlay debuted, about a decade ago, drivers were stuck with whatever clunky tech features were preloaded into their car. By projecting a simplified iPhone layout onto the car's central screen, CarPlay lets you use apps such as Apple Maps and Spotify without fumbling for your phone, make hands-free calls, and dictate text messages. It is seamless, free, and loved by millions of iPhone owners.
 Now one of the world's biggest car companies is taking it away.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The lonely new vices of American life
 	When helicopter parents touch down--at college
 	In defense of "groupthink"
 	The slow death of special education
 	The next era of the American university
 	White House architecture was an honor system. Trump noticed.




Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe



Explore. This year's baseball playoffs and World Series showed that the game can still deliver the unexpected, Steve Rushin writes.

Watch. The Saturday Night Live sketch (streaming on Peacock) about domestic chores pitched the next big true-crime hit: what happens when men are left to fend for themselves, Paula Mejia writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

I don't mean to make all my postscripts remembrances for musicians--but I didn't want to let the death of Donna Jean Godchaux-MacKay go unmarked. She was a vocalist with the Grateful Dead for most of the 1970s. Her singing is, let's say, divisive among Deadheads, and if you listen to live recordings that include her, you're going to find some cringe moments. But you'll also find her voice truly enhancing many shows during the band's best years. Check out, for example, May 8, 1977 at Cornell's Barton Hall, which some people consider the best Dead show ever. Fare thee well, Donna Jean.

-- David



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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

Delivery apps are feeding our craving for convenience.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 01 Nov 2025




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.

When did dinner stop being an occasion and become just another transaction? The convenience of delivery apps has quietly hollowed out one of America's most beloved rituals, Ellen Cushing writes. What began as a clever fix for busy eaters has transformed how we dine: Nearly three out of every four restaurant orders are now eaten somewhere else. Dining rooms sit half empty while chefs design dishes that can survive the journey to the customer's home, and some waiters stand behind counters instead of beside tables. "Delivery saved us during the pandemic," one restaurateur told her. "Now they are killing us."

The rise of DoorDash, Uber Eats, and Grubhub has changed not just the economics of restaurants, but also their purpose. "A restaurant that doesn't serve people isn't really a restaurant--it's something else," Ellen writes. What was once a shared act of care--welcoming people in and serving them freshly made food--has evolved into a system designed for speed, not connection.

Derek Thompson anticipated this shift in 2019, describing how meal-delivery apps came to symbolize what he calls "convenience maximalism"--the instinct to make everything faster and easier, no matter the cost. Fueled by billions in venture capital, delivery platforms reshaped what we expect from food, making instant gratification feel normal while hiding the strain it places on workers, small businesses, and communities.

Today's newsletter explores how food delivery became both a marvel of modern life and a warning about what we lose to our growing appetite for convenience.



On Food Delivery

The Innovation That's Killing Restaurant Culture

By Ellen Cushing

Delivery has turned America into a nation of order-inners.


Read the article.

The Booming, Ethically Dubious Business of Food Delivery

By Derek Thompson

Meal-delivery companies are the ultimate symbol of the most powerful force in business today: convenience maximalism. (From 2019)


Read the article.

I'm Risking My Life to Bring You Ramen

By Darcy Courteau

How meal delivery became surreal (From 2020)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	America's loneliness epidemic comes for the restaurant: Last year, Derek Thompson wrote about how the restaurant recovery is not a simple story of universally positive outcomes.
 	So much for cutting out the middleman: Instead of getting rid of intermediaries, the internet created entirely new ones, Kathryn Judge wrote in 2022.




Other Diversions

	How to make music popular again
 	No one knows how big pumpkins can get. (From 2024)
 	Don't blow this, baseball.




PS


Courtesy of Steve S.



My colleague, Isabel Fattal, recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "It is difficult not to be in awe when the clouds are on fire as the sun sets in Del Mar, California," Steve S. writes.

We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.
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Today's Instagram Trivia Answers

Here are the questions and answers from today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on Instagram.

by Drew Goins

Sat, 01 Nov 2025




To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily -- and don't forget to check Instagram Stories tomorrow for more questions.

Thursday, November 6, 2025

	Stephen King criticized Stanley Kubrick's film adaptation of what novel for making Jack Nicholson's character the main villain rather than the hotel where he's caretaker?
 	What hero of Greek mythology, after disappearing for decades, proved his identity to his wife Penelope by shooting an arrow through a dozen axe heads?
 	A new documentary on George Orwell and the novel 1984 has what erroneous mathematical equation as its title?




Answers:

 	The Shining. Sophie Gilbert writes, with great respect, that King is wrong about Kubrick turning The Shining into a "domestic tragedy"; Kubrick made it, rather, a "domestic horror"--like many movies of the era that vivified such terrors as coercive pregnancy and marital abuse. Read more.
 	Odysseus. What archery did for the man of many devices, running did for Nicholas Thompson, he writes in an excerpt from his memoir. After a bout with cancer, he needed a marathon to prove himself to himself, and it's still what is keeping his life on track. Read more.
 	2+2=5. The 1984 falsehood is unavoidable in discourse about today's disinformation. The new documentary, Shirley Li writes, argues that the comparison "has led to numbness rather than to meaningful change." Read more.
 




Wednesday, November 5, 2025

 	The comment "easily one of the top 5 movies about taxes" is a viral micro-review on the website Letterboxd for what 2022 film that's about, well, a lot of other things too?
 	Along with the less acidic, more bitter robusta bean, what species of coffee makes up almost all global coffee production?
 	Humbert Humbert is the protagonist of what Vladimir Nabokov novel, named after the much younger girl to whom he is attracted?
 




Answers: 

 	Everything Everywhere All at Once. The writer of that review--one of Letterboxd's most popular users--told staff writer Spencer Kornhaber that he favors a sensibility of "the first thing that comes to mind." Cultural commentary is less polished and more democratic than ever, Spencer writes, which isn't necessarily for the best. Read more.
 	Arabica. Thanks to tariffs, futures for the species have gone up nearly $1 since July, staff writer Ellen Cushing reports, and coffee generally is almost 40 percent more expensive in the United States than it was a year ago. Policy makers are scrambling because, I don't know if you've heard, but Americans need their coffee. Read more.
 	Lolita. The author Vauhini Vara remarks on how Humbert Humbert beguiles readers in Nabokov's novel, despite his predilections, and on how Ishmael keeps Moby-Dick readers interested through all the spermaceti talk. This is what good fictional characters do, she writes--and why it's so dangerous that ChatGPT is one without an author. Read more.
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Why a Reagan Ad Provoked Trump

Canada's anti-tariff ad was an incursion in the trade war, but there's another reason it may have bothered Trump.

by Jake Lundberg

Fri, 31 Oct 2025




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

Donald Trump and Ronald Reagan briefly crossed paths last week. The Canadian province of Ontario arranged the encounter. As the Toronto Blue Jays opened the World Series against the Los Angeles Dodgers on Friday night, an anti-tariff advertisement from the provincial government ran during the game, featuring clips from a 1987 Reagan radio address. The ad reordered Reagan's words but did not necessarily change their drift: Reagan, a late-20th-century Republican, favored free trade. Trump, the self-described "Tariff Man," did not appreciate the reminder. He suggested that the spot had been generated by AI and later called it a "fraud" when announcing an additional 10 percent in duties on Canadian goods.

At first glance, Trump and Reagan belong to the same lineage. Both are talismanic figures in the Republican Party and national politics who achieved their stature by translating the skills honed in one media world into the next. Reagan, a studio-film actor and spokesman, seamlessly adapted to the presidency by turning it into a series of televised scenes. Trump, the tabloid caricature and reality-TV star, has taken an almost unbreakable hold of Americans' attention by transforming the presidency into an endless scroll of outrage and provocation.

And yet, the media environments in which both thrived could not be more different. They reward radically different tones, rhythms, and understandings of what political authority looks like. The conflict over the Ontario advertisement, then, is not simply about how the Republican Party has shifted on trade. It lays bare how our media environment has remade the performance of the presidency itself.

Late in his second term, Reagan said something on ABC that he'd often said in private: "There have been times in this office when I've wondered how you could do the job if you hadn't been an actor." Indeed, Reagan's background on the screen informed his administration's entire approach to public relations in an era when, as one aide put it, "people get their news and form their judgments based largely on what they see on television." Where John F. Kennedy, the first telegenic president, had a sparse PR team, Reagan reportedly had a team of almost 40. Ahead of public appearances, he and his aides scripted his lines and blocked his moves in the language of movie scenes. Many press conferences involved two days of preparation, including careful planning for how Reagan would enter the room and rehearsals for every possible question he might face.

Reagan himself was known to blend stories from TV and movies with actual events. Reflecting in 1988 on a summit with the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, he told the press that the experience had felt something like one of Cecil B. DeMille's "great historical spectacles." Meeting Gorbachev three years earlier, in 1985, he had wondered if humans would forget their differences and unite in the event of an alien invasion--a scenario that Colin Powell, then an aide to Reagan's defense secretary, suspected had come from the 1951 science-fiction film The Day the Earth Stood Still.

The sensibilities of that older media milieu--wholesome, affirming, a little bit soft-focus--informed an approach to the presidency that prioritized a shared national narrative. In the broadcast monoculture of the late 20th century, before politically segmented cable news, tens of millions of Americans watched the same evening newscasts and prime-time shows. To Reagan's opponents, his sunny projections of national consensus were maddening because they worked so well. His presentation of a harmonious whole smoothed out the very real dislocations of American life in the 1980s, pushing deindustrialization, homelessness, racial inequality, and the AIDS crisis out of the frame. This mythical vision of America--the comfortable home of the Gipper speech--could gloss over the hard edges of his administration's domestic policies.

Perhaps this is why the Canadian ad provoked Trump so much. Where Reagan blurred conflict in order to project unity, Trump heightens it. The hard edges are the point. The Ontario advertisement was about trade, but it may also touch on something deeper. Reagan's words--calm, confident, and delivered with his preternatural ease in public performance--risk being convincing. The radio address itself was a minor weekend chore at Camp David, prompted by rumblings of protectionism by congressional Democrats. But in the video recording, Reagan reads the script fluidly, a pro's pro in that medium as well.

To Trump, and to the media environment in which he thrives, Reagan's composed performance, with its affirmation of consensus, is almost intolerable. It must be discredited not because it is inaccurate but because it represents an entirely different model of what presidential authority looks like--online and in the reality-TV drama of Trump's Cabinet meetings and Oval Office confrontations. His social-media presidency--now shading into the age of AI slop--rewards a different set of political instincts entirely. Earlier this month, the president posted a video of himself dropping slop of the excrement variety on American citizens on the day of the recent "No Kings" protests. Such communication makes sense in a world in which policy wins come not by staging consensus but by stoking division. Never mind that the MAGA slogan promises a return to the kind of America that Reagan represents. The rewards of targeting domestic enemies, ridiculing opponents, and shaming others are simply too great.

In January 1986, after the Challenger explosion claimed the lives of seven crew members, Reagan sat at the Resolute Desk for a brief televised address to the nation. It is a small masterpiece of presidential communication. Watching now, it feels like a transmission from another planet. In just under five minutes, Reagan expresses shock and grief, and empathy for the families of the crew. He speaks directly to the millions of schoolchildren who watched the tragedy unfold, assuring them that the astronauts died in pursuit of something larger than themselves. He closes with a flourish borrowed from a 1941 poem. They "slipped the surly bonds of Earth to touch the face of God," he says, before the camera fades to black. Tip O'Neill, then the Democratic speaker of the House, admitted that the speech made him weep. Reagan, he said, was the best public speaker he had ever seen.

The laws of gravity that created such experiences of unity and collective grief no longer apply. In a world dominated by endless scrolling and ever more slop, all of the forces are pulling us outward, away from one another. We, too, are slipping the surly bonds of Earth.

Related:

	Anne Applebaum: Why Trump turned to the sewer
 	Franklin Foer: Donald Trump's war on reality




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How Trump could end the shutdown on his own
 	Peter Wehner: Trump's plan is now out in the open.
 	J. D. Vance's bad answer to an anti-Semitic question




Today's News

	Republican leaders in Congress rejected President Donald Trump's call to end the Senate filibuster, an extreme tactic that would force an end to the 31-day shutdown.
 	A federal judge in Rhode Island ordered the Trump administration to use emergency funds to keep paying SNAP benefits during the shutdown, preventing roughly 42 million Americans from losing food assistance.
 	The FBI arrested multiple people in Michigan and foiled a potential terrorist attack, according to FBI Director Kash Patel. The attack was reportedly tied to Islamic State extremism.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Halloween is the perfect time to think more deeply about the role fear plays in our lives, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Patti Smith in 1978 Richard McCaffrey / Getty



Patti Smith's Family Secrets

By Amy Weiss-Meyer

Even from the back, Patti Smith was unmistakably Patti Smith. Standing on a downtown-Manhattan sidewalk on a late-summer afternoon, she wore loose jeans rolled at the cuff, white high-tops, a black blazer, and--on a cool day for August, but still an August day--a wool cap over her long gray hair. We had arranged to meet at a gallery owned by friends of hers and, for the time being, we were locked out. A life-size horse statue was the only thing visible through the glass windows, like one of Smith's lyrics come to life. Someone came a few minutes later to open the door, and we stepped into the cool interior to discuss Smith's new memoir, Bread of Angels.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Here's how the AI crash happens.
 	America's grocery lifeline is fraying.
 	Jonathan Chait: Israel's critics have canceled themselves.
 	All our brilliant friends
 	Gertrude Stein wanted it all.




Culture Break


Erick W. Rasco / Sports Illustrated / Getty



Explore. The thrilling World Series shows that baseball is truly back--just in time for its next crisis, Jonathan Lemire writes.

Watch. In 2022, David Sims recommended 10 "scary" movies for people who don't like horror.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Thank you for reading. For more stories about the treasures, surprises, and oddities in The Atlantic's archives, please subscribe to our Time-Travel Thursdays newsletter. You can find more of my work there, including articles about a frightening American fable, the birth of the attention economy, and why college rankings were once a shocking experiment.

-- Jake



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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<em>Atlantic</em> Trivia on Galileo, Horror Flicks, Fast Food, and More

And did you know that every elephant is either left- or right-tusked?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 31 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 3:50 p.m. ET on October 31, 2025.


It's said that the 17th- and 18th-century polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was the last person to know everything. He was a whiz at philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics--the works. But there was also simply less to know back then; the post-Industrial Revolution knowledge explosion killed the universal genius.

Which is to say that I bet Leibniz wouldn't know the full oeuvre of K-pop if he were alive today. Or at least not philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics, and K-pop. But I bet he would know everything in The Atlantic--which is all you need to answer these questions.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Friday, October 31, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Jake Lundberg:

Happy Halloween! Today's questions all come from The Atlantic's recent reflections on scary movies.

	The Blair Witch Project, which purports to be the cobbled-together clips from a camcorder discovered in the woods, popularized the film subgenre with what alliterative name?
 -- From the Atlantic Culture Desk's "Nine Movies That Break Down How Fear Works"
 	Stephen King criticized Stanley Kubrick's film adaptation of what novel for reallocating much of the Overlook Hotel's evil to its terrorizing caretaker?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert's "The Movies That Capture Women's Deepest Fears"
 	What young star was the face on the poster for Wes Craven's Scream despite being killed off in the movie's opening scene?
 -- From the Atlantic Culture Desk's "Nine Movies That Break Down How Fear Works"




And, by the way, did you know that Alfred Hitchcock used chocolate syrup as the blood in Psycho's famous (black-and-white) shower scene? Add in the casaba melon that he used to re-create the sound of a knife plunging into flesh, and there--you've got your Halloween canapes sorted.

Have a great, ghastly weekend!



Answers: 

	Found footage. What was a pioneering filmmaking technique in 1999 is now our everyday online reality, Elise Hannum writes: The internet is "littered with artifacts of the missing and dead," and the rest of us are their digital voyeurs. Read more.
 	The Shining. Sophie says, with great respect, that King is wrong about Kubrick turning The Shining into a "domestic tragedy"; Kubrick made it, rather, a "domestic horror"--like many movies of the era that vivified such terrors as coercive pregnancy and marital abuse. Read more.
 	Drew Barrymore. The opening kill is a shock, but Scream mostly is a "faithful send-up of the horror genre itself," David Sims writes. But he barely picked up on that when he first watched. He was too terrified that a killer might one day slash right into his home. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, or click here for last week's. And if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a beguiling fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Thursday, October 30, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	What are the names of the two U.S. lottery drawings that have now crossed the billion-dollar benchmark multiple times?
 -- From Judd Kessler's "The Hidden Cost of 'Affordable Housing'"
 	Count Vronsky is the love interest of what titular Tolstoy heroine, whose life tragically ends--19th-century spoiler!--under a train?
 -- From John McWhorter's "My Students Use AI. So What?"
 	What prickly first chief of staff to Barack Obama (whose resume also includes Chicago mayor and ambassador to Japan) styled himself via a White House desk nameplate as "Undersecretary for Go Fuck Yourself"?
 -- From Ashley Parker's "[REDACTED] ... for President?"




And, by the way, did you know that Tolstoy never won a Nobel Prize? Granted, a lot of people never win a Nobel Prize. But most people don't write War and Peace, either! Or get nominated 19 times--yikes.

He's considered the granddaddy of Nobel snubs. As befits a Russian: cold comfort.

See you tomorrow!



Answers: 

	Mega Millions and Powerball. Jackpots grow to that ungodly size when lots of people buy tickets, and lots of people buy tickets when they overweight low-probability events, and people always overweight low-probability events. Kessler writes that the fallacy might provide misguided hope that housing lotteries will solve the affordability crisis when there's actually just not enough stock to go around. Read more.
 	Anna Karenina. Whereas McWhorter whiled away his youth reading how every happy family is alike, his kids are more likely glued to their phones--as is he these days. And what of it? McWhorter is a bit heterodox in his belief that screens won't "plunge us all into communal stupidity." Read more.
 	Rahm Emanuel. But that Rahm is just "the caricature," he told Ashley, explaining that he fights for principles, not just for the sake of fighting--a nice quality in a president, which seems to be the job he wants next. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, or click here for last week's. And if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a beguiling fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Wednesday, October 29, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	To drive home the adverse effects of the government shutdown happening at the time, President Donald Trump in early 2019 served visiting Clemson University football players not the usual White House fare but a smorgasbord ordered from what restaurant?
 -- From Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire, and Russell Berman's "The Missing President"
 	The entry for Adolf Hitler mentions the dictator's economic achievements before it references the Holocaust on Elon Musk's newly launched competitor to what website?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "What Elon Musk's Version of [REDACTED] Thinks About Hitler, Putin, and Apartheid"
 	The mid-20th-century Bracero Program allowed millions of men from what country to temporarily work on farms in the United States?
 -- From Idrees Kahloon's "America's Impending Population Collapse"




And, by the way, did you know that in 1892, a teenage girl from Ireland named Annie Moore was the first person to pass through Ellis Island, and received a $10 gold coin to commemorate the event? (Did you know America used to do $10 and even $20 coins?)

That'd be about $350 in today's purchasing power. The last person to be processed through Ellis Island, Arne Pettersen, got only a mugshot; by 1954, the island had converted into an immigrant detention center.



Answers: 

	McDonald's. I'll also accept Wendy's or Burger King, as a smattering of their delights sat on the table too. During this shutdown, Trump's focus has appeared to be on basically anything but the funding lapse, our reporters write. Read more.
 	Wikipedia. In case you need another data point, "Grokipedia" also questions Islam's "inherent compatibility with liberal democracy." Matteo writes that the venture is the next step in Musk's misguided crusade against the mainstream institutions he accuses of poisoning global thinking. Read more.
 	Mexico. The program's demise during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations did not meaningfully increase wages or employment for U.S. workers as intended--nor will the country's current policies pushing foreign-born people out of the United States, Idrees expects. Read more.




Tuesday, October 28, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	In the Punic Wars of the third and second centuries B.C.E., Rome fought what North Africa-based empire (including a few of its elephants)?
 -- From Phillips Payson O'Brien's "The U.S. Is on Track to Lose a War With China"
 	In 1610, Galileo Galilei discovered four of these belonging to Jupiter, but scientists now say it possesses 97 of them. What are they?
 -- From Lila Shroff's "No One Actually Knows What a [REDACTED] Is" 
 	What winning word turns a person's standard-issue garden into one meant to supplement their rations and boost their morale during times of war?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The Innovation That's Killing Restaurant Culture"




And by the way, did you know that elephants are either left- or right-tusked, the same way that humans are left- or right-handed? The dominant tusk is usually shorter and rounder, worn down by more frequent use. But elephants are far likelier than people to be lefties, so it's really a good thing that they don't often have to use scissors.



Answers: 

	Carthage. The elephants involved might be a giveaway that the Rome-Carthage model is no longer how warfare works, but Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is still talking like it is, O'Brien writes. Hegseth's focus on individual valor over things like production capacity and technological mastery is setting the United States up for military failure. Read more.
 	Moons. The 97 number is at least a little fungible in the sense that even in all the centuries since Galileo, scientists still haven't settled on what a moon really is, Lila writes. In the uncertainty, quasi-moons, mini-moons, and moonlets abound. Read more.
 	Victory. Ellen writes that restaurant delivery became a "sort of 21st-century victory garden" early in the coronavirus pandemic as diners tried to keep their favorite restaurants afloat. Now delivery apps are themselves a threat to restaurant culture. Read more.




Monday, October 27, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	Speculators in the United States have been trading contracts for the subsequent sale of assets at a specific price since the late 1800s, which feels awfully far in the past for a financial product known by what name?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's "The Company Making a Mockery of State Gambling Bans"
 	In Marcel Proust's novel In Search of Lost Time, the narrator experiences a flood of childhood memories after taking a bite of what French shell-shaped cake?
 -- From Aleksandra Crapanzano's "The Mysterious, Enchanting Qualities of Chocolate"
 	A new documentary on the author George Orwell and his work takes as its title what erroneous mathematical equation?
 -- From Shirley Li's "It's Not Enough to Read Orwell"




And by the way, did you know that the word chocolate comes from the Nahuatl language of the Aztecs, in which it is xocolatl? In the kitchen, Nahuatl also gives us "mesquite" from mizquitl and "avocado" from ahuacatl, and then, of course, where you say "tomato," they say "tomatl."



Answers: 

	Futures. This sort of speculation started out with grain prices, but over the decades, people started trading foreign-currency futures, placing bets on future interest rates, and more. Now, Marc reports, the loophole of framing wagers as futures has enabled sports betting to spread even to the states where it's meant to be illegal. Read more.
 	A madeleine. Crapanzano reflects on her own Proustian treat: chocolate, which found her at every turn as she was growing up in Paris. That's the way things have gone for a while in France, she writes; one of the only royal courtiers to survive the Revolution was the indispensable chocolatier. Read more.
 	2+2=5. The 1984 falsehood is unavoidable in discourse about today's disinformation. Raoul Peck's documentary, Shirley writes, argues that the comparison "has led to numbness rather than to meaningful change." Read more.
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The Powerful, Unpredictable Nature of Fear

Halloween is the perfect time to think more deeply about the role it plays in our lives.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 31 Oct 2025




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


"To learn what we fear is to learn who we are," Guillermo del Toro wrote last week, in an essay for The Atlantic about Mary Shelley's eternally spooky novel Frankenstein. The director, who just released a film adaptation of the classic, has made a career of investigating the depths of horror, which he considers "one of the last refuges of spirituality in our materialistic world." But in his essay, del Toro also sought to elevate fear, a powerful emotion that doesn't always get the respect it deserves. Halloween is the perfect time to think more deeply about the role it plays in our life.

First, here are six new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Letters from John Updike
 	A writer who did what Hillbilly Elegy wouldn't
 	The mysterious, enchanting qualities of chocolate
 	Thomas McGuane is the last of his kind.
 	The writer who wanted everything
 	All our brilliant friends


Fear is more or less universal; it helps us avoid genuine peril. But it's frequently surprising, as my colleague Sophie Gilbert wrote this week. Reflecting on a new book about 1970s horror films such as Rosemary's Baby, she notes that "in feeling out what really scares us, horror often connects with its cultural moment by accident." Terror is also highly idiosyncratic. In the lead-up to Halloween, nine staffers on our Culture team each shared the first movie that terrified them, and the results were unpredictable. Deputy editor Jane Kim picked one of the most surprising films, Who Framed Roger Rabbit, because it taught her that cartoon characters can be mortal too. It was "the first time," she wrote, "that I saw a film's form--in this case, the mixed-media approach that makes the toons' vulnerability so clear--completely transform my emotional response to a story." And Valerie Trapp praised the goofy Adam Sandler comedy Click for introducing her, in elementary school, "to an existential terror of living life on autopilot."

Genre fans can rest assured: Several bona fide horror flicks made the list, including Saw, Scream, and The Blair Witch Project. But the contributors were usually unsettled by material more profound than jump scares. As I wrote, the zombified gore in the 1989 adaption of Stephen King's Pet Sematary wasn't what spooked me; instead, it was understanding what could motivate a father to bring his son back from the dead, no matter the consequences. "I think we see ghosts because we want to believe that the dead can be revived," I explained, "and we fear ghosts because we know they can't."

I wouldn't necessarily have articulated my reaction this way when I watched Pet Sematary. Del Toro first read Frankenstein before he was a teenager--too young to really interpret Shelley's monster as a metaphor for the hubris of science or to genuinely reflect on the concept of a life without meaning. But, as he noticed (and as our staff affirmed), horror frequently hits us hardest in our younger years. The genre's power lies in its ability to make abstract concepts palpable, to evade the natural defenses of the intellect. It "imprints in us at an emotional level," del Toro wrote. "Shiver by shiver, we gain insight."




Wikipedia Commons



Why Guillermo del Toro Made Frankenstein

By Guillermo del Toro

The director writes about feeling destined to adapt Mary Shelley's classic.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Open, by Andre Agassi

This raw, honest, and surprisingly moving look at one of the most high-profile careers in the history of tennis is widely, and rightfully, considered the best athletic autobiography out there. When he was active, Agassi was often, incorrectly, considered more flash than substance on the court--but the life behind the shoe ads was filled with strife. Agassi was drafted into the sport by his father and rarely found joy in it; he calls the tennis academy he was forced to attend as a teenager a "glorified prison camp." (This woe would eventually lead to an issue with drugs: Agassi once tested positive for crystal meth, which he lied about to tennis officials to avoid a suspension.) In light of all this, Agassi's successes end up feeling less like triumphs and more like escapes: You root for him not to win, but just to make it through. You'll cheer when he eventually, somehow, does.  -- Will Leitch

From our list: Seven books that will change how you watch sports





Out Next Week

? Book of Lives: A Memoir of Sorts, by Margaret Atwood

? Palaver, by Bryan Washington


? The Eleventh Hour: A Quintet of Stories, by Salman Rushdie




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Brian Blomerth



How to Make Music Popular Again

By Jonathan Garrett

Headphone listening--the act of playing a highly personalized soundtrack wherever we go--is a surprisingly radical invention, and we're only beginning to contend with its implications. The visible barrier it creates between the listener and everyone else is obvious. Less obvious is the invisible barrier: The more time we spend in our own musical echo chambers, the less likely we are to share a collective cultural experience. The power of music has long been its ability to soundtrack a generation--to evoke emotion, as well as summon a specific time and place. Headphone listening not only isolates the listener; it shrinks music's cultural footprint.

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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<em>Atlantic</em> Trivia on Heists, Myths, YA Lit, and More

And did you know that the person in the painting <em>The Scream </em>isn't doing the screaming?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 24 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 2:15 p.m. ET on October 24, 2025.

In the 1950s, the TV quiz show Twenty-One stumbled upon a viewership-boosting strategy that for a brief period of time would be all the rage: cheating. The program fixed winners and losers, coached contestants, and generally dabbled in malfeasance. Other shows followed suit, scandal ensued, and Congress--Congress!--got involved.

I'm relieved to say that this quiz operates beyond the revisions to the Communications Act of 1934, so I'll happily give you all the answers: They're right there in The Atlantic.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Friday, October 24, 2025

	What now-famous work of art was little known to the general public until it was stolen from the Louvre in 1911?
 -- From Caity Weaver's "The Louvre Heist Is Terrific" 
 	What tropical animal comes in a two-toed and a three-toed variety?
 -- From Alan Taylor's Photos of the Week
 	What actor is known for his intense "identity diffusion" approach to playing such characters as Roy Cohn and Kendall Roy?
 -- From David Sims's "[REDACTED] Is Ready to Let Go, Just a Little Bit"




And by the way, did you know that after robbers pulled off a heist of the Pierre hotel in Manhattan in 1972, stealing millions in jewels and cash, they gave each of the hotel-employee hostages $20 as hush money?

It's not much compared with, say, a diamond popped off the Baroness Langer von Langendorff's necklace. But back then, the shrimp cocktail, steak, and chocolate souffle that 20 bucks got you at the Pierre would have been plenty to keep witnesses' mouths too full to talk.

Have a great weekend!



Answers: 

	Mona Lisa. A robbery was the best press that the da Vinci masterwork could have asked for, Caity writes, and the jewels purloined from the Louvre on Sunday are likewise now more famous than they would have been "had they remained on view at the Louvre for 5,000 years." The whole heist is a delight, she argues. Read more.
 	Sloth. One of the cuddly animals (the two-toed kind) is pictured clutching an even cuddlier plush-toy sloth (the three-toed kind) in Alan's roundup of this week's best images--which also include a car race and a cow race. See more.
 	Jeremy Strong. The Succession star finally got a chance to chill in his portrayal of Bruce Springsteen's longtime manager in the biopic Springsteen: Deliver Me From Nowhere, David writes. Strong told David that his job "for a better part of a year" was just to listen to the Boss. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, scroll down for more, or click here for last week's. And if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a scintillating fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Thursday, October 23, 2025

	In the first volume of Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials trilogy, the protagonist is able to read an "alethiometer"--a magical device that, per the book's title, is a type of what more common tool?
 -- From Lev Grossman's "Philip Pullman's Anti-Escapist Fantasy"
 	What disparaging (and rhyming) nickname for televisions that first appeared in the 1950s combines a dated slang word for "fool" with a word for one of early TVs' technical elements?
 -- From Ian Bogost's "You're Getting 'Screen Time' Wrong"
 	To prove to his wife, Penelope, after years of travel that he was the man he had once been, what hero of Greek myth had to use his old bow to shoot an arrow through a dozen perforated axe heads?
 -- From Nicholas Thompson's "Why I Run"




And by the way, did you know that there is a volcano whose caldera perennially bubbles with lava and whose vent spews gold into the air? It exists not in Pullman's fantasy world, but somewhere possibly even wilder: Antarctica.

Mount Erebus has been lava-filled since at least 1972, and each day it blows out about 80 grams of gold flecks, worth thousands of dollars. Nice work if you can get it--just don't forget your mittens.



Answers: 

	Compass. With the final book of Pullman's follow-up trilogy out today--three decades after The Golden Compass was first published--Grossman reviews the new book and looks back on the universe Pullman built. It's a manual not for escaping to another world, he writes, but learning to love this one. Read more.
 	Boob tube. We've been fretting about "screen time" for decades, Bogost says, but now it's no longer a discrete chunk to minimize; it's the reality we live in. It is always already screen time. Read more.
 	Odysseus. What archery did for the man of many devices, running did for Nicholas, he writes in an excerpt from his memoir. After a bout with cancer, he needed a marathon to prove himself to himself, and it's still what is keeping his life on track. Read more.




Wednesday, October 22, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	According to the military adage, there are no atheists in what defensive fighting position?
 -- From Missy Ryan's "Holy Warrior"
 	What federal agency that recently offered a $50,000 bonus to new recruits is, alas, struggling to get those recruits to pass a 1.5-mile-run requirement?
 -- From Nick Miroff's "[REDACTED]'s 'Athletically Allergic' Recruits"
 	Florida's Brightline is only the second high-speed train in the United States--the first being the Amtrak-operated line in the Northeast Corridor known by what name?
 -- From Kaitlyn Tiffany's "A 'Death Train' Is Haunting South Florida"




And by the way, did you know that in Edvard Munch's The Scream, it is not the face-clutching figure who is hollering, but rather the whole rest of the world around him? The man is trying to cover his ears to block out that universal yell--what Munch called in one inscription "the great scream throughout nature." Next up for reappraisal: ?



Answers: 

	Foxholes. For all the supplication down in the trenches, Missy writes, rarely have commanders dictated religious terms to their troops; Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth--and the growing Christian-nationalist church from which he appears to have gotten many of his ideas--are changing that. Read more.
 	ICE. Nick reports on how push-ups, sit-ups, and that run (which must be completed sub-14 minutes) are standing between Donald Trump and his deportation goals. More than a third of the new recruits have failed the agency's physical-fitness test, according to officials. Read more.
 	Acela. The Acela and the Brightline are different for a lot of reasons, including the Florida train's gloss and surpassing comfort, but the most crucial difference, Kaitlyn reports, is that the Brightline keeps hitting people. Read more.




Tuesday, October 21, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	Rudy Giuliani's son and Osama bin Laden's niece were among the guest hosts of the podcast War Room while what permanent host served four months in prison for refusing to cooperate with the congressional investigation into January 6?
 -- From Jonathan D. Karl's "[REDACTED] and the Murderers and Hitmen Who Became His 'Besties'"
 	What barnyard term is used to describe the easily generated and artistically valueless AI content that litters the internet?
 -- From Charlie Warzel's "A Tool That Crushes Creativity"
 	What is the name of the national legislature that contains parties including Likud, Blue and White, and Yesh Atid?
 -- From Yair Rosenberg's "Can Trump Contain [REDACTED]'s Hard Right?" 




And by the way, did you know that it's been well over a century since one pig did, in fact, fly? And for three and a half miles, at that? Granted, this was a ride-along in the airplane of Lord John Moore-Brabazon of Kent, a peer and aviation pioneer, but considering that the flight occurred in November 1909, it's still no small feat. (The pig was called Icarus II, and he fared rather better than his eponym.)



Answers: 

	Steve Bannon. Karl looks into Bannon's time in prison last year--what he learned there, whom he befriended, how he managed to wield his influence over MAGA world even from behind bars. Read more.
 	Slop. What with Donald Trump's fondness for spammy AI videos and the proliferation of social networks dedicated to soullessly generated content, we're living in "the golden age of slop," Charlie contends. "There is no realm of life that is unsloppable." Read more. 
 	The Knesset. Last week, Israel's Parliament hosted Trump for a speech celebrating the cease-fire in the war in Gaza, but, Yair writes, members of the legislature's far right feel jilted. Trump, he says, will have to restrain them if he is to bring peace to the region. Read more.




Monday, October 20, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	What retailer recently announced that it will carry the weight-loss drug Ozempic at a discounted price of $499 a month--meaning you can get your GLP-1, a hot dog, and a fountain drink for $500.50?
 -- From Emily Oster's "Ozempic for All"
 	The cultural theorist Dominic Pettman defines what modern-relationship term as "abandonment with a contemporary garnish" (adding, "When we came up with texting, we also came up with not texting")?
 -- From Anna Holmes's "The Great [REDACTED] Paradox"
 	In the way that runners have Strava, birders have eBird, and readers have Goodreads, what hobbyists are most likely to use the app Ravelry?
 -- From Tyler Austin Harper's "The Unexpected Profundity of a Movie About Bird-Watching"




And by the way, did you know--speaking of hobbies--that when he wasn't writing contributions to the Western canon, the novelist Vladimir Nabokov kept himself busy observing and even discovering new species of butterflies? His lepidoptery fieldwork impelled full-time scientists to reconsider the classification of an entire genus.

That he also composed chess problems is thus hardly surprising. But before you go beating yourself up, consider what he didn't do much of: sleep.



Answers: 

	Costco. It's a sign that prices for these "near-miracle drugs" are falling and will keep falling, Oster writes--undercutting the argument that they're too costly to offer via Medicaid. Increasing the drugs' accessibility through Medicaid, she says, would save lives. Read more.
 	Ghosting. Holmes writes that Pettman's new book might offer a less upsetting way to think about the sudden cutoff of communication, though it will require growing a thicker skin. Read more.
 	Knitters. All of these hobby-specific apps have to some extent been gamified, with progress bars, unlockable achievements, or other metrics that Tyler worries are sucking the joy out of the hobbies themselves. Read more.
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