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        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: An Impastable Situation
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 13, 2025.The famed 18th-century lexicographer Samuel Johnson was a lover of learning. As the dictionary maker once wrote, he dedicated his life "wholly to curiosity," with the intent "to wander over the boundless regions of general knowledge." (He was additionally a lover of getting bored and moving on, writing of how he "quitted every science at the first perception of disgust." Respect.)

Perhaps Johnson's greatest legacy, though, was his a...

      

      
        Hotel Cancellation Has Been Canceled
        Ian Bogost

        Delayed two hours, hunched over my laptop in the Dallas Fort Worth C-terminal Admirals Club, I was frantically rearranging my plans. The government shutdown, still ongoing at the time, had caused major disruptions at U.S. airports. If my flight were canceled, the airline would refund me for my ticket. But my hotel room in Charlotte, North Carolina, appeared to be another matter. I clicked around the booking website on my screen. Its policy on cancellation was austere: You could void your reservat...

      

      
        Trump's Animal-Research Plan Has a Missing Step
        Melanie D.G. Kaplan

        Animal-rights groups have long been at odds with the U.S. government, which subsidizes meat and dairy production and spends billions of dollars on animal research every year. But in some ways, they've found themselves seeing eye to eye with the Trump administration. This year, the White House has broadcast its intent to greatly reduce animal experimentation in the United States. In early April, the Food and Drug Administration announced that it would require less testing on animals for the develo...

      

      
        An Evening Ritual to Realize a Happier Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.In September, I published a column that laid out the design of my morning protocol, which uses the best available research to manage my mood--especially my natural negativity--and optimize my creativity and productivity. The six steps I detailed there have dramatically enhanced my quality of life. Since that column, many readers have inquired about how to design other parts of the day, particularly...

      

      
        What If AI Is a Bubble?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn 2026, global spending on artificial intelligence is supposed to reach close to half a trillion dollars. Nvidia, which makes chips for pretty much all of the big AI companies, recently became the first business to be valued at $5 trillion. In the quest for superintelligence, investors have poured hundreds of billions of dollars into building data centers that will eventually demand more power than many major American ci...

      

      
        What Tariffs Did
        Annie Lowrey

        The trade war might be coming to a strange end.Last week, the Supreme Court heard two cases questioning the legal underpinnings of Donald Trump's tariff regime. A group of state governments and businesses--selling toys, wine, plumbing supplies, bicycle saddles, and other goods--argued that the United States' trade deficits do not constitute an emergency and that the International Emergency Economic Powers Act does not give the White House the unilateral authority to impose tariffs anyway.The presid...

      

      
        The Left's New Moralism Will Backfire
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        In the age of MAGA, ideological lines that once distinguished left from right have blurred. Republicans who said they were willing to die for the market now support a president who tells the government to buy up shares in the private sector. (Bernie Sanders approves.) The right has also embraced cancel culture, a progressive trend it recently despised. But conservatives aren't the only ones emulating the other side.In perhaps the most striking reversal of this era, progressives are now the ones w...

      

      
        The End of Naked Locker Rooms
        Jacob Beckert

        Not long ago, after a day of work, a colleague and I met for a friendly game of racquetball at our university gym. In the newly designed locker room, I began pulling off my shirt to change when he quickly stopped me: "You can't do that here." Undressing, it turned out, was now permitted only in small private stalls--which struck me as odd. This was a gym with a pool, where someone could go directly from a shirts-on locker room to a shirtless swim. But the logic was clear enough: The space had been...

      

      
        What Really Happens After the Shutdown Ends
        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.This past weekend, as I prepared to board a flight from Toronto to New York City, I looked down at my phone to find two pieces of news. One was that the Senate was readying a deal to end the ongoing government shutdown. The other was that my flight was delayed.I was lucky. Amid the broader chaos envelop...

      

      
        Wait, Are the Epstein Files Real Now?
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.This morning, House Democrats released emails from the notorious sex trafficker Jeffrey Epstein that claim, among other things, that Donald Trump spent hours at Epstein's home with one of his victims. Later in the day, a reporter asked White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt if this was true--that Trump had spent hours at Epstein's place with a sex-trafficking victim."These emails," she replied, "prove ...

      

      
        The Criminal Enterprise Behind That Fake Toll Text
        Matteo Wong

        Early last year, Grant Smith received an alarmed message from his wife. She had gotten a text notification about a delayed package, clicked the link, and paid a fee. Then she realized that it was not, in fact, the United States Postal Service asking for her credit-card information--that she had no idea who had just collected her payment info. She quickly canceled the card.The Smiths had been smished. Short for "SMS phishing"--cyberattacks that arrive via text message--smishing refers to a particular...

      

      
        Why Maduro Probably Can't Count on Putin
        Gisela Salim-Peyer

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.Nicolas Maduro sounded remarkably chipper last week for a man about to face off with a United States armada. In his weekly television show--an hour of Maduro as host, lecturer, and interviewee--the Venezuelan president welcomed a question about his foreign allies. He singled out one in particular: Russia."We are like this," he gushed, interlocking his fingers to show the closeness of the bond. "More united than ever.""Russia," the interviewer ...

      

      
        America's Best Pasta Is Slipping Away
        Yasmin Tayag

        Load up on linguine and stock up on spaghetti. In the new year, high-quality pasta may be a lot harder to come by in American stores. Several weeks ago, the U.S. Commerce Department announced that, starting in January, most pasta imported from Italy could be subject to a preliminary 92 percent tariff--on top of the 15 percent blanket duty on goods from the European Union. Outraged Italian pasta manufacturers are threatening to pull their products from American shelves.The proposed tariff, the resu...

      

      
        Bill Gates Said the Quiet Part Out Loud
        Sarah Sax

        When Bill Gates published his latest essay on climate change, the response was immediate. Many critics accused him of defeatism or saw the memo as another example of billionaires bending a knee to the climate denialism of President Donald Trump. (Trump himself was a fan.) Others told him to stop opining about climate change. "Respectfully, Bill Gates Should Shut Up," read a headline by the online magazine Slate.In his memo, the billionaire who once urged the world to "innovate our way out of a cl...

      

      
        Inside the Sandwich Guy's Jury Deliberations
        Ashley Parker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The jurors in the case of The United States of America v. The Sandwich Guy (as Sean Charles Dunn is better known) sized one another up before the final group had even been selected, asking, "Did you attend the 'No Kings' march?""It's like, You're damn right I went," one juror told me, referring to the anti-Trump protests throughout the country last month, including in Washington, D.C. (The juror, who spoke wi...

      

      
        Photos: The Northern Lights Put on a Show
        Alan Taylor

        Steven Garcia / NurPhoto / ReutersThe aurora borealis, or northern lights, visible over Minneapolis, Minnesota, on November 11, 2025Owen Humphreys / PA Images / GettyThe northern lights glow in the sky over St Mary's Lighthouse in Whitley Bay, England, on the North East coast, in the early hours of November 12, 2025.Andy Dossett / Examiner-Enterprise / USA Today / ReutersIn Oklahoma, a photographer sets up at Hulah Lake to capture the northern lights on November 11, 2025, during a rare aurora dis...

      

      
        MAGA Has Repulsed Young Women
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts about the impending end to the government shutdown. David argues that the fight within the Democratic Party about ending the shutdown isn't about the shutdown itself; rather, it's about the future face of the party. David argues that now is a good moment to make a deal and that the Democrats have accomplished all they could hope to from the shu...

      

      
        Donald Trump Is a Lamer Duck Than Ever
        Mark Leibovich

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.For a president who wants to project vigor and command at all times, Donald Trump made the worst possible spectacle of himself in the Oval Office last Thursday.It came in the form of two images captured during a press event to announce cheaper weight-loss drugs. The first materialized when a participant fainted and several officials on hand rushed over. Not Trump, however, who, after turning to look at the ...

      

      
        Well, That's Definitely <em>Frankenstein</em>
        David Sims

        Guillermo del Toro has spent his filmmaking career finding sympathy for monsters. His best-known stories balance compassion and edge. He won the Oscar for Best Picture for The Shape of Water, an aching if gory ballad of an aquatic creature falling in love with a human; his superhero movies focus on fringe characters such as Blade (half-man, half-vampire) and the demonic Hellboy, both outcasts operating in society's shadows. It's hardly a surprise, then, that he's been trying to get an adaptation ...

      

      
        The Accidental Trailblazers of a New Global Condition
        Anastasia Edel

        On April 28, 1986, the Soviet news program Vremya made a 14-second announcement about an accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in Ukraine. One of the plant's nuclear reactors had been damaged, the broadcaster said. Mitigation actions were being taken, aid to those affected was being provided, and a government commission had been formed. The rest of the Soviet Union hummed along, making plans for the upcoming May Day holiday.   Although I lived just 100 miles from the border with Ukraine, ...

      

      
        The Great Canadian Ostrich Standoff
        Daniel Engber

        Photographs by Alana PatersonThe police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, wi...

      

      
        What Democracy in Venezuela Would Require
        Michael Albertus

        A little more than 80 years ago, a group of young military officers joined with Venezuela's main opposition party to overthrow the country's ruling dictator. The man who took power, Romulo Betancourt, became known as the father of Venezuelan democracy. He quickly set to work expanding suffrage, carrying out social and economic reforms, securing oil revenue, and settling European refugees who had fled World War II.Betancourt inherited a weak state, reliant on oil revenue, that had nominal institut...

      

      
        Baseball's Big Whiff on Gambling
        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.Gambling is a numbers game, so here are a few: The pitcher Emmanuel Clase's 2025 salary from Major League Baseball's Cleveland Guardians is 4.5 million dollars. This weekend, prosecutors unveiled charges that he had made just $12,000 from two recent rigged pitches. And he could face as many as 65 years ...

      

      
        The Patches That Want to Fix Your Sleep, Sex, and Focus
        Yasmin Tayag

        Last Thursday, in lieu of my afternoon coffee, I placed a sticker on the inside of my wrist. It was transparent, about the size of a dime, and printed with a line drawing of a lightning bolt--which, I hoped, represented the power about to be zapped into my radial vein. The patch had, after all, come in a box labeled Energy Boost.So-called wellness patches have recently flooded big-box stores, promising to curb anxiety, induce calm, boost libido, or dose children with omega-3s. Their active ingredi...

      

      
        The Moral Cost of the Democrats' Shutdown Strategy
        Michael Powell

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The longest-ever government shutdown has ended with a negotiated whimper rather than a glorious Resistance victory, and many Democrats are furious at their leaders. Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut argued on Bluesky that the Senate's vote to end the suspension leaves President Donald Trump stronger, not weaker. Representative Ro Khanna of California wrote on X that leaders must pay. Senate Minority Leade...
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: An Impastable Situation

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 13, 2025.


The famed 18th-century lexicographer Samuel Johnson was a lover of learning. As the dictionary maker once wrote, he dedicated his life "wholly to curiosity," with the intent "to wander over the boundless regions of general knowledge." (He was additionally a lover of getting bored and moving on, writing of how he "quitted every science at the first perception of disgust." Respect.)
 
 Perhaps Johnson's greatest legacy, though, was his ardent belief that one didn't have to know all the answers so long as one knew where to find them. For Johnson, that place was usually in his reference books. For you and this trivia, it's right here 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.

Thursday, November 13, 2025

	Whereas many U.S.-produced pasta shapes are extruded from dies made of Teflon-coated plastic, the Italian dies that produce a more gourmet, rougher-textured pasta are made of what alloy of copper and tin?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "America's Best Pasta Is Slipping Away"
 	Those SMS phishing--or smishing--texts you get about unpaid tolls or late packages likely originate with a criminal operation that shares what name with China's infamous organized-crime syndicates?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "The Criminal Enterprise Behind That Fake Toll Text"
 	What is the music-theory term for the technique of singing a single syllable over multiple notes?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's "The Coolest Girl on Earth Seeks God"




And by the way, did you know that you--yes, you!--could be an expert maker of pasta without even knowing it? Pay no mind to the fact that the particular shape is called maltagliati, from the Italian for "badly cut." Nor that it's typically made from the scraps of more desirable pastas and frequently ends up so ugly that it just goes into stews. It has its own respectable name, and that's what matters; those of us with no nonna to learn from have got to start somewhere.

See you tomorrow!



Answers: 

	Bronze. Italian producers are threatening to pull their products off U.S. shelves in retaliation against newly announced pasta tariffs, Yasmin reports, which could leave Americans with our sad plastic-cut pasta from which the sauce slips right off--as she says, an "impastable situation." Read more.
 	Triad. Matteo reports that the smishing triad itself is not directly scamming everyday folks with phones. Rather, it is selling software packages to anybody who would like to text you that your credit-card bill is overdue. Read more.
 	Melisma. The technique is foundational to the Catalan superstar Rosalia's repertoire, along with flamenco-flavored handclaps and plenty of "bleeps and bangs," as Spencer puts it. They make her album Lux feel familiar, but both her vocals and her sense of purpose are more intense than ever before. 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.



Wednesday, November 12, 2025

	Elon Musk and other critics have taken to deriding the internet's most popular encyclopedia by altering one letter of its name. What do they call the site? (Add a few more letters, and it becomes the online encyclopedia for Star Wars knowledge.)
 -- From Renee DiResta's "The Right-Wing Attack on [REDACTED]"
 	The Soviet city of Pripyat was known in local parlance as an atomgrad, given its purpose of supporting what nearby facility?
 -- From Anastasia Edel's "The Accidental Trailblazers of a New Global Condition"
 	What fragrance launched in France in 1921 got its simple name from the position it occupied in a lineup of sample scents presented to the perfume's creator?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "The Patches That Want to Fix Your Sleep, Sex, and Focus"




And by the way, did you know that Harry S. Truman's middle name is not Stephen or Samuel or Sullivan but just S?

For this fact, I must thank Atlantic Trivia reader Jeff A., who additionally argues that the letter technically shouldn't be followed by a period: "Harry S. Truman" would be like writing "Franklin Delano. Roosevelt."

You'd think that the double-named George H. W. Bush with his two middle names could have donated one to round out Truman's S ... though that would have made him Harry Sherbert Truman--a bit too sugary-sounding for a commander in chief.



Answers: 

	Wokipedia. The dig comes from "woke," of course; those critics accuse Wikipedia of progressive partisanship. DiResta argues that the real reason Musk and his crew want to kneecap Wikipedia is because AI relies so much on the site for its training. Manipulating Wikipedia, therefore, is akin to "working the referees." (And for what it's worth, that Star Wars site is Wookieepedia.) Read more.
 	Chernobyl. The survivors of the nuclear disaster there--especially the children--were failed by the Soviet state in the aftermath. A new book explores how that generation became worldwide symbols of the "shared peril" of all humanity in a borderless world, Edel writes. Read more.
 	Chanel No. 5. Yasmin writes that the beauty world has traded in conscious consumption since at least the 1920s when Coco Chanel's pick became synonymous with wealth and luxury. She worries that the wellness industry's new supplement patches might have more to do with appearance than anything else. Read more.




Tuesday, November 11, 2025

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

	What book written by then-Facebook chief operating officer Sheryl Sandberg is frequently used as shorthand for the "girlboss" flavor of feminism that peaked in the 2010s?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert's "All's Fair Is an Atrocity"
 	The memoir of the scientist James Watson took its name from what shape that Watson and his partner, Francis Crick, identified as the physical form of DNA?
 -- From Kathryn Paige Harden and Eric Turkheimer's "The Paradox of James Watson"
 	What software company co-founded by Peter Thiel has the same name as the magical crystal ball of the Lord of the Rings series?
 -- From Adam Serwer's "Why Elon Musk Needs Dungeons & Dragons to Be Racist"




And by the way, did you know that Veterans Day--observed on the 11th day of the 11th month to honor the World War I armistice that occurred in the 11th hour--was for a few years in the 1970s commemorated on, oh, the 24th day or the 27th day (or really any day from the 22nd to the 28th) of the 10th month?

Federal law in 1971 bumped Veterans Day, Memorial Day, and Washington's Birthday to always-on-a-Monday status. The travel industry was thrilled by the jump in three-day weekends; veterans were not thrilled by the loss of the 11/11 significance. The vets won out, and the observance returned to November 11 in 1978.



Answers: 

	Lean In. The dream is alive at the divorce-law firm depicted in Ryan Murphy's new All's Fair, which Sophie says is less a television show than it is an episode-length Instagram Reels session, where scenes of dazzling moving images pass fleetingly and almost incoherently. Read more.
 	Double helix. The discovery was the greatest achievement of Watson, who died this week. Harden and Turkheimer ask: How does one hold that brilliance next to the bigotry directed at women, gay people, and Black people? Read more.
 	Palantir. Adam explores how J. R. R. Tolkien (consciously or not) set the fantasy genre down a path of reinforcing racial and gender stereotypes--which appears to be no problem at all for many right-wing figures in government and tech. Read more.




Monday, November 10, 2025

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


The film Bugonia takes its name from the ancient belief that a cow's carcass could spawn what pollinators, whose numbers have declined dangerously in recent years?


	-- From Shirley Li's "An Intimate Portrait of Humanity at Its Worst"
 	Hours before the government shutdown caused millions of Americans to lose their food stamps, Donald Trump hosted a decadent Halloween party at Mar-a-Lago with what F. Scott Fitzgerald novel as its theme?
 -- From Jonathan Chait's "Senate Democrats Just Made a Huge Mistake"
 	Mark Twain once said that when a speaker of what language dives into a sentence, you won't see him again until he reaches the other side of the ocean, carrying in his mouth the verb--which this language frequently places much later in a sentence than where it would occur in English?
 -- From Ross Benjamin's "The Costs of Instant Translation"




And by the way, did you know that interpreting by whispering real-time translations into someone's ear is known as chuchotage? The word is French, so soften those ch's into sh's, make that g into a velvety zzzhh, and recognize just how whispery the word itself sounds; that's why the French formed it that way in the first place.



Answers: 

	Bees. The word bugonia is never uttered in the Yorgos Lanthimos project, Shirley notes, but the idea of life from death--on a planetary scale--is central to his study of a moribund civilization. Read more.
 	The Great Gatsby. I can't say for sure that this was a reason public polling on the shutdown looked so bad for Trump, but I have a hunch, old sport. Jonathan writes that Democrats were likely surprised that the shutdown they'd forced was drawing political blood, and that they made a huge mistake in withdrawing the knife. Read more.
 	German. Benjamin writes that German's delayed-verb structure invites uniquely collaborative conversations for learners; his partner would often supply at the very end of the sentence the verb that Benjamin was grasping for. That sort of beauty gets lost when learners rely on machine translation. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/11/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-7/684880/?utm_source=feed
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Hotel Cancellation Has Been Canceled

The age of travel flexibility is over.

by Ian Bogost

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Delayed two hours, hunched over my laptop in the Dallas Fort Worth C-terminal Admirals Club, I was frantically rearranging my plans. The government shutdown, still ongoing at the time, had caused major disruptions at U.S. airports. If my flight were canceled, the airline would refund me for my ticket. But my hotel room in Charlotte, North Carolina, appeared to be another matter. I clicked around the booking website on my screen. Its policy on cancellation was austere: You could void your reservation only if you did so three days in advance. If your plans happened to fall through unexpectedly the night before (because, let's say, your nation's legislature had failed to pass a budget), then you'd be out of luck.

This felt new. In the past, a hotel booking had been an easy thing to cancel. Up until the day before check-in, you could generally modify your plan without incident, and absent any fees. But this no longer seems to be the case. The age of travel flexibility is over. Hotel cancellation has been canceled.

The sad story of this change begins in about 2018; its villain is--surprise--the internet. Around that time, third-party travel-booking sites began to use a novel method of securing deals known to industry insiders as "cancel-rebook," Christopher Anderson, a professor at Cornell University's Nolan School of Hotel Administration, told me. It worked like this: The sites would let you book a room at the best available price, and then they would keep watching that hotel in the days and weeks that followed, to see if its posted rates would ever dip. A hotel might, for instance, drop its prices for last-minute bookings so that fewer rooms were left unfilled. If and when that happened, the travel websites' cancel-rebooking scheme kicked in: Your reservation would be swapped for the cheaper one.

Cancel-rebook was great for consumers but terrible for hotels. The properties could no longer reduce their rates to manage unsold inventory without losing already-booked revenue to the online travel services. As a result, they started offering a bunch of different rates for the same room with varying degrees of flexibility. Travelers might find that they could book a room at a discounted, prepaid rate with no cancellation allowed, or at a mid-range rate with a two- or three-day cancellation deadline. In some cases, the old, until-the-night-before cancellation option would be on offer for a higher rate, too. This didn't fully solve the problem of the cancel-rebook sites, because they could still swap reservations until just before the deadline. But it attenuated the worst effects.

Read: The carry-on-baggage bubble is about to pop

From the travelers' perspective, the stakes of such restrictive policies are higher for hotels than they are for airlines. In most cases, if you cancel an airline flight on a major carrier, you can at the very least apply the value of your ticket to a future fare. But canceled-too-late and no-show hotel bookings are more likely a total loss. Hotels are not inclined to offer you a credit for your booking, even if they represent a sprawling chain with many thousands of properties. That's because, unlike airlines, most hotels are not centrally owned. If you book the Ithaca Marriott, that would be owned by a franchisee, Anderson said. If a local owner has essentially licensed a hotel-chain brand for access to its customers, they may have no incentive to provide you with a credit that could be used some other time for a room at, say, the New York Marriott Marquis.

In other words, travelers and the online booking services have exploited--and unwittingly depleted--the shared resource of hotels' flexibility in the hunt for the cheapest possible rooms. It's a tragedy of the commons: Now all of us are left to hedge our travel plans against the hotels' more restrictive policies, which themselves were hedges against the cancel-rebooking schemes.

What can travelers do to mitigate the situation? Hotel rates are less prone to drifting up and down than they used to be, Anderson told me, so there may be little cost in waiting to book your room until you're sure you need it (and then choosing the best rate at that time). But even then, an unexpected delay or cancellation can still put you out of pocket. In that case, Anderson recommends a personal plea: Call the hotel, be nice, and explain your circumstances. "They want to make you happy," he said. A Hilton spokesperson told me that exceptions to its properties' cancellation policies are made on a "case-by-case basis, with broad waivers often extended" in the case of natural disasters or other events, and noted that cancellation charges may be waived for plans affected by the flight reductions. (Marriott and IHG, two other major hotel chains, did not respond to requests for comment.)

Read: Why is airplane WiFi still so bad?

This extended grace certainly sounds delightful! But the entire industry--perhaps the entire world--has been steered away from human interactions of this kind. Automated systems for e-commerce, such as cancel-rebook, have turned every commercial transaction--ordering a pizza, hiring a babysitter, hailing a car, whatever--into an opportunity to insert some technological middleman. Even if I did try to contact a hotel in the event of travel disruption, I'd expect to be funneled into a labyrinth of computerized customer-service menus or AI doomchats before anyone could even try to help me out of my predicament.

This is what it's like to be a traveler today: You're moving on a sea of internet-enabled processes, never really sure where the machines of arbitrage are pushing you, or why. If you don't end up where you meant to go, then your options may be limited. You didn't choose these terms for travel, but you now bear the risk they entail.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/11/hotel-room-cancellation-policy/684917/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Animal-Research Plan Has a Missing Step

No one is tracking the total number of animals used across U.S. labs.

by Melanie D.G. Kaplan

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Animal-rights groups have long been at odds with the U.S. government, which subsidizes meat and dairy production and spends billions of dollars on animal research every year. But in some ways, they've found themselves seeing eye to eye with the Trump administration. This year, the White House has broadcast its intent to greatly reduce animal experimentation in the United States. In early April, the Food and Drug Administration announced that it would require less testing on animals for the development of a widely used class of drugs--an approach, the agency says, that should speed up the drug-development process and eventually lower drug prices. Weeks later, the National Institutes of Health declared its intention to reduce the use of animals in biomedical experiments in the United States; in response, PETA sent flowers to NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya.

These initiatives, if they come to fruition, could prove quite popular. A recent Gallup poll shows that the proportion of Americans who approve of medical testing on animals has been dropping for decades. But it will be difficult for voters--and the administration--to understand the actual effects of the government's efforts, because no one is tracking the total number of animals used across U.S. labs.

For centuries, animals have been humans' primary models for understanding how our bodies work and react to drugs and other chemicals. Blood transfusions, antibiotics, cardiac pacemakers, organ transplantation, insulin for diabetes, and inhalers for asthma all resulted from animal research. (Even amid the NIH's new push to use alternatives, its leaders have said that the practice is vital to advancing scientific knowledge.)

But in an April "roadmap" for reducing animal testing of human treatments, the FDA stated that the practice has proved to be a poor predictor of success for human drugs, particularly for diseases such as cancer and Alzheimer's. Over the summer, the NIH announced that new funding opportunities would prioritize "human-focused" approaches--including clinical trials, cells in test tubes, and AI-based approaches--over animal tests. And in September, the agency announced $87 million in funding for the establishment of a center to develop new approaches using organoids, tiny 3-D tissue models that mimic human organs. Nicole Kleinstreuer, the NIH acting deputy director leading the efforts to invest in nonanimal methodologies, recently told me that she and her team are "doing a deep dive" into specific NIH grants, starting with those that use dogs and cats, in order to understand the role of animal models in the studies and "eliminate those programs wherever possible."

In the United States, two federal agencies collect lab-animal numbers. Under the Animal Welfare Act, any facility that experiments on certain species must report its annual usage to the Department of Agriculture, which compiles a summary on its website; in 2024, it tallied more than 775,000 animals, including some 40,000 dogs and 100,000 primates. But the AWA's definition of animal excludes most creatures used in research--most mice and rats, and all fish, insects, and cephalopods--which animal-rights activists are no less keen to protect than dogs and primates. A separate law requires most federally funded labs to report an "average daily inventory" of all vertebrate species to the NIH. But the reports are infrequent (typically every four years, according to Ryan Merkley, the director of research advocacy at the research-ethics nonprofit Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine), not published, and inconsistent: Some labs count individual mice, for instance, while others count cages of mice or racks of cages. (A spokesperson for the NIH's Office of Extramural Research, who did not provide their name, told me that the agency "strongly encourages" researchers to be transparent about their animal use in their published work.) Animals in labs that don't use any species covered by the Animal Welfare Act and don't report to the NIH aren't counted by the government at all.

Read: A new declaration of animal consciousness

This system could allow the Trump administration to talk a big game about animal testing without enacting policies that force labs to meaningfully change their practices. Thus far, the White House hasn't publicly proposed any changes to federal policy for tracking research animals. "The FDA and NIH's historic action to phase out costly and outdated animal testing in new clinical trials reflects the Administration's commitment to modernizing our scientific research apparatus," the White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me via email. An FDA spokesperson told me that the agency's regulatory mission "does not include counting, reporting, and publicly sharing numbers of animal usage in the United States."

Industry experts and animal-rights organizations have tried to come up with their own estimates, but they vary wildly. The National Association for Biomedical Research, a lobbying group whose members conduct or support animal research, says that some 95 percent of warm-blooded lab animals are rodents, which, combined with the USDA's 2024 data, suggests that somewhere between 10 million and 20 million rodents are used in labs each year. But in a controversial 2021 paper, Larry Carbone, who worked for four decades as a laboratory-animal veterinarian, used documents from the NIH and other large institutions to estimate that more than 111 million rats and mice were used in U.S. labs from 2017 to 2018.

Some universities and other research facilities say they have good reason not to publicize the number of animals they experiment on. For one thing, they risk more intense criticism from animal-rights groups. Sally Thompson-Iritani, an assistant vice provost at the University of Washington, has worked in animal research for more than 30 years. She told me that animal-rights activists once gathered to protest at her home, shouting and holding signs she described as vulgar. Still, in early 2024, Thompson-Iritani started posting her university's animal numbers online after someone from an animal-activist group convinced her that sharing the data (a practice more common in the European Union and the United Kingdom) would demonstrate openness.

Counting animals also takes time and money. A representative from Virginia Tech said last year that the additional facility managers, researchers, comptrollers, and machines required to publicly report additional data on animal experimentation would cost the school almost $2 million. Animal caretakers--who might be tasked with counting--already tend to be overworked. Plus, their jobs are especially vulnerable to funding reductions: In its efforts to slash funding for scientific research, the Trump administration has been keen on limiting so-called indirect costs, which can include spending on vets, food, care, housing, and other services that improve research animals' lives. That could limit the resources available not just for potential tracking of animals used in research, but also for keeping those animals in (at the very least) acceptable conditions. Margaret Landi, a retired veterinarian who worked for a major pharmaceutical company for decades and is now in bioethics, told me she's concerned that the administration's cuts to scientific research will set research-animal welfare back 30 years.

Read: How many times can science funding be canceled?

Even with these possible costs, if the administration is serious about tracking its progress on reducing animal research, the NIH could require comprehensive, public reporting on animals from federally funded labs. This is what the bipartisan Federal Animal Research Accountability Act, introduced in the House of Representatives in May, would do. The White House declined to comment on the bill, citing delays in communications due to the government shutdown.

Perhaps one day, technological advances will make animal models obsolete; lately, the White House has been promoting AI's potential to replace some animal testing. But in the meantime, Americans' ability to gauge progress toward that goal will be limited. For a problem to be managed, it must first be reliably and transparently measured. Scientists understand that best of all.
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An Evening Ritual to Realize a Happier Life

The right preparation for a good night's sleep is valuable for not only your physical health but your mental well-being too.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




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

In September, I published a column that laid out the design of my morning protocol, which uses the best available research to manage my mood--especially my natural negativity--and optimize my creativity and productivity. The six steps I detailed there have dramatically enhanced my quality of life. Since that column, many readers have inquired about how to design other parts of the day, particularly the evening. This column outlines the evening protocol I have developed to match my morning one.

Its goal is different. I want to start the day in a way that regulates, in a downward direction, my negative affect and regulates upward the energy and focus I need to write and teach effectively. In contrast, the architecture of the evening protocol aims to create a calm, positive mood and prepare me for sleep.

Achieving that is especially challenging for me because I am by nature a poor sleeper and because I need to travel almost every week, changing time zones frequently and sleeping in strange places by myself, as opposed to in my own bed, together with my wife, at a time of my choosing. For that reason, this protocol is the ideal, rather than my norm. Even so, this research-based plan has helped me a great deal--and it might provide a starting point for you to create your own.

From the August 2025 issue: Why can't Americans sleep?

1. Eat your last meal in good time.
 The end of the day starts at dinner, which in my home is generally at 6 p.m. This might seem absurdly early to you, as it initially did to my Spanish wife when we immigrated to the United States together three decades ago. But this timing is important because the research is clear: Eating too close to bedtime negatively affects sleep latency (the time it takes to fall asleep) and quality. Alcohol tends to have a negative impact on sleep quality, and caffeine is a no-no any time late in the day. Unfortunately for me--my sweet tooth is the reason I most often fail in my protocol--skipping dessert is a good idea because sugar makes it harder to wind down.

2. Walk it off.
 When I am at home, my wife and I take a walk right after dinner, usually for about 40 minutes. A stroll is especially beneficial if the sun sets while we're out, because this enhances the body's circadian rhythms. I do not count this walk as my daily exercise, which I do first thing in the morning, but the mild exertion is still excellent for physical and mental health. (In fact, some evidence suggests that strenuous evening exercise can disrupt sleep.) Walking is especially beneficial after eating, because it lowers hyperglycemia (a glucose spike) by about 14 percent. Hyperglycemia impairs mood in some people, so in addition to other health benefits, walking can improve one's emotional state.

Holding hands while walking with your partner can be a nice extra. My wife and I always make a point of doing so, even though our children tease us for being "like kids" despite our 34 years of marriage. There's actual solid science for why hand-holding is healthy: By measuring pupil dilation (which indicates activity in the autonomic nervous system), scholars in Utah showed in 2019 that holding hands can buffer stress levels.

3. Take your vitamins.
 A good deal of recent research has looked into how supplements can aid evening mood management and sleep. There is no silver bullet for insomnia, as I can attest--I have tried absolutely everything over the years. My grizzled endocrine system laughs in the face of chamomile tea and other folk remedies. And if a pill from the doctor really knocks you out, then in my experience, it is probably an addictive and dangerous drug. A number of over-the-counter dietary supplements may, however, offer help. Probably the most effective is magnesium; less supported by research but worth trying are zinc, vitamin D, and L-theanine. Many people swear by melatonin supplements, which are generally regarded as safe--but take note that, as the nutritional expert and longevity specialist Peter Attia has advised, their dosage may be too high. In general, it is a good idea to consult your primary-care physician about any supplement you're considering.

4. Leave the phone outside the bedroom.
 Without doubt, the most obvious but least observed part of this protocol is to put your phone away at least an hour before turning in, and not to check it until morning. A huge amount of research has shown that smartphone use wrecks sleep quality. The blue light that your device emits suppresses the body's natural melatonin production in the pineal gland and disrupts circadian rhythms, which means that even if you do fall asleep while scrolling, your slumber will be choppy and not restful. Smartphone use also interferes with Steps 6 and 7 of the protocol--so just don't! And not even on the nightstand: I plug my phone into an outlet inside a closet on a different floor from my bedroom; it might as well be in a locked box.

5. Go to bed already!
 My morning protocol recommended a very early start to the day, to optimize both productivity and happiness. To manage this and still get enough sleep requires hitting the sack at a reasonable hour. People need different amounts of sleep (your number might be different from mine), but you are unlikely to be well rested with fewer than 6.5 hours. When I am not traveling or doing an evening speaking event, I try to go to bed at 9 p.m. The best conditions for the bedroom are simple: cool and completely dark.

6. Lock eyes with your partner.
 This step assumes you are sleeping with a spouse or partner--then again, if you have a dog, it might still work. You'll likely know about the crucial role that oxytocin plays in social and romantic bonding; it also has benefits for calmness and relaxation. This neuropeptide makes your bond with your partner feel unique, profound, maybe even divine. One of the best ways to stimulate oxytocin release is sustained eye contact in conversation, something that many couples neglect. You may have found, as I have, that making a conscious effort to hold eye contact when talking to someone can be a relationship game changer. What works for fostering understanding and trust among colleagues at work is even more important for maintaining intimacy and connection with your partner. At bedtime, reserve a few minutes before lights out to discuss what went right during the day, making full eye contact. For extra effect, hold hands at the same time.

7. Read (or be read to).
 Many people read in bed. This is great not just for sleeping--providing it is from a book, not a device--but also for the learning and recall of the ideas that you absorb just before drifting off. Reading aloud to others, and being read to, are particularly beneficial. As one 2024 study on college students showed, auditory "reading"--listening to an audiobook, for example--improves sleep quality even more than reading a physical book. I have not seen any studies that measured the specific effects of reading to your beloved or being read to by them--but, in my own informal nighttime research, I have found clear evidence that the effect of listening to love poetry or the Psalms delivered with a feminine Spanish accent is equivalent to clinical-grade narcotics.

Arthur C. Brooks: Sleep more and be happier

8. The last words at night.
 As a child, you probably got the advice that when you couldn't sleep, you should try counting sheep or simply counting backwards from 100. This is fine, if boring, but you can do better by having a silent, self-soothing routine that tells your brain, You are going to sleep now, and happily. Researchers studying Muslim populations, for example, have found that the practice of reciting prayers at night leads to the release of natural melatonin. Many people of all religions use a simple prayer that silently accompanies them for their passage into slumber each night; typically, these follow the cadence of slow, steady breathing. Personally, I like to use the mantra-like "Jesus Prayer," which is a common practice among Russian Orthodox monks. For nonreligious people, the silent repetition of a simple affirmation--such as, "I am grateful for this day, and finish it in peace"--can be synchronized with your breathing, so that the first phrase accompanies the inhalation, the second phrase your exhalation.

I would offer one last rule, though it might seem paradoxical. The goal of an evening protocol is calm, positive affect and restful sleep. But this protocol can all too easily turn into rigid dogma, from which any deviation or failure to uphold itself causes stress--and that defeats the whole purpose. Instead, what you need is what psychologists refer to as a "state of surrender"--the willingness to accept what is, without resistance. So the ninth, and last, step is this:

9. Never mind.
 Maybe observing the protocol is impossible today because of circumstances beyond your control. Or maybe you've followed the protocol closely but you still can't sleep. Getting uptight about either scenario is contrary to the spirit of the exercise. Rather, just say, "This is as it should be. I accept it."

Goodnight.
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What If AI Is a Bubble?

America's economic fate looks tied to AI--for better or worse.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 13 Nov 2025
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In 2026, global spending on artificial intelligence is supposed to reach close to half a trillion dollars. Nvidia, which makes chips for pretty much all of the big AI companies, recently became the first business to be valued at $5 trillion. In the quest for superintelligence, investors have poured hundreds of billions of dollars into building data centers that will eventually demand more power than many major American cities.

The investment is based on the promise that AI might one day concoct miracle drugs, program anything, automate everything--inventing out into infinity. But is that day just around the corner? A decade away? And will it ever generate enough profit to make up for this staggering amount of investment?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to the Atlantic staff writer Charlie Warzel about whether the AI boom is actually a bubble. Does the promise of AI ultimately match the enormous investment? And if not, is the American economy in a new stock-market 1929? A dot-com 2000? A financial-crisis 2008? And if it is, would the Trump White House see the AI giants as too big to fail? What happens to ordinary Americans if the bubble bursts? If it doesn't--if AI succeeds in paying for itself--does that come at an even greater cost?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: The amount of money invested in AI these days is astonishing--almost unfathomable. You might even need AI to truly comprehend it.

Recently, Nvidia, which makes chips for pretty much all of the big AI companies, became the first business ever to be valued at $5 trillion. That's trillion with a t. When I went in to type 5 trillion into my phone calculator just to see what it would look like--'cause, like, that's what non-trillionaires do for fun--it couldn't even display the whole number on the screen.

Nvidia is part of an elite group in the tech industry called the "Magnificent Seven": seven companies that make up more than a third of the S&P 500. That's Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, Meta, Microsoft, and Tesla, all of which have made some pretty hefty investments into AI in the last few years.

Charlie Warzel:  Honestly, the amount of money and energy that's being poured into this is staggering. Global spending is projected to hit $375 billion this year. And in 2026, the figure is supposed to go up to close to a half a trillion dollars.


Rosin: That's Charlie Warzel, who covers tech at The Atlantic and who recently wrote about this topic with our colleague Matteo Wong.

Warzel:  There's really no way to put in context, without sounding ridiculous or super vague, just how much money is going into this. We're talking in historic terms.


Rosin: Back in 2019--a couple of years before OpenAI launched ChatGPT--its CEO, Sam Altman, spoke to a group of industry observers. He was asked how exactly OpenAI plans to make money as a business. And here's what he said.

Sam Altman (from StrictlyVC): The honest answer's we have no idea. We have never made any revenue. We have no current plans to make revenue. We have no idea how we may one day generate revenue. We have made a soft promise to investors that once we've built this sort of generally intelligent system, basically, we will ask it to figure out a way to generate an investment return for you.
 (Audience laughs.)


Rosin: In the years since, AI has come a long way. It's crept into our emails, our term papers. It's made its way into medical-image analysis, large data sets that companies use to make projections, our late-night musings.

But one thing it has not done is make money on a scale that even remotely matches these mind-boggling investments. So the obvious questions have started coming up more and more: Is this AI boom actually a bubble?

[Music]

Rosin: A little over a week ago, an OpenAI investor named Brad Gerstner posed the question on everyone's mind, about this gap between money going out and coming in.

Brad Gerstner (from BG2): How can a company with $13 billion in revenues make $1.4 trillion of spend commitments? And you've heard the criticism, Sam.
 Sam Altman: First of all, we're doing well more revenue than that. Second of all, Brad, if you wanna sell your shares, I'll find you a buyer.
 (Another guest laughs.)
 Sam Altman: I just--enough.
 
 I think there's a lot of people who would love to buy OpenAI shares. I don't think you wanna sell, right?
 Gerstner: Including myself. Including myself.
 Altman: --people who talk with a lot of breathless concern about our compute stuff or whatever that would be thrilled to buy shares.


Rosin: Because of the amount of money we're talking about here--trillions of dollars in the U.S. economy--even some people who would not be thrilled to buy shares, who have zero interest in investing in this AI boom, might actually have some skin in the game, whether they want to or not.

Warzel:  These are stocks that are not only a big part of the S&P 500, but they're also where a lot of retail investors are put in. They're in a lot of--in basically every index fund.
 So there's this way in which the investment is extremely woven into the American economy. And even if you are not thinking that you are investing in the AI boom, if you are in index funds, if you are just sort of doing the passive investing that a lot of people are doing, you are in this boom in some way.


Rosin: But what happens if it's true that that boom is a bubble? And what if that bubble is about to burst?

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. A huge amount of the U.S.'s economic growth is fueled by AI. But it's probably more accurate to say that it's fueled by the promise of AI: the stories people are telling about how AI can make work and workers more efficient, the promise of superintelligence--all the things that we've been seeing in TV and movies for decades.

Warzel:  Almost everyone is accustomed to some science-fiction image of an ultrasmart computer that is sentient, right? Whether it's The Terminator--
 Arnold Schwarzenegger (from The Terminator): I'll be back.
 Warzel: --whether it's Hal from 2001--
 HAL 9000 (from 2001: A Space Odyssey): I'm sorry, Dave. I'm afraid I can't do that.
 Warzel: --there's all kinds of preconceptions of this technology.


Rosin: But as we'll hear from Charlie, so far, none of the grand promises have really come to pass. And the bubble just keeps getting bigger.

Warzel: There's a recent McKinsey report that's been sort of passed around in these spheres where people are talking about this that said 80 percent of the companies they surveyed that were using AI discovered that the technology had no real--they said "significant"--impact on their bottom line, right?

So there's this notion that these tools are not yet, at least as they exist now, as transformative as people are saying--and especially as transformative for productivity and efficiency and the stuff that leads to higher revenues. But there's also these other reasons.

The AI boom, in a lot of ways, is a data-center boom. For this technology to grow, for it to get more powerful, for it to serve people better, it needs to have these data centers, which help the large language models process faster, which help them train better. And these data centers are these big warehouses that have to be built, right? There's tons of square footage. They take a lot of electricity to run.

But one of the problems is with this is it's incredibly money-intensive to build these, right? They're spending tons of money to build out these data centers. So there's this notion that there's never enough, right? We're going to need to keep building data centers. We're going to need to increase the amount of power, right? And so what you have, basically, is this really interesting infrastructure problem, on top of what we're thinking of as a technological problem.

And that's a bit of the reason why people are concerned about the bubble, because it's not just like we need a bunch of smart people in a room to push the boundaries of this technology, or we need to put a lot of money into software development. This is almost like reverse terraforming the Earth. We need to blanket the Earth in these data centers in order to make this go.

Rosin: Right, it's real estate. Okay, so there's this huge amount of investment required, but everybody's kind of known this calculus for a while, so why are there suddenly headlines about it being a bubble? Why did that worry start to intensify in the last few weeks?

Warzel: Well, I think a lot of it is seeing the numbers just continue to go up, right? When you start to see things like you have AI expenditures accounting for 92 percent of GDP growth during the first half of 2025, right, that is a pretty wild number.

But I think, also, you have this real cultural sentiment right now, that a lot of people lived through the dot-com boom and they see something that maybe feels a little bit similar, right? The internet was this paradigm shift of a technological innovation. It was very clear to people that the internet was going to affect commerce; it was going to change a lot of things. And you had all these companies that came out--the famous Pets.com example, right, as sort of the height of the bubble, which was: People can buy pet food online.

The dynamic of the dot-com crash wasn't that the internet was a fad; it was that all this investment came in, and all these companies were created, and the ecosystem wasn't yet developed enough to support it, right? People buy dog food online all the time now. Pets.com was an idea ahead of its time.

And I think that a lot of people are looking at all this funding, all this money, seeing it kind of rhyme a little bit with the dot-com boom and also thinking, Maybe some of these companies are a little ahead of their time. Is it going to pay out soon enough? Or is there going to be this idea that, This was kind of a hype cycle. There was this hysteria. And that's where you see this feeling of, Oh, no. We are betting so much. We are putting so many eggs in this basket. What if it doesn't pay off soon enough?

[Music]
 
 Warzel:  There's an investor named Harris Kupperman, and he's very bearish on all of this stuff. And he has said, in order for these companies to break even on what they are spending in 2025 on capital expenditure, they would need to generate $160 billion of revenue. That is to break even on what they're investing this year in these data centers. The revenues are nowhere near $160 billion in terms of what the generative AI tools are generating.

He went out with his blog post, and then a bunch of people who are in the industry, who run data centers, who are other investors in this and know the nuts and bolts of it, they told him his estimate was way off and that the revenue that these tech companies would need to generate to break even on this year's capital expenditure alone is closer to $320 or $480 billion. That is what these companies need to generate this year in order to break even on what they've invested.

We're dealing with a lot of back-of-the-envelope math on all of this, but that gives you a sense of kind of the dizzying numbers that we're talking about here.

Rosin: Okay, Charlie, the more you talk, the less this makes sense. So... (Laughs.) So what's the plan? When Sam Altman, CEO of OpenAI, was asked about this enormous amount of spending, he got somewhat defensive. So do other CEOs or investors outline the plan? What's the good-news scenario by which this all works out well?

Warzel: I'm really glad that you said the more that I talk, the less sense it makes, because I just wanna say, that is entirely indicative of my experience reporting on this. I come to this--you know, I don't have an economics and finance background. I write about technology. I have looked into these things and spoken with people, and I come away sort of with this thousand-yard stare.

And I think that is a bit of what's going on here. When people look into this stuff, it's not that there isn't maybe some magical save here, right? It's entirely possible that there are these leaps in this technology, right? The Bloomberg columnist Matt Levine has this great line that says, We are going to create God and then ask it for money, right? That is what these AI companies are sort of saying. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Or what Sam Altman said, which was, We'll just build a superintelligence and then ask it to solve this math problem for us.

Warzel: Right. Yeah, that's the same thing. And that's why it's a little staggering, right? No one is blinking when it comes to the money that's being invested. The lights are all green here in terms of all of these tech companies. People are plowing ahead.

This narrative of the AI bubble right now, it definitely exists in media; it definitely exists in the tech analyst space. But Wall Street's not stopping on this at all. If anything, there's a FOMO that is happening right now. There is a notion of, We need to get in on this, right? This is a race. Not only is it a race from company to company, but it's also got these geopolitical components to it, right? There is a desire to, on the American end, to want to beat China.

There's this feeling like, There is no time like the present. The money is too good right now. We're not going to stop. But when you drill down into it, there's this notion that, essentially, what's happening is people are lighting money on fire in the hopes that this thing just continues to turn into the promise that everyone's hoping.

Rosin: After the break, the case for boom, not bubble: how the AI companies say they actually plan to make money.

[Break]

Rosin: I find it hard to believe that it's this level of magical thinking, like, that the real answer people have in their heads is superintelligence. What does that mean, and what does it have to do with making money? Even if they did build a superintelligence, how would that be a return on investment?

Warzel: It's a good question. The idea of superintelligence is completely changing the paradigm of what humans are capable of doing, right? It changes the ways that every single hedge fund will be able to do predictive modeling. In terms of scientific discovery, right, if you are a pharmaceutical company, a superintelligence that creates other superintelligences is sort of this exponential amount of research and brainpower that hopefully can come up with a miracle cancer drug that then you can then go out and sell.

Rosin: Okay, so that's real. That's real--

Warzel: There are real ideas here with this. The problem is, right now, we have--you've played around with ChatGPT, right? Is that worth rewiring the entire world and global economy around that? I'm not sure, right? And that's where we get this, I think, real unease and confusion with people.

Rosin: Yeah, it does also feel to me that the difference between this and some of the other speculative-technology moments in history is that everyone sees it, and everyone's talking about it. That was not true of the housing bubble, for example--it was a fairly elite group of people who could see that one coming. But it feels like a lot of people are talking about this, and no one really has an answer.

Warzel: I think that the best cases for "We are not in a bubble right now" from the AI industry that I've heard--the first is: Everyone says we're in a bubble, and everyone's watching it. It's just what you said, right? There are so many eyes on this thing that how can it get so out of hand, right? This is happening sort of in public, so all the exposure is there. People know what they're getting into. We're talking about this all the time. That's the first one.

Rosin: Interesting.

Warzel: The second one is the notion that there is this physical component, right, this infrastructural component, this data-center component. There's only so many construction workers and construction companies. There's only so many chips. There's only so much land. You can only get these things up and operating quick enough. And that all of that physical infrastructure will moderate some of the investment and some of the spend, right? This notion that we can't scale up as fast as the companies want, and that will be a moderating influence. It will allow the technology to sort of meet the expectations a little bit better. The gap will dwindle.

But the concern, though, is there are dynamics at play here that are starting to get a little bit weird and complicated in, like, a 2008-financial-crisis way.

[Music]

Warzel: There's a couple complicated dynamics. There's just the notion of the--if the tech stocks fall, right, there's a lot of exposure there; there's a lot of contagion in the sense of: Highly leveraged hedge funds are invested in these companies. They could be forced into fire sales, which could cause this vicious cycle with financial damage in pension funds, mutual funds, insurance companies, everyday investors, right? It's bad news for anyone who's trying to play it safe.

But then there's this other component that we found in our reporting that, really, it kind of made the hair on the back of my neck stand up a little bit.

It's this notion of debt investing. So, essentially, building these data centers is very expensive, and these tech firms don't necessarily want to take on that debt, right? They don't wanna ask for loans to build these data centers because it looks bad on their balance sheets, and they're worried about shareholder returns.

So to get around this, some of these tech companies are partnering with private equity. And they're doing this financial engineering, right? The private-equity firms will put up money, or they'll raise money, to build a data center, and then the company, the tech company, will pay the private-equity firm through the rent that they get renting out the data center.

So what is happening is you're having a company repackaging their data-center leases into a financial instrument--basically, a bond that people can sell--and there are examples of this happening. And then they are combining that with others into these securities that are based off of tranches, that are based off of how risky they are in terms of default. And if any of those words sound familiar to anyone listening, it's because that's a little bit similar to some of the financial engineering of the 2008 crisis, right, with subprime mortgages.

It's not the same thing. Data centers are not subprime mortgages at all. These tech companies are blue-chip companies that make a lot of money. But there is this really interesting financial-engineering situation that is going on that's starting to just--it's getting overly complicated, and it's getting harder to know where some of this money's going.

What feels telling to me about this is less the idea of tranches and repackaging, and more this idea that the money is not going in a way that is very easy to track.

Rosin: Right. But I guess, at the same time, like you said earlier, we're sort of smarter than we were in 2008, so we can see a lot of these dynamics, and maybe that makes some kind of a difference.

One thing that strikes me as possible is a lose-lose situation, where your one option is: AI is a bubble, and it bursts, and we're in trouble for the reasons you described. The other possibility is that it succeeds in some spectacular way, and then unemployment skyrockets as a result. What do you think about that dilemma?

Warzel: I see this a lot. This is the thing that I think about quite a bit, right? It seems to me like you--there aren't a lot of amazing options at the moment, because the way that I look at this is that the amount of investment is so historic, it is so massive in this technology that the people who are pouring this money into it are expecting something huge, right?

Maybe the money's not rational. Maybe there is this hype. Maybe there is this--it's just driven by FOMO and all kinds of whatever. But these companies also--they're not full of idiots, right? They have this notion of what the technology could do sometime down the line. And I think that the only way that these investments make sense is that they are paradigm-shifting for society, in the way that the internet wired us all, connected us all, and sort of weirdened the world. I think that's what they're hoping that artificial intelligence does, and we can already see that it has had a disruptive impact, even in its more rudimentary form.

So it does frighten me to imagine, What is enough to satisfy that investment? I think it would be a massive amount of job loss--or just of reorganization and kind of chaos.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. It sounds like you're saying it's chaos either way, like there's a bubble that brings pain, like the kind of pain we had in the financial crisis, or a true breakthrough that brings disruption and possibly mass unemployment.

Warzel: Yes. I think that, absolutely, we are in a position where, if these companies create the thing that is worthy of this much investment, it is going to cause an extreme amount of societal rewiring and probably financial pain. And if they don't manage to pull it off, I think it's going to cause an extreme amount of financial pain.

Rosin: So pretty much bad either way. But I guess there's a scenario where we could just live inside the bubble, or this fear of the bubble, for the next 10 years, but it never actually crashes?

Warzel: There is a really interesting, I guess, debate or controversy--however you wanna say it--around the notion of, Will these companies be put in a too-big-to-fail bucket? Right?

There was an executive at OpenAI who mentioned in an interview something about the United States government "backstopping" the company, right, if there was a bubble. And they had to walk that back. There was this big controversy. They said, No, no, we don't--we're not expecting a bailout for no reason. We want the free market to do its thing, etc., etc.

But there is this really interesting thought experiment here, right, with this amount of investment, and that's why I mentioned earlier that there's these geopolitical stakes. Donald Trump, to the extent that he knows anything about artificial intelligence, knows that he doesn't want China to have anything resembling a superintelligence before the United States, right?

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Warzel: There have been these data-center partnerships through the White House, right, that have been facilitated by that. Donald Trump, one of the first things he did was bring Sam Altman to the White House and announced this Stargate investment partnership, right, with OpenAI.

So there is this potential notion of, Maybe these investments can't be made allowed to fail. Maybe it is seen as this geopolitical imperative, that it becomes very clear that the government's not going to allow these companies to fail--or change the parameters of it or underwrite some of the losses in some way.

And I think that is going to be a very interesting thing, if it ever did come to pass, because these companies have acted like they are building the second coming. And if, all of a sudden, they ended up in a situation where they had to get a bailout, I think there would be an intense cultural backlash to that.

[Music]

Rosin: Thanks again to Charlie Warzel. Starting Friday, November 14, you can listen to Charlie host his own show. It's a weekly video podcast called Galaxy Brain, where Charlie is gonna talk to people who know a lot about our hectic information ecosystem. And Charlie is gonna try and give us back our sanity.

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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What Tariffs Did

Is this the end of the trade war?

by Annie Lowrey

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




The trade war might be coming to a strange end.

Last week, the Supreme Court heard two cases questioning the legal underpinnings of Donald Trump's tariff regime. A group of state governments and businesses--selling toys, wine, plumbing supplies, bicycle saddles, and other goods--argued that the United States' trade deficits do not constitute an emergency and that the International Emergency Economic Powers Act does not give the White House the unilateral authority to impose tariffs anyway.

The president argued that it "would literally destroy the United States of America" if the Court rules against him. Alas, I guess, the justices--three Trump appointees among them--seem likely to do so, as three lower courts have so far this year, and as a formidable group of conservative legal experts insists they must.

The financial fallout would be messy. Such a ruling would cut in half the country's effective tariff rate--which, at nearly 18 percent, is the highest it has been since 1934--meaning that the revenue the Treasury collects from businesses would fall by half. The White House might have to figure out how to return tens of billions of dollars to companies that have paid import fees this year, plus interest. Despite the probable chaos, however, a ruling against the tariffs would be good for Americans' pocketbooks, and good for ensuring that the current slowdown does not transform into a recession.

The American economy is growing at a decent-enough pace at the moment, and the jobless rate is rising but low. The real problem is the cost of living, as households have told pollsters and politicians over and over and over again. Trump's tariffs are certainly not the cause of sky-high rents, obscene utility bills, child-care shortages, and ridiculous out-of-pocket health costs. But they have pumped up the price of consumer goods. The average family will pay $1,800 more for groceries, clothing, and other necessities thanks to the Trump administration's trade policies in 2025. For many lower-income households, the tariffs will end up swamping the tax cuts Republicans passed this summer.

Moreover, the tariffs have forced the Federal Reserve to keep borrowing costs relatively high to tamp down on inflation--perhaps 0.5 percentage points higher than they would be otherwise. That means fewer homes being built, driving up real-estate costs. It means more credit-card delinquencies. It means fewer Americans being able to afford a house, a car, a medical bill. It means fewer companies pouring money into novel products and technologies.

The Trump administration's inane and perhaps illegal policies have hit certain sectors particularly hard: the fashion industry, agribusinesses, small-scale firms selling household goods. But few businesses have gone unscathed. "You've got uncertainty," Diane Swonk, the chief economist at the accounting firm KPMG US, told me. "Measures of uncertainty are extremely elevated." Given that uncertainty, many companies outside of the health-care industry have declined to add workers, and investors have poured little money into anything other than AI.

On Sunday, Trump announced in a social-media post that the government would send Americans a tariff rebate: "$2000 a person (not including high income people!)." It's not clear whether he can. If his administration does send the rebates, the checks might help some families get by. But they would also make the Federal Reserve's effort to hold down inflation even harder. "We have a low-hire-with-layoffs-coming environment, and that may be blunted a bit by this fiscal stimulus," Swonk told me. "But we also know from the pandemic: When you add a lot of fiscal stimulus when prices are already going up, you get stickier inflation. It's a very difficult situation."

The better policy would have been no policy at all. Imagine what the economy would look like right now if Trump had never started the trade war. The Yale Budget Lab estimates that the tariffs have depressed real GDP growth by 0.5 percentage points this year, lifted the unemployment rate by 0.3 percentage points, and cost the economy close to half a million jobs. Moody's Analytics estimates the hit to real GDP growth to be 0.8 percentage points. In other words, the Trump administration has likely cut the country's expansion by a third or more and its annual employment gains in half--for nothing.

The Supreme Court can't undo the damage by affirming the lower courts' rulings, nor can the Trump administration undo the damage by sending out checks. The Court can't even end the trade war entirely. The tariffs on steel and aluminum will still stand, for instance, because Trump did not invoke the same economic-emergency authority when making them.

Nevertheless, the Court could do what Congress, the White House, and the Fed haven't been able to this year: help nudge the economy out of its stagflationary funk. Inflation should temper. Real household disposable incomes should rise. Uncertainty should ease. The Fed should have more room to lower rates. Companies should import more goods and spend more money on long-range investments. American households hate the cost-of-living crisis--and the Court might finally give them some relief.
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The Left's New Moralism Will Backfire

Under Trump, progressives have embraced the rhetoric of "moral clarity." It won't help their cause.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




In the age of MAGA, ideological lines that once distinguished left from right have blurred. Republicans who said they were willing to die for the market now support a president who tells the government to buy up shares in the private sector. (Bernie Sanders approves.) The right has also embraced cancel culture, a progressive trend it recently despised. But conservatives aren't the only ones emulating the other side.

In perhaps the most striking reversal of this era, progressives are now the ones who tend to speak like moralists. America is long past the days of the Christian right's Moral Majority and the "good versus evil" wars of George W. Bush's administration. An emerging form of progressive rhetoric is taking their place. Consider the left's appropriation of the term moral clarity. In April, during her first major speech since Donald Trump returned to the White House, Kamala Harris praised Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and other Democrats for "speaking with moral clarity about this moment." As AOC herself said in 2018, "There is nothing radical about moral clarity"--a phrase that still endures on T-shirts. In The Message, a 2024 essay collection by Ta-Nehisi Coates, the progressive writer recalls encouraging his students at Howard University to employ overtly moral language. "There has to be something in you," he told them, "something that hungers for clarity."

When people describe the world by appealing to black-and-white morality, they tend to reveal more about themselves than anything else. For many, such language suggests that they hold their own views to be unimpeachable and the other side's to be irredeemable. But moral clarity, like beauty, is perishable and--at least in practice--subjective. Many of the protesters who assaulted police officers in the summer of 2020, for example, did so with the same ethical certitude as those who stormed the Capitol in January 2021. Both groups believed they were redressing an injustice--one racial, one electoral--that too many others wouldn't acknowledge. Both groups evinced a kind of moralism that blinded rather than clarified, eliminating the possibility of persuasion, compromise, or open debate.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: To see how America unraveled, go back five years

At first glance, the left's appeals to moral clarity might not seem controversial. To interpret reality through a moral lens is necessary and admirable, and insisting on nuance can seem obtuse when large swaths of the right have championed cruel prejudice and self-serving authoritarianism. But the left will need to reform itself in order to confront these forces. (Don't let a few recent Democratic victories fool you.) And that will require precisely the kind of introspection and self-criticism that moralism precludes. In this sense, urging moral clarity can really be an obstacle to insight.

The left's embrace of this language has been a years-long process. In 2020, at the height of the social-justice movement spawned by George Floyd's killing, the investigative reporter Wesley Lowery exhorted journalists to describe the world with "moral clarity." "Neutral objectivity trips over itself to find ways to avoid telling the truth," Lowery wrote in The New York Times. "Moral clarity," by contrast, demands "that politicians who traffic in racist stereotypes and tropes--however cleverly--be labeled such with clear language and unburied evidence."

Lowery was responding, in part, to a Times essay by Republican Senator Tom Cotton, which argued that the rioting and looting in cities that summer required a military response. Polling showed that many Americans--perhaps most--supported Cotton's view. Nonetheless, a chorus of progressives had deemed the op-ed racist and even life-threatening, prompting the ouster of James Bennet, one of the paper's top editors. After Bennet's departure, Lowery suggested that the decision to publish Cotton was not merely flawed but morally obscene. (Earlier this year, the Columbia Journalism Review reported the accounts of several women who say Lowery sexually assaulted them. Lowery said in a statement to CJR that its story was "incomplete and includes false insinuations," but that he "should have better upheld boundaries.")

In the years since Lowery's call for clarity, a divide has emerged on the left over the correct moral response to Trump's political dominance. On one side are the idealists who prioritize righteousness, even when it spells their own defeat. On the other are the pragmatists who prioritize broadening their coalition, even when it entails trade-offs.

A recent exchange between Coates and the New York Times journalist Ezra Klein, two of the most prominent voices on the left, symbolized the split. One day after the assassination of the MAGA activist Charlie Kirk, Klein published a column praising him for "practicing politics in exactly the right way" and calling him "one of the era's most effective practitioners of persuasion." Klein vehemently disagreed with Kirk's agenda but nonetheless concluded, "Liberalism could use more of his moxie and fearlessness."

These statements provoked an outpouring of opprobrium. What are we to make "of the writers, the thinkers, and the pundits who cannot separate the great crime of Kirk's death from the malignancy of his public life?" Coates asked in Vanity Fair. "Can they truly be so ignorant to the words of a man they have so rushed to memorialize?" Coates noted that intolerance and cruelty were regular features of Kirk's activism, and he assembled a litany of quotes to prove it.

George Packer: The tragedy of Charlie Kirk's killing

Klein invited Coates on his podcast and explained his decision to write about Kirk, to which Coates responded: "Was silence not an option?" Coates seemed to suggest that saying nothing at all was better than describing the other side as anything but malicious--an inversion of the proverbial wisdom about not having anything nice to say. Later in the conversation, Klein illustrated the problem with such an approach. "I look at the last eight, 12 years, and what I see having happened is we--the coalition I am in, the things I believe in--lost ground," he said. "We've stopped doing politics. We've written a lot of people off, and in writing them off, we are losing, and we are unable to protect ourselves, unable to protect them, and just unable to make good change in the world."

From a certain perspective, Klein was simply pointing out the obvious: Ideological purity won't do you any good if it prevents you from building a coalition large enough to win power and put your ideology into practice. For Coates, however, that view gets things backwards. What good is the power to govern, he asks, if you've rendered yourself impure to win it? "I'm all for unifying, I'm all for bridging gaps, but not at the expense of my neighbor's humanity," Coates said. "I am at war with certain ideologies and ideas, and I want them expunged."

Whereas Coates spoke of a metaphorical war, the right has for decades demanded "moral clarity" in response to literal armed conflict. This began long before the term became a rallying cry for progressives, as the journalist Geoff Shullenberger has pointed out. In 2002, the Republican commentator William Bennett helped popularize the phrase in his defense of Bush's disastrous foreign policy, Why We Fight: Moral Clarity and the War on Terrorism. More recently, in the context of the war in Gaza, conservatives have used appeals to anti-Semitism as a pretext to clamp down on universities, a campaign that the right has described in militaristic terms. In both contexts, moralized rhetoric granted conservative projects an almost undeniable rationale: Who could oppose fighting terrorism or fighting bigotry against Jews?

In 1961, the psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton identified a series of what he called "thought-terminating cliches"--phrases that are used to dismiss any examination of ambiguity. (Think: "Let's agree to disagree.") These platitudes are "the start and finish of any ideological analysis," Clifton wrote; people resort to such "language of non-thought" when they want to smooth over cognitive dissonance and eschew intellectual discomfort. Moral clarity now belongs on that list. Invoking the phrase stifles dissent and critical thinking. It either ends debates prematurely or makes them, in Shullenberger's words, "interminable and unproductive."

Still, to give up entirely on the ideal of moral clarity is to succumb to nihilism. Societies need a baseline moral consensus in order to reject the beliefs and behaviors that violate their shared norms. In her astute 2008 book, Moral Clarity: A Guide for Grown-Up Idealists, the philosopher Susan Neiman points out that failing to find any moral clarity can lead people to "settle for the far more dangerous simplicity, or purity, instead."

The question of moral purity has taken on specific electoral stakes for the left thanks to a pair of recent controversies involving Graham Platner, a former Marine running in Maine's Democratic Senate primary. Last month, deleted Reddit posts were discovered in which Platner endorsed political violence and called himself "a communist." Soon after, a video surfaced showing Platner with a tattoo of the Totenkopf, a symbol worn by members of the SS who presided over concentration camps. Platner has apologized for many of his posts, denied accusations that he's a Nazi, and said he didn't know about the symbol's affiliation when he got the tattoo, which he's since covered up with another one.

Read: How 'big tent' are Democrats willing to go?

Many Democrats called for Platner to resign despite his substantial lead in polling from before the scandals. (A more recent survey suggests that the controversies would hurt his chances in the general election.) But Bernie Sanders stood by his earlier endorsement: "There might be one or two more important issues," he said. A number of influential left-wing voices echoed the senator. "Censorious, hall monitor liberalism that refuses to accept growth in people," the progressive commentator Emma Vigeland wrote on X, "is far more of a threat to the Democratic Party's chances in the future than anything dug up on Graham Platner."

Of course, "no Nazi tattoos" and "don't advocate political violence" are not particularly lofty ethical bars to clear; no one should be dismissed as a snowflake for finding such transgressions disqualifying. But the fact that many on the left seem willing to extend Platner the opportunity to redeem his mistakes is a promising sign. It is grounded in the recognition that Democrats' long-term moral interests are moot if they can't win elections.

The alternative--rigid sanctimoniousness that cannot allow the possibility of forgiveness or negotiation--is not clarity. It's dogmatism.
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The End of Naked Locker Rooms

What we lose when casual nudity disappears

by Jacob Beckert

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Not long ago, after a day of work, a colleague and I met for a friendly game of racquetball at our university gym. In the newly designed locker room, I began pulling off my shirt to change when he quickly stopped me: "You can't do that here." Undressing, it turned out, was now permitted only in small private stalls--which struck me as odd. This was a gym with a pool, where someone could go directly from a shirts-on locker room to a shirtless swim. But the logic was clear enough: The space had been redesigned as "universal," for people of all genders. The locker room, once a place for casual and normative nudity, had quietly become a place where modesty was expected.

My Seattle gym is far from the only one to adopt the practice. Though public nakedness isn't completely gone, many of the everyday spots where Americans once encountered unclothed bodies--locker rooms, school showers, public pools, bathhouses--have either vanished or shifted away from collective nudity. In 2017, Athletic Business, a trade publication for sports-facility design and management, reported that communal showers without curtains or dividers had virtually disappeared from new construction. This year, a different trade publication noted that one of the prevailing trends in locker-room design is privacy, a way to make "a diverse user base" feel comfortable.

It's a striking reversal. For more than a century, the cultural norm in the United States was that nudity was acceptable--at least within same-sex environments. Over the past couple of decades or so, that idea has largely dissolved. This sort of nudity is so rarely discussed that we don't really have vocabulary for it. The term nonsexual nudity feels inadequate, because for some, changing in a locker room could carry a charge of eroticism. Communal nudity is no better, evoking images of orgies or nudist colonies rather than once-routine forms of unclothed life. The fact that the practice never really had a name suggests how unremarkable it once was.

This decline partly reflects shifts in the culture: In a world that recognizes a wide range of gender identities and acknowledges attraction across those boundaries, the old mainstream assumption that same-sex facilities were inherently asexual--and therefore appropriate settings for nudity--no longer holds. At the same time, broader conversations about consent, sexual assault, and vulnerability, as well as the ubiquity of phone cameras, have raised questions about the discomfort or even legal liabilities that such spaces can create.

Although these changes are largely positive, they also introduce a new reality: Today, the only naked bodies that many Americans will likely ever see are their own, a partner's, or those on a screen. Gone are our unvarnished points of physical comparison--the ordinary, unposed figures of other people. In their place, we're left with the curated ideals of social-media posts, AI-generated advertising, and pornography. The loss may seem trivial, but it also may change how people see themselves. Without exposure to the normal variety of bodies, we may become less comfortable with our own, more likely to mistake common characteristics for flaws--and more inclined to see every bare body as an inherently sexual object, making nudity even more charged.



Some form of public nudity has been in American life since the early days of the republic. Starting in the late 18th century, young men and boys would strip down to swim in urban lakes and rivers, as the scholar Jeff Wiltse wrote in Contested Waters, a history of swimming in America. This behavior often sat on the margins of social acceptability; commentators described the bathers as lewd and unruly, flaunting their bodies and heckling passersby. Cities soon moved to curtail it. In 1786, Boston passed an ordinance forbidding swimming on the Sabbath, declaring that boys bathing on Sundays were "profaning the Lord's day." New York followed with an 1808 ban on daytime swimming in the East River, meant, in the moral logic of the day, to protect innocent women from the supposedly corrupting sight of men's naked flesh.

These laws did not eliminate public nudity but rather regulated it, prescribing where, when, and around whom one could shed their clothes. They set the pattern for how nudity has been approached in the United States ever since--through a blend of legal restrictions and social norms that draw a line between nudity as nonsexual, condoned, even expected, and nudity coded as sexual and therefore forbidden except in private.

The golden age of everyday, regulated nudity arrived with the Progressive era. At the turn of the 20th century, faith in the state's capacity to improve lives, new ideas about hygiene, and efforts to uplift the urban poor all combined to create more public spaces where nudity was considered appropriate. Whereas middle- and upper-class homes had bathtubs by the 1890s, most tenements had none. Their residents bathed infrequently, or in tubs shared by several families. Reformers seized on this as both a public-health and a moral crisis; for many Progressives, dirt itself was a sign of degeneracy. Cities started building public bathhouses, mostly formally or de facto segregated by race, and usually divided into men and women--sometimes by separate wings, sometimes by alternating days (though typically more time and space were granted to men). A bather might have a stall or a bit of elbow room, but the experience remained communal. In the Progressive imagination, then, nudity was a civic duty, a path to cleanliness, even a mark of respectability.

Read: You're showering too much

Naked swimming, at least for men, also became more commonplace as more bathhouses opened. For decades, they functioned as facilities both for cleaning and for leisure; bathers might bring soap into the water, rinsing off before they began to swim. Then, when indoor plumbing spread and the need for collective bathing diminished, many public baths were gradually refitted as recreational swimming pools; the line between nude bathing and swimming remained blurred. Textile technology also played a role in encouraging nude swimming. Because early bathing suits were made of fabrics that shed fibers--clogging filters and spreading debris--many facilities banned them outright. The Progressive era's near obsession with hygiene played an important role here too. In 1926, an American Public Health Association report recommended that men swim nude so germs on their suits wouldn't pollute the water; many pools required it.

For women, the logic was more complicated. Expectations of sanitation competed with early-20th-century ideas about purity and propriety. Although women were supposed to shower nude before getting in the pool, they were almost never allowed to swim that way. The same APHA report recommending that men always swim nude said that women should still wear suits, albeit "of the simplest type," underscoring that their bodies--unlike men's--were presumed to carry a sexual charge regardless of who else was present.

Soon, though, cultural norms changed again, and nude swimming began to disappear. As municipal pools became mixed-gender in the 1920s and '30s, swimming naked no longer fit prevailing notions of decency. Not long after, racial integration made swimming pools some of the most fiercely contested public places in America. Because pools were seen as intimate, the prospect of Black and white people sharing the water provoked intense resistance, particularly among white men who were averse to the idea of Black men interacting with white women. Bathing suits became both a technological adaptation and a way of policing the charged meanings of gender and racial mixing.

In private and high-school pools, where gender and racial separation was more common, nudity was phased out much more slowly. Backed by the APHA, which continued to recommend nude swimming until 1962, YMCA and high-school pools still kept men and boys in the nude during designated gender-specific swimming. Sometimes, family members--including girls and women--watched naked boys practice or compete in races. (Less frequently, women would strip down for swimming as well.) The tradition lingered into the '70s and '80s, and was slow to fade; according to a 2015 Politico report, the U.S. Senate pool remained men-only until 2008, when, as Senator Kay Hagan recalled, some of her male colleagues were still swimming nude, presumably continuing what they saw as a normal practice from their youth.



As American society has evolved, the calculation about where and how one's body can be exposed has shifted yet again. The move toward private stalls in gyms reflects an effort to make communal spaces more comfortable for a wider range of people, while avoiding the fraught question of how to split rooms when gender boundaries are the subject of an intense culture war. It also reflects a recognition that dividing locker rooms by gender alone does not necessarily create settings free from the possibility of sexualization or discomfort. Compounding these issues is the omnipresence of cameras and social media, which has made privacy more precarious. The heightened awareness of potential abuse in schools and athletic programs has led to policy adjustments as well. What was once widely considered innocuous exposure now risks becoming a liability.

As a result, for someone growing up in the United States today, it is entirely possible that until their first sexual encounter, they will never be nude in front of anyone other than a family member or a doctor. This is happening alongside the proliferation of online pornography; according to a 2023 survey from Common Sense Media, the average age of an American's first exposure to porn is just 12. When most of the naked bodies we encounter are filtered or airbrushed, the unedited body--and its sags or wrinkles or scars--starts to seem almost imaginary. Aging bodies in particular are seen mostly in mirrors or medical settings, potentially feeding the illusion that the human form is meant to stay young and optimized.

Read: The logical extreme of anti-aging

Of course, even when public nudity was more widely accepted, it was rarely neutral. Society might have preferred to pretend otherwise, but locker rooms and bathhouses have always carried the possibility of sexual attraction and curiosity. And the naked body has always carried social meaning beyond arousal--it has been an index of beauty, strength, gender, shame. Locker rooms and showers, where bodies were both exposed and compared, became opportunities for people to reinforce social pecking orders. Just consider the term locker-room talk, referring to vulgar conversations men might have while changing. The lack of supervision, especially in school settings, only amplified the potential for cruelty. While writing this story, I heard countless anecdotes of locker-room humiliations from friends and family--a sign of how common, and how formative, such moments can be.

Still, sometimes everyday nudity could also bring a sense of ease. I think of the elderly men--mostly Soviet emigres--strolling around a locker room with a complete lack of modesty when I was a child. It's not one of my fonder memories; at the time, their indifference to nakedness felt awkward and intrusive. Later, though, I realized that my discomfort said as much about me as it did about them. What I read then as shamelessness now looks more like a kind of freedom--one that comes from treating the naked body as nothing remarkable at all.

This points, perhaps, to a problem in the way Americans have been framing the naked body all along. Although the newer convention, focused on safety and consent, stamps out some prejudices, it still rests on a narrow idea: that nakedness is by definition lewd. In many countries, communal nudity persists in mixed settings precisely because the body is treated as ordinary. Saunas in Germany, for example, remain places where people of all genders sit unclothed together, apparently without major problems.

Such examples suggest that, rather than finding new ways to conceal ourselves, Americans need to reimagine the naked body--seeing it not as a provocation, but as a natural fact of human life. This cultural shift in attitudes toward nudity wouldn't happen overnight, nor should it come at the expense of anybody's well-being. As Americans design new shared spaces, though, we might more deliberately examine what kinds of encounters they make possible, or foreclose. Perhaps the goal is not to return to old norms of exposure, but to imagine new ones rooted in comfort and respect.



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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/2025/11/naked-locker-room-end/684907/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Really Happens After the Shutdown Ends

Congress's deal to reopen the government won't immediately bring life back to normal for Americans.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 13 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.

This past weekend, as I prepared to board a flight from Toronto to New York City, I looked down at my phone to find two pieces of news. One was that the Senate was readying a deal to end the ongoing government shutdown. The other was that my flight was delayed.

I was lucky. Amid the broader chaos enveloping air travel in the United States these days, a delay of a couple of hours is manageable. Air traffic controllers have now gone without pay for 43 days, leading some to reportedly take a second job when they're off the clock; to account for  fatigue and compensate for the controllers who have left their job, the Federal Aviation Administration has deployed an emergency order mandating major reductions in daily domestic flights at 40 high-traffic airports. What began as a 4 percent reduction over the weekend is now a 6 percent reduction. Thousands of flights have been outright canceled.

All government shutdowns produce a sort of hangover period once they end, as federal employees return from furlough and attempt to triage their accumulated work. This shutdown, the longest in U.S. history, is no different. Now that the House has passed legislation to end it, certain services will return immediately--some national parks, for example, have remained open at limited capacity throughout the shutdown in spite of staffing shortages. But flights in particular won't be running smoothly for a while. "I'm hoping that if we get this shutdown resolved this week that the airlines and the FAA can get back to normal in time for the start of the Thanksgiving travel period," Henry Harteveldt of Atmosphere Research Group told me yesterday.

So far, the FAA's emergency order remains in place, and there's no guarantee that it will be lifted at the precise moment that the shutdown comes to an end. Even once airlines are operating at full capacity, they will need to pull off the complicated logistical project of repositioning crews and planes across the country. There's also the question of back pay. The federal government is required, per a 2019 law called the Government Employee Fair Treatment Act, to send out paychecks at "the earliest date possible" after a shutdown ends, regardless of regular pay schedules. But even after employees receive their paychecks, it can take a while for their financial situation to return to normal. Some of this has to do with new burdens that workers take on during shutdowns, such as managing their kids' child care, Rachel Snyderman, the managing director of economic policy at the Bipartisan Policy Center, told me.

Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy said yesterday afternoon that air traffic controllers will receive 70 percent of their pay within 48 hours of the government reopening, and that he expects the rest to come within a week. Duffy also echoed Donald Trump's exhortation that workers continue to work without pay. For these true "PATRIOTS," the president wrote on Truth Social, "I won't be able to send your money fast enough!" Trump added that those who don't show up to work risk having their pay "substantially docked," in apparent contravention of federal law.

The shutdown's effects are rippling throughout much of the country's fundamental infrastructure. Because some cargo planes have been grounded, packages have experienced delays too. SNAP benefits, which the Trump administration said it would fund only in part this month, could be retroactively paid "upon the availability of federal funding," according to an October memo from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, although there is no clear timeline for that disbursement.

There is no timeline yet either for the many blue-state infrastructure projects that were canceled or put on hold by the Office of Management and Budget during the shutdown (clean-energy groups have teamed up with the city of St. Paul to sue the government over funding cuts to energy programs; the OMB did not respond to a request for comment). And anything that needs an application or an approval from the federal government--say, housing developments involving government-backed loans, or payments for fuel deliveries as part of the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program, which subsidizes heating bills and other weather-related expenses--will likely take some time to ramp back up. In Pennsylvania, LIHEAP won't reopen until early next month. In New York State, applications for those heating subsidies will not be accepted until November 24 at the earliest. And it's already snowing.

"Let's get the job done, and let's do it fast," Senator Susan Collins said on Sunday of the shutdown's prospective end. But despite the rhetorical victory lap from congressional Republicans about having bested their Democrat rivals, there is a bipartisan reality to the shutdown's aftereffects. Voters in all states, of both parties, rely on the services that will soon creak back to life.

Plus, the resolution that the House voted on this evening funds the government only through January. Air traffic controllers might need to hang on to those second jobs.

Related:

	Why the Democrats finally folded
 	The moral cost of the Democrats' shutdown strategy




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Inside the Sandwich Guy's jury deliberations
 	Donald Trump is a lamer duck than ever, Mark Leibovich argues.
 	Why Maduro probably can't count on Putin




Today's News

	House Republicans released 20,000 pages of documents from the estate of the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein after months of delay. This took place just hours after Democrats released emails obtained by the House Oversight Committee showing that Epstein mentioned President Donald Trump multiple times over the past 14 years, suggesting that Trump "knew about the girls" and spent time with a woman Republicans identified as the Epstein victim Virginia Giuffre.
 	The House returned from a 54-day recess and voted on a Senate-approved bill this evening to end the longest government shutdown in U.S. history.
 	October's jobs and consumer-price-index reports are unlikely to be released because of  the government shutdown, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said during a news briefing.




Evening Read


Karen Espersen with ostriches at her farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay Alana Paterson for The Atlantic



All the Ostriches Must Die

By Daniel Engber

The police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.
 Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, with signs and walkie-talkies, gathered on the property. They'd set up a barricade to slow the cops' advance: several logs laid across the dirt near the turnoff from the highway.
 The activists had been camping out for months; their numbers sometimes reached into the hundreds. They knew the government was saying that the ostriches had bird flu, but they were convinced that this was cover for some other, bigger scheme.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	America's best pasta is slipping away.
 	What the climate establishment missed about the Bill Gates memo
 	The David Frum Show: MAGA has repulsed young women.
 	Well, that's definitely Frankenstein.
 	What democracy in Venezuela would require
 	The patches that want to fix your sleep, sex, and focus




Culture Break


Steven Garcia / NurPhoto / Reuters



Take a look. These photos show the aurora borealis, or northern lights, on display in night skies across the Northern Hemisphere.

Read. A new book about Chernobyl's child victims shows the human cost of seeking technological dominance, Anastasia Edel writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Wait, Are the Epstein Files Real Now?

The White House's responses get curiouser and curiouser.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




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

This morning, House Democrats released emails from the notorious sex trafficker Jeffrey Epstein that claim, among other things, that Donald Trump spent hours at Epstein's home with one of his victims. Later in the day, a reporter asked White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt if this was true--that Trump had spent hours at Epstein's place with a sex-trafficking victim.

"These emails," she replied, "prove absolutely nothing other than the fact that President Trump did nothing wrong."

That is not a no.

Of all of Trump's scandals, his relationship with Epstein--if you ignore the stomach-churning human toll involved--may be the richest source of black comedy. Some of Trump's most devoted worshippers chose the very issue of Epstein's misdeeds and supposed cabal of elite backers as the fantasy onto which they projected a valiant role for their hero. Trump was meant to courageously release all of the available evidence for public scrutiny. Instead, this scandal has turned out to implicate him personally. (This is a risk inherent in building a personality cult around one of the worst human beings in the United States--almost any moral violation you pick will, statistically, have a high likelihood of appearing somewhere on his resume.)

Jonathan Chait: The Epstein letter is real, and it's bad

Trump's defense in the matter has been that the Epstein files are a hoax, concocted to smear him by "Obama, Crooked Hillary, Comey, Brennan, and the Losers and Criminals of the Biden Administration." But he has also decided to let the matter drop because this conspiracy involving the CIA, the FBI, and two presidents to falsely connect him to a criminal millionaire who died suspiciously is simply too boring for anybody to care about. "I don't understand it, why they would be so interested. He's dead for a long time," Trump said of Epstein in July.

The latest revelations have prompted Trump and his allies to update their defense. Their response makes as much sense as what came before.

The first round of rebuttals centered on the allegedly suspicious timing of the email release, so soon after some Democrats decided to help end the shutdown--a move that has earned some derision from their base. "The libs are almost finished destroying the American government for no discernible reason so naturally they're shifting focus to a dead pedophile," the conservative strategist Josh Holmes said on X. "PAY NO ATTENTION TO THE DEMOCRATS CAVING," Erick Erickson chimed in sarcastically.

It is not wrong to say that the timing of the release is related to the shutdown, in the sense that when the House returns to session, members who support releasing the Epstein files will have a majority. Democrats are clearly trying to pressure the handful of supportive House Republicans to maintain their support. Trump is lobbying them to abandon the petition, both privately and on his social-media channel.

But the revelations are a bit too damning to be dismissed as a news-cycle gambit, so the White House took a different tack a few hours later. It released a statement noting that the unnamed victim in the Epstein email who "spent hours" with Trump at Epstein's house was Virginia Giuffre, who "repeatedly said President Trump was not involved in any wrongdoing whatsoever."

Rapid Response 47, an official White House X account, fired off a message noting that in her new posthumous memoir about surviving Epstein's abuse, Giuffre says that Trump was friendly and that he offered to help her find babysitting work. The account later added, "Democrats redacted the victim's name because the victim said Trump 'couldn't have been friendlier,' was a 'gentleman,' and that she didn't witness any wrongdoing."

Jonathan Chait: Trump's Epstein denials are ever so slightly unconvincing

The encounter was perfectly innocent--just several hours of Trump brainstorming ideas for babysitting clients, a familiar act of generosity from a man known for his passion for mentoring young people. (Giuffre cannot be subpoenaed, because she killed herself in April.)

The White House's response raises several questions. First, the conversation Giuffre recalled having with Trump took place at Mar-a-Lago. The email in question described an encounter at Epstein's home, where the interaction may have included more than babysitting tips. Further, contextualizing this email by noting which girl it involved is a strange way to respond to a "fake" document.

Epstein's emails also imply that Trump was aware of his sex-trafficking scheme. "Of course he knew about the girls," Epstein wrote in an email. If I met a teenager who I knew to be a likely victim of a sex-trafficking ring, I'd like to think that I'd try to help them contact law enforcement or get away. Also, if I discovered that a close friend was running a sex-trafficking ring, maybe I'd reconsider our friendship, rather than engaging in long, pleasant chats with his victims.

The White House's responses fit a pattern of suspicious behavior from the president on this matter. Trump has said of Epstein's accomplice, Ghislaine Maxwell, "I wish her well"--a strange thing to say about a convicted felon who systematically abused young girls. His administration has granted her a cushy upgrade for her stint in prison, including a transfer to a minimum-security camp and puppy visits. This has the appearance of a quid pro quo. Asked today if Trump is going to pardon Maxwell, Leavitt replied, "It's not something he's talking about or even thinking about at this moment in time."

At this moment in time doesn't exactly slam the door on that possibility.

Are the Epstein files suddenly real? Or are some of them real (and vindicating) and some of them fake (and incriminating)? All we know is that Trump wants us to stop talking about the subject. That's usually what you want when the subject includes evidence that you have behaved in a manner beyond reproach.
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The Criminal Enterprise Behind That Fake Toll Text

Beware the smishing triad

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




Early last year, Grant Smith received an alarmed message from his wife. She had gotten a text notification about a delayed package, clicked the link, and paid a fee. Then she realized that it was not, in fact, the United States Postal Service asking for her credit-card information--that she had no idea who had just collected her payment info. She quickly canceled the card.



The Smiths had been smished. Short for "SMS phishing"--cyberattacks that arrive via text message--smishing refers to a particular type of spam message that you've probably received once or twice, if not dozens of times. They impersonate brands or federal agencies, such as Citigroup or USPS, in the hopes of getting people to hand over their personal information.



Smith, it so happens, is a sort of hacker himself--he works in cybersecurity. He opened the fake USPS website that the scammers had sent and began rooting around in its code, ultimately landing on multiple vulnerabilities. It turns out that the criminals had pretty bad operating security, Smith told me. He was able to log in to the hackers' system and download information for more than 400,000 different credit cards that they had collected, he told me, which he reported to USPS and several banks.



Smith had unwittingly hacked his way into a node of the "smishing triad": an elaborate criminal enterprise built on these fraudulent texts that several cybersecurity experts told me is mainly based in China (hence the name--triads are notorious organized-crime syndicates in China). The smishing triad does not directly con everyday people. Instead, it sells software packages to anyone who'd like to do their own scamming. For some $200 a month, the triad's customers can get a scam rolling, even if they have no technical savvy themselves. Think of it as Squarespace for scams.

Read: Scammers are coming for college students

Over the past few years, these texts have become a sort of background annoyance, white noise that accompanies smartphone ownership. They reach people in at least 121 countries. The messages themselves usually have some clear tells--strange phrasings, suspicious numbers or sender addresses, misspellings. Even so, they're effective: The USPS scam alone, which typically requests a small fee to redeliver a package, may have been responsible for defrauding victims of anywhere from $3 billion to $28 billion during a recent 16-month stretch, according to one research group's estimate. Calculating the total amount stolen is hard, because tracing who fell for these texts and how much they lost is hard by design. And smishing scams are only becoming more common, Zach Edwards, a senior threat analyst at the cybersecurity company Silent Push, told me.



The smishing triad has been so effective that some of the biggest companies in the world are taking notice. This morning, Google announced litigation against 25 individuals or entities it has identified as members of the smishing triad, all of which it alleges are in China. (Various Google logos, including those of Gmail and YouTube, have been imitated in these scams.) Prior to this announcement, Google had reached out to talk about the lawsuit with me. One of the company's cybercrime investigators (whom I am keeping anonymous by request, so that they are not compromised in future investigations) told me that their team at Google was clued in to the smishing triad earlier this year by external researchers, whom I then began contacting. This led me to a much wider group of cybersecurity experts--a sort of anti-smishing league--that has been tracking this criminal syndicate for years.



Five independent cybersecurity researchers, including Smith, walked me through the smishing enterprise: the inner workings, both brilliant and shockingly obvious, through which these fraudulent messages are sent and monetized. That reporting left me with the impression that this problem may never be completely solved, that we may be forever doomed to receive sketchy DMV texts warning us to "pay now to avoid irreversible consequences."



Smishing has become popular as email providers' spam filters have improved. Text messages have far weaker filters and, in the case of services such as iMessage, are end-to-end encrypted and thus even harder for companies or authorities to track. Around 2023, both the scale and sophistication of these attacks increased dramatically: the relentless spam texts informing you about a supposed unpaid highway toll, late package, or unexpected tax rebate. By analyzing these fraudulent domains, as well as dark-web activity, cybersecurity experts have traced much of the smishing to services advertised on public Telegram groups and YouTube channels, almost all in Chinese.



The most popular and advanced smishing program sold on Telegram is "Lighthouse," and this is the target of Google's lawsuit. Lighthouse, the cybersecurity experts told me, is the key entry point through which someone who wants to devise a scam can set up a false operation. There are many ways to operationalize a smishing scam--SecAlliance, a part of CSIS Security Group, believes tens of thousands of Chinese-speaking individuals are using these smishing kits--but here are the contours. Inside the Lighthouse interface, a typical dashboard allows you to select the company you want to impersonate, perhaps Citi or PayPal, or even to spin up your own, entirely fraudulent e-commerce websites. Once the fake site is live, you can go to one of these Telegram group chats to find a data broker, from whom you purchase contact information of people to spam, and then you connect to a spammer, someone who will send texts to all those phone numbers. In some cases, spammers can operate as one-stop shops, procuring contact information and sending the messages. (One of the Telegram accounts that Google identified as part of the triad, "Kunlun," told NPR, "What does this have to do with me? I'm not familiar with this.")



Here, the scam gets low-tech. The spammer may have dozens of stolen iPhones and Android devices arranged in racks in a room overseas. A program can automatically compose a message (Dear Jane, This is your bank ...), and each of those stolen phones can send it to perhaps hundreds or thousands of targets a day. Or, perhaps, they have an SMS blaster--a big box that acts as a fake cell tower; the spammer drives it around a neighborhood and the blaster sends texts to every phone in its radius. Some people will open the link--Silent Push has documented, on average, at least 50,000 page visits a day to these smishing websites--and some will type in their username and password or their credit-card number. One study found that nearly 17 percent of participants potentially fell for a simulated smishing attack.

Annie Lowrey: When the bitcoin scammers came for me

Without the victim even formally clicking "Submit" to send through their personal information, the Lighthouse software can pull their credit-card number or password from the text field and store it, Ford Merrill, a security researcher at SecAlliance, told me; if there is multifactor authentication, that passcode will be hoovered up and bypassed, too. The Lighthouse software can identify if the credit card is from a bank with sufficiently weak digital security, and if not, request the victim input another. Then comes the money laundering, which Merrill described to me as "ingenious." The Lighthouse software helps load the stolen credit-card information onto digital wallets, he said; crates of smartphones loaded with stolen cards, as many as 10 per phone, can be sold and shipped via air freight. Then a laundering expert can help the scammers pay themselves by, for instance, setting up a fake merchant and buying nonexistent items or services from it.



A fraudster used to have to know how to do all of this on their own. "Now criminals just subscribe to the services that they need to conduct the attack," Shawn Loveland, the chief operating officer at the cybersecurity firm Resecurity, told me. "They may not have any technical knowledge on how it actually works." And as with any supply chain, specialization allows for sophistication: better spoofs of a wider range of websites, more languages, less-detectable money laundering, and so on. One recent development, Loveland said, has involved using generative AI to write more personalized and deceptive phishing texts. A growing number of data breaches provide a large amount of personal information linked to phone numbers and emails, which a chatbot can use to compose texts that impersonate, for instance, your bank or your boss. "The whole process is really heavily automated and industrialized," Merrill said.



Despite the triad's overall sophistication, the cybersecurity experts told me, the scammers have made a number of fumbles. "Their operational security is terrible," Merrill said; instructions and photos from smishing-as-a-service providers are all over Telegram. When Smith was poking around the USPS smishing link, he found admin usernames including "admin0," "admin1," and "admin2," and passwords also including "admin0, "admin1," and "admin2." Google was able to identify a YouTube channel (now suspended) with smishing tutorials, one of which included several Gmail addresses in a screenshare, an investigator with Google's cybercrime group told me. Using those email accounts, the investigator said, Google was able to tie the criminal activity and online usernames to several people and entities, although it does not yet know the defendants' true names or identities.



Google, Apple, Visa, and other companies have all been enhancing their anti-phishing protections. All the experts I spoke with told me that Google's lawsuit is an important step: The hope would be for Google, or potentially other companies or government agencies with deep visibility into web activity, to eventually use a ruling on its lawsuit to request other actors take down the websites, accounts, IP addresses, and the like associated with these scams. But really stopping these smishing operations will require a broader, coordinated effort (and an unlikely international one, at that, given that the triad appears to be outside the U.S.). "There's no magic bullet," Loveland said. Google also announced today that it is supporting three bills that could enable further actions against digital scammers.



As ever, when companies and law enforcement ramp up their efforts, so do the scammers. Newer phishing kits, such as Lighthouse, are more robust and harder for cybersecurity experts to study or find ways into. The smishing triad has "too much resources and too much time to spend on it," Smith told me. Physical arrests could require cooperation from the Chinese government. And new smishing kits are popping up all the time, Merill said, as apprentices develop and sell their own services. The battle against phishing is not just uphill--the terrain isn't even fully mapped out.
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Why Maduro Probably Can't Count on Putin

Bogged down in Ukraine, Russia has shown little interest in helping distressed allies in Venezuela--or anywhere else.

by Simon Shuster, Nancy A. Youssef, Gisela Salim-Peyer

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Nicolas Maduro sounded remarkably chipper last week for a man about to face off with a United States armada. In his weekly television show--an hour of Maduro as host, lecturer, and interviewee--the Venezuelan president welcomed a question about his foreign allies. He singled out one in particular: Russia.

"We are like this," he gushed, interlocking his fingers to show the closeness of the bond. "More united than ever."

"Russia," the interviewer said--"that great power, right?"

Maduro nodded.

Vladimir Putin's Russia may seem like an obvious place for Maduro to turn as he scours the world for well-armed friends willing to help him withstand a U.S. pressure campaign that threatens his 12-year reign. Russia considers Venezuela its closest ally in the Americas and has deep military, commercial, and cultural ties there. Earlier this year, Maduro signed what he called a "historic and strategic" pact with Putin to expand trade and military cooperation.

But the Kremlin's response to Maduro's existential crisis has been underwhelming for a country that considers itself a great power. Putin has said nary a word about Maduro or Venezuela lately. Nor has any senior Kremlin official suggested that Russia would come to Venezuela's aid if the U.S. broadens its targets from alleged drug boats to the mainland. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov told Russian media this week that Venezuela hasn't requested military help from Moscow. He added that, according to the terms of their cooperation deal, the Kremlin is under no obligation to defend Venezuela from foreign attack.

Indeed, Maduro may be about to learn the same difficult lesson absorbed by the governments of other Russian allies, including Armenia, Syria, and Iran. They all recently appealed to the Kremlin for help only to discover that the war in Ukraine has taken such a toll, and remains such a priority, that Russia's ability to come to the rescue is severely diminished.

Read: How Ukraine turned the tables on Russia

"As a result of the events in Ukraine, the capabilities of Russia have changed," Armenian President Nikol Pashinyan told Politico after his country's defeat in a 2023 war against Azerbaijan. Under a collective security pact that Putin signed more than two decades ago with a handful of former Soviet countries, Russia was treaty-bound to come to the defense of Armenia, its southern neighbor. Instead, Putin looked away.

Vladimir Putin and Hugo Chavez, the presidents of petrostates 6,000 miles apart, shared a dislike for U.S. influence over world affairs and an affinity for the authoritarianism of Fidel Castro's Cuba. In 2006, Chavez, Maduro's predecessor and mentor, signed an arms deal with Russia, buying helicopters and fighter jets. More purchases ensued. "The deals will guarantee the sovereignty of Venezuela, which is being threatened by the United States," Chavez said when he arrived in Moscow for what The Guardian called an "arms spending spree."

Russia's ties to Venezuela showed up in other ways. Chavez's government built public housing in the style of Soviet blocks; the tiny windows, meant for frigid weather, stood out in the tropical heat. In Saint Petersburg, a monument was erected to honor Francisco de Miranda, a Venezuelan independence hero who was received in Catherine the Great's 18th-century court. Graffiti murals of the two countries' flags adorn buildings across Caracas. Russian firms often win concessions for gold mining in Venezuela, and Venezuela's state-owned oil company buys supplies from Russia. Russian equipment forms the backbone of Venezuela's military.

Russia's heightened presence in Latin America has only amplified the threat that successive U.S. presidents saw in Chavez and then Maduro. President Donald Trump has said that he wants to see Maduro gone, but he has not committed to negotiation or military force.

Read: Why Venezuela?

The USS Gerald R. Ford aircraft carrier and its accompanying ships are on their way to join the roughly 10,000 American troops, eight warships, and at least one nuclear-powered attack submarine already in the Caribbean. U.S. forces have obliterated 19 alleged drug boats in the Caribbean and eastern Pacific since September 2. Venezuela's defense minister said yesterday that Maduro had ordered a "massive mobilization" of active-duty military and reserves for the defense of the nation.

Even if Putin wanted to bolster Venezuela's military and weaken the U.S. in its own neighborhood, he may not get the chance. Trump has favored long-range strikes elsewhere this year, and it seems likely he'd do so again if he opts for force, keeping U.S. troops and military assets out of reach.

In March, he approved a barrage of missile strikes against Yemen, carried out by Navy fighter jets from a U.S. carrier in the Red Sea and from nearby military bases. In June, U.S. bombers struck Iran's nuclear program, six months after Iran and Russia signed a pact to strengthen military and economic ties. When Iran's foreign minister flew to Moscow to appeal for help, the Kremlin offered little beyond statements of concern.

The temptation for Putin to intervene in Venezuela may prove greater. If the U.S. military approaches the coastline or attempts to land forces onshore, Russia could supply Caracas with cheap drones to harass U.S. forces, a tactic both sides in the Ukraine war have used to devastating effect. Putin and his generals may see turning those weapons against the U.S. as poetic justice, given Washington's support of Kyiv.

If U.S. planes or sophisticated drones entered Venezuela's airspace, Russian tools of electronic warfare could potentially jam GPS and radio signals, Francisco Mora, the Obama administration's deputy assistant secretary of defense for the Western Hemisphere, told us. Even one of Russia's older air-defense systems, such as the S-300, could cause trouble for F-18 fighter jets and possibly others in closer combat if Venezuela has properly maintained them. "That would be a challenge and the risk level would go up," Mora said.

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

Putin's greatest opportunity to bog down the U.S. would come if Trump orders a land invasion, a very remote prospect for now. Even then, the kinds of weapons Venezuela would need are the ones the Kremlin can least afford to offer.

Russia's air-defense batteries are designed to shoot down U.S. fighter jets and bombers. But Ukrainian drone strikes on oil refineries and other energy installations across Russia this summer and fall have strained its defenses. The attacks forced the Kremlin to extend a temporary ban on gasoline exports.

Faced with a choice between helping Venezuela and protecting one of its own refineries, Putin would surely prioritize the infrastructure that keeps Russia's economy running. After almost four years of war, he has sacrificed hundreds of thousands of his own troops, spent down most of his national liquid reserves, and shifted Russia's industrial base to the production of weapons. Yet he has still failed to subjugate his much smaller neighbor. Achieving that goal would require all the military assets Russia can muster, leaving little to give his allies on the other side of the world.

So far, a Russian cargo plane that landed in Caracas in late October is the only evidence that Moscow has sent fresh supplies. A few days later, Alexei Zhuravlev, a Russian lawmaker, notorious warmonger, and television pundit, told a Russian news site that the Kremlin had delivered two advanced air-defense systems, the Pantsir-S1 and the Buk-M2E. That claim could not be independently verified.

Those weapons would be a formidable addition to Venezuela's arsenal; a variant of the Buk-M2E was used by Russian proxy forces to shoot down a Malaysian airliner over eastern Ukraine in 2014, apparently by mistake. Zhuravlev also suggested there would be "no obstacles" to giving Maduro a supply of Russia's newest ballistic missile system, the Oreshnik. "Information about the volumes and exact types of Russian supplies is a secret," Zhuravlev said. "So the Americans could be in for surprises."

Maybe so. But the fact that Russia has used the Oreshnik only once in Ukraine suggests that Putin may not have many of these weapons to spare.

Read: Putin and Xi are holding the West together

In many ways, Putin faces a similar calculation to the one Ukraine's allies did in the days after Russia invaded in 2022. The U.S. and other backers refused to provide heavy weaponry, such as artillery and armored vehicles, in part because they expected Russian forces to overrun Ukraine with ease. Any equipment from NATO countries would then have ended up in Russian hands. If Putin figures Maduro is doomed, he may be reluctant to risk gifting Russian weapons to a new regime in Caracas.

All of this suggests that Maduro, despite his public demonstrations of affection for Putin, may be left largely on his own, much like Russia's former closest ally in the Middle East. Starting in 2015, the Russian military spent years propping up the regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria. Last winter, with Russia and Ukraine locked in a war of attrition, an Islamist militia marched on Damascus. The Kremlin offered Assad an evacuation flight to Moscow, where he now resides.
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America's Best Pasta Is Slipping Away

Stock up on fancy noodles now.

by Yasmin Tayag

Wed, 12 Nov 2025

Load up on linguine and stock up on spaghetti. In the new year, high-quality pasta may be a lot harder to come by in American stores. Several weeks ago, the U.S. Commerce Department announced that, starting in January, most pasta imported from Italy could be subject to a preliminary 92 percent tariff--on top of the 15 percent blanket duty on goods from the European Union. Outraged Italian pasta manufacturers are threatening to pull their products from American shelves.

The proposed tariff, the result of a year-long investigation into the pasta industry, targets 13 Italian companies that have allegedly undercut U.S. manufacturers by selling underpriced pasta. Pasta tensions between the United States and Italy have been simmering since the 1990s, but this new proposal has turned up the heat. White House Press Secretary Kush Desai told me that some of the companies "screwed up" their initial response to the probe by providing the U.S. government with incomplete data, but if they comply going forward, the Commerce Department may yet recalculate its tariff. The pastifici insist that they're being unfairly targeted, and an Italian agricultural industry group has said they won't give in to pressure. That could leave American noodle connoisseurs in an impastable situation.

The affected companies, which include La Molisana, Pasta Garofalo, and Rummo, manufacture the usual penne and rigatoni as well as fancier shapes: tubular bucatini, spiraling elicoidali, and delicate rings of anelli siciliani. Notably, all of them specialize in "bronze-cut" pasta. This term refers to the tool, known as a die, used to extrude the pasta dough into shapes. Using a bronze die gives the pasta a slightly sandpapery texture, which clings better to sauce and results in a more satisfying bite. (Indeed, I have tasted bronze-cut pappardelle, and it is spectacular.) Bronze-cut pasta imbues the water in which it is boiled with extra starch, and ladling some of that water back into the pan while mixing pasta and sauce--nonnegotiable for pasta enthusiasts--creates a silky dish, the chef J. Kenji Lopez-Alt told me.

Most of the pasta made and sold in America is not bronze-cut, but extruded using plastic molds coated with Teflon, according to Tom Sheridan, president of sales and international development at the U.S.-based Kensington Food Company, which makes bronze-cut pasta. A pasta die is about the size of a car tire, dotted with 40 to 60 inserts that extrude the dough, Scott Ketchum, a co-founder of the American bronze-cut-pasta brand Sfoglini, told me. Bronze inserts aren't as durable as plastic ones, so they need to be replaced more often. Ketchum said that he spends roughly $4,000 every two years to buy new inserts from Italy. Each shape requires a different insert, Tony Adams, the owner of Mill Valley Pasta, told me. And a major downside of making more textured pasta is that it produces huge amounts of pasta dust, necessitating even more equipment and labor to clean up the machinery, according to Dan Pashman, who hosts the Sporkful podcast and created his own pasta shape that launched with Sfoglini in 2021. Teflon pasta is cheaper to make because the dough simply glides out of the die, resulting in a faster and more streamlined process--and pasta that is gummier and less adherent to sauce.

These days, the average American is likely more concerned with price than the mouthfeel of their macaroni. Still, over roughly the past decade, demand for better-quality pasta has grown. Barilla, known in the United States for its inexpensive American-made products, launched its Al Bronzo line of imported Italian pasta in 2022. Even midrange stores such as Target and Wegmans sell their own bronze-cut pasta. House-brand pastas are usually imported from Italy, so they too may be affected by tariffs, Ketchum said.

From the July 1986 issue: Pasta

Bronze-cut pasta's popularity is growing in part because Americans are becoming more savvy about their food. "Pretty much all the pasta was Teflon" until people started learning that there were tastier alternatives, Pashman told me. Recently, the appetite for bronze-cut pasta has also been whetted by health fears. In wellness circles, Teflon is basically synonymous with poison because it comes from a family of chemicals, called PFAS, that have been linked to certain cancers and reproductive issues. On TikTok, lifestyle influencers encourage viewers to seek out bronze-cut pasta because it is supposedly healthier than its Teflon-extruded kin.

The concerns are largely a nonissue. Teflon cookware can release harmful chemicals when it's overheated, but extruding pasta is a room-temperature affair, Sheridan told me. Teflon bits could flake off into the pasta, but the health effects of this are unclear, and the company that makes Teflon maintains that those particles are inert. As I have written previously, the health consequences of using PFAS-coated cookware are generally not well studied.

If the pasta tariff goes into effect, bronze-cut pasta will almost certainly be rarer on U.S. shelves. More than half of America's pasta imports--much of which is bronze-cut--come from Italy. Historically, and even more so now, companies don't have much incentive to start making it domestically: "It's gonna cost you a quarter of a million dollars or more to get into the game," Sheridan said. Bronze-cut-pasta equipment from an Italian company called Fava Storci, which he called the Ferrari of pasta machinery, can cost upwards of $500,000. Such machines are hard to come by in the U.S., so they're usually imported from Europe--and subject to their own tariffs.

Read: A great way to get Americans to eat worse

If the pastifici accept the Trump administration's proposed tariffs, Americans who are fussy about their pasta--for culinary or health reasons--may soon have to make tough decisions: stomach another meal of slippery, Teflon-extruded penne, or pay extra for ridged radiatori? The alternative--that bronze-cut noodles simply won't be available--is scarier still. After a decade of growing accustomed to the chewy, high-friction delight of bronze-cut shapes, many American foodies may find that they can't get their teeth on them at all.
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Bill Gates Said the Quiet Part Out Loud

The world's strategy for addressing climate change is not serving those most vulnerable to it.

by Sarah Sax

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




When Bill Gates published his latest essay on climate change, the response was immediate. Many critics accused him of defeatism or saw the memo as another example of billionaires bending a knee to the climate denialism of President Donald Trump. (Trump himself was a fan.) Others told him to stop opining about climate change. "Respectfully, Bill Gates Should Shut Up," read a headline by the online magazine Slate.

In his memo, the billionaire who once urged the world to "innovate our way out of a climate disaster" now seemed to be lowering the bar--arguing that global warming, while devastating, "will not lead to humanity's demise," and that the world's climate-change strategy should focus on human welfare over temperature or emissions goals. That message struck a nerve in a movement that has fought for decades against the oil and gas industry's multimillion-dollar campaign to fund climate denial and delay.

Gates released the memo as a message to "everyone at COP30," the United Nations' climate conference, which began Monday; one of the gathering's key goals is to push nations to follow through on their existing emissions commitments. Gates didn't say they shouldn't bother, but he did suggest that focusing heavily on near-term emissions reductions may not help--especially for poor countries--as much as other strategies.

Gates would be wrong on that front; for some small island states, which face the imminent threat of being submerged by rising seas, climate change is humanity's demise. But by dismissing his argument, many critics ended up downplaying a different kind of truth: Making emissions reductions the core climate strategy is not serving many of the people most affected by climate change.

Gates's message is far from radical. In fact, leaders from the global South have been making a similar case for decades. Even the Association of Small Island States has argued that global climate commitments must prioritize human welfare alongside ambitious emissions reductions, especially from rich countries. Its representatives recognize that net-zero trajectories alone won't help people survive the next storm or rebuild their home. They also need the resources--primarily the funding--to live through climate disasters and adapt to climate change's consequences.

In wealthy countries, adaptation is often seen as a technical or an engineering fix: installing air-conditioning, restoring wetlands, building seawalls. In many places, though, climate adaptation is indistinguishable from efforts to improve human welfare. Better health care, for instance, can reduce deaths and disease after floods; diversified agriculture helps rural families withstand droughts. "Adaptation is not only about restoring riparian forests or seeking nature-based solutions; it's also about adapting investments: exploring new credit lines, rethinking insurance, and declaring emergencies," Brazil's minister of the environment and climate change, Marina Silva, said at an event earlier this year. Gates puts it a bit differently: For poor countries, "development is adaptation."

Several prominent climate figures argued that this view, at least as Gates articulated it, creates a false binary between cutting emissions and improving human welfare. The climate scientist Michael Mann and the writer and activist Bill McKibben both accused Gates of downplaying the threat that missing climate goals poses to developing nations and of privileging technological optimism. The climate scientist Zeke Hausfather, while agreeing with some of Gates's points, argued that climate and development aid are not "inherently zero sum."

Even if they aren't inherently in competition, in practice, they often are. This year's COP is meant to be as much about adaptation funding as about emissions reductions in part because climate funding, especially for adaptation, faces a crisis. Less than 10 percent of global climate finance went to adaptation in 2022, an analysis by the Climate Policy Initiative shows. But, although funding emissions-mitigation efforts anywhere in the world benefits the countries paying for that work, funding for local adaptation efforts has consistently been a challenge, Andre Correa do Lago, the COP30 president, has noted.
 
 International aid more generally is also in crisis. Official development assistance fell 7 percent in 2024, and likely more this year, because of the disastrous demolition of USAID. Adaptation is sometimes forced to compete for limited funds: The $100 billion that developed countries provided in 2022 to help developing countries address climate change came with catches, such as diverting other development aid for this purpose. Much of that money also comes as a loan--in some cases only adding to vulnerable countries' debt crisis. (For every $5 that developing countries receive, they send $7 back in repayment.) Barbados's prime minister, Mia Mottley, has been especially vocal about this inequity, calling for global development finance to be restructured so that the climate-vulnerable countries that need it most aren't being held back from, in her words, "creating decent opportunities for billions of people."

Some of Gates's critics, including McKibben, also pointed to Hurricane Melissa, which slammed into Jamaica right when the memo came out, to suggest that climate change is the defining threat to developing nations.

Every tenth of a degree of warming will compound the damage from climate change.  But, as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change notes, climate disasters don't devastate in a vacuum. Rising emissions create conditions that intensify storms (Melissa was a textbook example), but their human toll is amplified by factors such as the lack of health care, insurance policies, and other social protections--in other words, measures related to development and human welfare. Disasters hit poor economies 10 times harder than rich ones, relative to GDP. Of course, GDP is a poor indicator of the human suffering and inequality caused by these storms. Then again, so are measures of the carbon in the atmosphere.

Reducing emissions globally is crucial to minimizing the impacts of climate change, but so, too, is spending more money on improving agriculture, or waste management, or rural access to health care. These measures will make places like Jamaica (which contributes just 0.02 percent of global emissions) more effective at weathering the storms to come than reducing their relatively tiny fraction of global emissions will, particularly as countries such as the United States and China continue to release greenhouse gases at massive scale. Yet even in less developed countries, more than half of climate funds can end up going to mitigation, Mizan Khan, a former leader of the International Centre for Climate Change and Development in Bangladesh, has pointed out. "This should not be our priority, as we are nano-emitters," Khan said in 2024.

Although Gates argued for human welfare as a climate strategy, he stopped short of what a growing movement is now demanding. Leaders such as Sonia Guajajara, a global environmental activist and the minister of Indigenous Peoples in Brazil; the UN; and organizations such as the Right Here, Right Now Global Climate Alliance are advocating for a rights-based approach to climate policy, one grounded in legal protections and obligations, not just technical or financial fixes. A rights-based approach means ensuring that Indigenous communities are not displaced by green energy projects, and that labor protections guarantee that workers won't have to toil in deadly heat waves.

What Gates's memo does ignore, somewhat glaringly, is power and politics. Investments in climate tech don't work when your president scraps the Inflation Reduction Act, the single largest public investment in U.S. history in both emissions reduction and renewable energy jobs. The inequities baked into global finance, agribusiness expansion, and fossil-fuel dependence are not peripheral to the climate crisis; they define it. Without confronting those asymmetries, even human welfare risks becoming another hollow metric.

Gates's argument may unsettle those who see progress only in gigatons and degrees. But the world's poorest nations have long defined success in more human terms, even as they have pushed for ambitious emissions cuts from rich countries. This is the framework that matters most immediately to those most vulnerable to a rapidly heating world: how to endure, recover, and build more stable lives. For decades, they have been saying the same thing--but few listened.
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Inside the Sandwich Guy's Jury Deliberations

Can a flung sandwich cause bodily harm?

by Ashley Parker

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




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

The jurors in the case of The United States of America v. The Sandwich Guy (as Sean Charles Dunn is better known) sized one another up before the final group had even been selected, asking, "Did you attend the 'No Kings' march?"

"It's like, You're damn right I went," one juror told me, referring to the anti-Trump protests throughout the country last month, including in Washington, D.C. (The juror, who spoke with me several days after she and 11 of her peers found Dunn not guilty of assault, did so anonymously because, as she explained, Donald Trump's administration is "very vengeful," and she fears retribution.)

The facts of the incident are ostensibly simple: In the early days of Trump's militarization of the nation's capital, Dunn--a 37-year-old Air Force veteran and, at the time, Justice Department employee--screamed at federal officers stationed in a popular nightlife corridor, repeatedly calling them fascists, and then hurled a Subway footlong at a Customs and Border Protection agent, hitting him squarely in the chest. "I did it. I threw a sandwich," Dunn confessed to law enforcement upon being apprehended--a sort of modern Williams Carlos Williams ("I have eaten the plums that were in the icebox ...") for the more carnivorous, angrier set. Although it was widely reported at the time that the sandwich was salami, Dunn later said it was turkey.

Four days later, despite Dunn offering to surrender to the police, at least half a dozen law-enforcement officials in tactical gear staged a nighttime raid on his apartment, bringing him out in handcuffs--footage of which the White House blasted out in a highly stylized video, reminiscent of a Netflix FBI thriller. Finally, after a federal grand jury failed to indict him on a felony charge, prosecutors attempted to get him on misdemeanor assault.

Like nearly everything involving Trump, the episode became polarizing, absurdist, stripped of nuance--a Rorschach test for both one's politics and one's life experience. (As someone who in my early 30s lived just off the nightlife corridor near 14th and U Streets where the hoagie histrionics occurred, I initially assumed: Drunk dude, egged on by drunk people, does drunk thing.)

Read: Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know.

And so, in an escapade to which everyone brought a deeply personal perspective--the government that dubbed Dunn an "example of the Deep State"; the D.C. residents who turned him into a Resistance folk hero memorialized in street art and Halloween costumes; the sandwich thrower himself, whose lawyers portrayed him as unfairly targeted by the Trump administration--the 12 jurors found themselves simply trying to do their jobs, as fairly and impartially as possible.

The juror I spoke with told me that the jury--three men and nine women (roughly an equal mix of Black and white)--included an architect, a professor, an analyst, and some retirees whom she described as probably "100 percent anti-Trump" and protective of their city. She went into the trial thinking it was "bullshit," she told me, "but I did enter it trying to be objective."

She knew from the start that any verdict could be weaponized: A guilty verdict would be a victory for the Trump administration as it tries to stifle criticism of federal overreach in D.C. But a not-guilty verdict could signal that it's okay to attack federal agents who are trying to do their jobs (or, more picayune, that urban sandwich flinging is an acceptable pastime).

The group was careful to avoid politics, she said, and instead focused on several key questions: Had the sandwich actually "exploded all over" CBP agent Gregory Lairmore, as he'd testified? (Specifically, they analyzed--and at times mocked--Lairmore's claim that "I had mustard and condiments on my uniform, and an onion hanging from my radio antenna that night.") What was Dunn's intent in flinging the grinder? And what actually constitutes "bodily harm"?

On the first question, several jury members struggled to stifle laughter as Lairmore expanded on the hoagie's alleged explosive properties. "It was like, Oh, you poor baby," the juror told me. But the group observed that photos of the sandwich at the scene showed it fully intact, still in its Subway wrapper. "So how did it explode?" the juror wondered. She said they also discussed the fact that law enforcement had not retrieved or bagged the sandwich as evidence, the way they would have done with an actual weapon, like a gun.

The jurors also debated Dunn's motivation in transforming his turkey sub into a projectile. Was he just an overgrown toddler, having a tantrum? Would it have been different, they wondered, had he flung a rock, rather than deli meat on a soft baguette? Was this free speech or assault? Did it matter if his goal was to protect a vulnerable community?

Dunn's lawyers presented a version of this explanation in court: Dunn said he had seen the officers standing outside a gay club, Bunker, that was hosting a "Latin Night." He worried they were about to stage an immigration raid, so he got in their faces, calling them "racists" and "fascists" and repeatedly bellowing: "SHAME! SHAME! " His goal had been to draw them away from the club. ("I succeeded," Dunn said, referring to the officers who left their perch in front of the club to swarm him as he ran away.) And the defense had likened Dunn's act to a harmless "punctuation," an "exclamation mark at the end of a verbal outburst"--an argument the juror told me that several of her peers found resonant.

But the biggest sticking point was whether Dunn had caused bodily harm. At one point, the jury sent a note, asking how "injury" is different from "bodily harm." "The definition of injury isn't just bodily harm--it's offensive touch--and we struggled with that because we all said we'd be offended if a sandwich hit us, but then this agent was standing with about 14 other agents on the corner of 14th and U, all kitted out," the juror told me.

Read: Trump's dreams for D.C. could soon hit reality

Especially compelling, she added, was the defense's argument that Lairmore himself did not seem to have ever felt truly threatened, pointing to several gag gifts--a plush-toy sandwich, a Felony Footlong insignia--from his co-workers that he displayed proudly. Her sense that Lairmore didn't find the incident offensive, the juror explained, "was really a slam dunk."

In her mind, she told me, the prosecution's strongest argument was, essentially, that civilized people don't throw sandwiches. "We teach our kids not to throw things when we're angry," she said. "We all struggled with that because he admitted he threw that sandwich. It was not respectful or smart to throw the sandwich."

The juror told me that she personally did not know much about the case before being selected--just that it had initially been dismissed as a felony, and that "the sandwich man was kind of an icon around town." But she said she "totally wanted to serve" because she thought it posed an interesting legal question: "Not a felony but a misdemeanor?"

Interesting legal questions aside, the trial took on a dadaist sheen, befitting the act itself. The juror told me that she and her fellow jurors used words like absurd, laughable, and waste of government money. "We're supposed to be looking at the evidence, but a clear majority felt it was nonsensical, like Don't waste our time or money," she said.

At one point, sandwiches were served for lunch, an irony not lost on a jury spending hours contemplating the many possible uses of the breaded form (nutrition, satiety, projectile). "Then we had lots and lots of jokes about the condiments," the juror told me, noting that lunch was, however, not subs but "more traditional sandwiches, sadly" (chicken salad, tuna salad, ham, and turkey, specifically).

At another point, two jurors happened to be wearing pink--the same color of Dunn's shirt the night in question--and someone suggested everyone wear pink the next day, or perhaps "D.C. Statehood" shirts, in a small act of resistance. (The motion was rejected.)

Ultimately, the juror said the group decided the case on its merits, deliberating for seven hours over two days, before declaring Dunn not guilty. "We probably could have gotten the thing resolved on the first day, but there were two holdouts, and we really didn't want to steamroll them," she said. "We wanted them to come to the conclusions on their own and see if they could be convinced to switch their position based on the facts and evidence."

Still, the juror I spoke with said that as she learned more about the case, she had come to view Dunn with complicated admiration. "If he was trying to lure law enforcement away from innocent people, I think he's a hero. He was trying to do the right thing, and he was getting very, very angry and frustrated, and I think a lot of people can relate to that," she said. "He's an unlikely hero, maybe, but he stood up for his beliefs, and I respect that."

At a news conference last week following his acquittal, Dunn appeared outside the courtroom in a suit, looking thinner than he had in the August sandwich-throwing video. (The juror told me that she thought he looked "like a stick insect," surmising he'd lost weight from the stress of the ordeal, and also agreed "100 percent" with my observation that whereas the artistic depictions had transformed Dunn into a Banksy-style vigilante--black-clad, hat backwards, arm cocked--in real life he looks ... far more nerdy.)

After thanking his legal team, Dunn said he had acted to protect the "rights of immigrants," and quoted the unofficial Latin motto of the United States: e pluribus unum. "That means 'From many, one.' Every life matters, no matter where you came from, no matter how you got here, no matter how you identify. You have the right to live a life that is free," he said, before turning away from the assembled media.

"Sean, what does that have to do with throwing a sandwich?" a reporter called after him, not unreasonably.

Yet the question missed the point. From almost the moment the sandwich left his hand--before it either did or did not explode on a border agent's bulletproof vest--the incident had transcended the act of simply hurling a hoagie.

The juror's decision to speak with me anonymously felt rooted in the current moment, informed by her views about this administration, and its penchant for retribution, as much as Dunn's act was informed by his view of the threat that gay people and immigrants face in this new Trump era. After all, if you fear your country is slipping toward authoritarianism, isn't sacrificing your late-night Subway snack the least you should do?

"Even the fact that I am reluctant to give you my name--in any other situation, I probably wouldn't mind, but I feel like somebody might come after me," the juror told me. "Would I have felt that way in the Biden administration or the George W. Bush administration? No way."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.
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Photos: The Northern Lights Put on a Show

A powerful geomagnetic storm brought spectacular light displays to night skies across the Northern Hemisphere, with sightings of pink, red, and green lights as far south as Florida and Oklahoma.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 12 Nov 2025


The aurora borealis, or northern lights, visible over Minneapolis, Minnesota, on November 11, 2025 (Steven Garcia / NurPhoto / Reuters)




The northern lights glow in the sky over St Mary's Lighthouse in Whitley Bay, England, on the North East coast, in the early hours of November 12, 2025. (Owen Humphreys / PA Images / Getty)




In Oklahoma, a photographer sets up at Hulah Lake to capture the northern lights on November 11, 2025, during a rare aurora display. (Andy Dossett / Examiner-Enterprise / USA Today / Reuters)




West of Cocoa, Florida, spectators observe the aurora borealis as it appears over the St. Johns River, on November 11, 2025. (Craig Bailey / Florida Today / USA Today / Reuters)




The aurora borealis lights up the night sky over Monroe, Wisconsin, on November 11, 2025. (Ross Harried / NurPhoto / Getty)




The northern lights stretch out above Minneapolis, Minnesota, on November 11, 2025. (Steven Garcia / NurPhoto / Reuters)




The aurora borealis lights up the sky above Monroe, Wisconsin, on November 11, 2025. (Ross Harried / NurPhoto / Getty)




A car crosses Hulah Dam under the glow of the northern lights on November 11, 2025, during a rare aurora sighting in northern Oklahoma. (Andy Dossett / Examiner-Enterprise / USA Today / Reuters)




The northern lights light up the sky east of Denver, Colorado, on November 11, 2025. (Trevor Hughes / USA Today / Reuters)




The night sky over Monroe, Wisconsin, glows during a geomagnetic storm on November 11, 2025. (Ross Harried / NurPhoto / Getty)
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MAGA Has Repulsed Young Women

Sarah Longwell on the growing voting divide between the sexes, the 2025 elections, and how Donald Trump remade electoral politics. Plus: David Frum discusses the deal to end the government shutdown and "The Emergency," by The Atlantic's George Packer.

by David Frum

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts about the impending end to the government shutdown. David argues that the fight within the Democratic Party about ending the shutdown isn't about the shutdown itself; rather, it's about the future face of the party. David argues that now is a good moment to make a deal and that the Democrats have accomplished all they could hope to from the shutdown. He also cautions that allowing the left wing of the Democrats' base to use any potential deal as a means to push the party in a more confrontational, more radical path must be avoided.

Then David is joined by The Bulwark's Sarah Longwell. David and Sarah discuss the exit polls from this year's elections and the current state of play within the American electorate. Sarah discusses how the increasing gender gap in voting patterns reflects a broader polarization between higher- and lower-information voters. Sarah also discusses how Donald Trump has upended everything we thought we knew about voting patterns and the uneasy position Republicans find themselves in once he's off the ballot.

Finally, David closes with a talk about The Emergency, a new novel by The Atlantic's George Packer.

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 Sarah Longwell, known to so many of you from her many TV appearances discussing her focus groups. We're going to be talking about the recent 2025 November elections, what they tell us about the American electorate, and especially what they tell us about the enormous gender gap that has opened between the voting patterns of women and men, and especially the youngest women and the youngest men. What is going on with the young voters who turned out, the women, so overwhelmingly for Democratic candidates in 2025? So I'll be talking to Sarah about that.

My book this week will be a new novel by my Atlantic colleague George Packer. The novel is called The Emergency, and it's a haunting portrait of a world in decline that bears important resemblances to our own while clearly not being our own. It is a disturbing but beautiful work, and I strongly recommend it, and I'll talk at the end of this podcast about why the book so spoke to me.

But before any of that, I wanna offer some thoughts about the ending of the government shutdown. I'm recording this podcast on Monday, November 10, so the deal to end the government shutdown has not quite been concluded as I speak, but a conclusion of some kind is imminent, accelerated perhaps by the havoc of this past weekend of air travel, one of the worst weekends for air travel in the United States since 9/11, that has left many people delayed or outright stranded, flights canceled. And as the government shutdown has come to an end, there's been an upsurge of protest and outright anger from some of the most active and committed Democrats that they have been sold out by their party, having led the longest shutdown in American history, and many on the Democratic side think that there's been a kind of sellout or disappointment. I wanna put some context on this because I don't agree with any of that, and I think the Democrats are in danger of making some very bad decisions in reaction to the impulses and pressure from their most activist wing.

It's important to understand that many Washington arguments are not actually about what they purport to be about. When Democrats argue about the ending of the government shutdown, they're not just arguing about that. What they're really arguing about is: What should the future face of the Democratic Party look like? Should it be more radical, more confrontational? Or should it be trying to find some kind of alignment with a broader consensus in American society? And one of the reasons that the figures in the Democratic Party who have led the negotiation to end the government shutdown have come under such fire is they are attractive targets for a party some of whose leading voices wanna remake the party entirely, in a much more militant way.

Now, let's talk about the merits of the complaint before we get to the larger discussion that this complaint stands in for. First, the merits of the complaint: There was no way the shutdown was going to end any way differently from the way it did. The only question was how long it would take. Would the Democrats arrive at their present outcome in 20 days or 30 or 40--or, as some now wish, 50? But if this shutdown went on for 10 more days or 12 more days, if it spoiled Thanksgiving travel, the outcome of the shutdown would be in no way different. What this shutdown was ostensibly about was the renewal of tax credits under the Affordable Care Act.

Now, I'm gonna go into some detail here because we need to be clear about the unrealism of the demands. So the Affordable Care Act, of course, was passed by President [Barack] Obama. It went into effect in 2014. And among its provisions were a series of tax credits to subsidize the purchase of health insurance by people whose incomes were below a certain level. Those tax credits were in effect from 2014 to 2020. During the pandemic, President [Joe] Biden made the tax credits temporarily more generous in 2021, and the next year, in 2022, he extended those more generous tax credits until 2025--he and the Democratic Congress of that time. The tax credits were written by President Biden to expire, and the reason they were written to expire, well, it was twofold. First, they were really expensive. And many even in President Biden's own party didn't think that this level of expense, which was justified by the pandemic, should go on forever. And anyway, there are budget rules where, if you had made the tax credits permanent, you would've needed a bigger voting majority to pass them into law than was needed when they were made temporary. So it was President Biden and the Democratic Congress of 2021 and 2022 that made them temporary in the first place.

Now, had the Democrats won the election of 2024, I'm sure that President Kamala Harris would've tried to make the tax credits more permanent, either extend them for a long period of time or write them into law altogether. And if she had carried a Democratic House with her and enough Democratic senators, maybe she would've been successful, but probably not, because unless she had a very liberal Senate, they probably would've flinched from the cost. So these tax credits were on their way out anyway.

Now, that is a counterfactual speculation because, of course, the important point is she lost, and it didn't happen. And there was no way that they were going to be continued indefinitely by a President Trump administration; the votes just weren't there to do it. So when the Democrats made this big demonstration, they were engaged not in a real-world legislating exercise. The votes were never there to do what the Democrats wanted. There was no amount of shutdown that would ever change the votes and conjure them into being. The question for Democrats was: How did they drive home the point that President Trump was not as keen on health-care credits as they were? How did they message that? And the shutdown was their chosen way of messaging.

Shutdowns come with a lot of pain. They do a lot of harm to the economy. In this case, they brought harm to people who depend on federal food-aid relief. They brought harm to air travelers. They brought harm to many, many people: government employees, who expect their salary to be paid on time, and military people, civilian people. They bring disruption. They are very painful events, and they should not be accepted as regular parts of American life, although that's what they have become.

But the contest in a shutdown is to use this pain as a kind of teaching exercise. Normally, the party that initiates the shutdown fails, not only fails on getting what it wants--everyone always fails; they never succeed in getting you what they want--but they also fail even to change the conversation. When Newt Gingrich shut down the government in 1994 and '95 under President [Bill] Clinton, he was trying to drive home a message of budget austerity affecting even the Medicare program. Not only did he fail to get what he wanted from Medicare, but he contributed to the fallen popularity of the Republican Congress, first elected in 1994, and helped to reelect Bill Clinton. When President Trump, in 2018, 2019, shut down the government to try to force funds for the border wall--billions of dollars for a new border wall--he didn't get the money. But he also drove home the point that the Trump priorities were not the same as the priorities of the American voter, that he was not the voter for the average person that he had represented himself as in 2016. And again, that government shutdown was an important reason why President Trump lost reelection in 2020, along, of course, with the COVID nightmare.

This time, Democrats had better success. Of course, they didn't get their tax-credit extension. They were never going to. That was never a reasonable thing to expect or imagine or hope for. But what they did do was actually score political points against the Trump administration in a way that the Republican shutdowns of the past had never been able to do. They drove home the point that there is chaos because of Trump, not because of the Democrats, who actually were the people who shut down the government: The chaos is because of Trump. The airline-travel chaos is because of Trump. Trump wants to stop food stamps. And Trump is doing all of this because he wants to take away your health-care credits, and he doesn't have any kind of health-care plan of his own, and neither does his party. That messaging was very successful by the standards of past shutdowns. Surveys showed that more Americans blamed the Republicans for the shutdown than Democrats, and surveys showed President Trump's standing declining steadily.

It didn't help that, while people were going without food stamps, while air travel was snarled, while government workers were going unpaid, Trump's top priority seemed to be this fantasy he has a giant gilded ballroom where the East Wing used to stand of the White House, and they drove home that his priorities were different from everyone else's.

So it was as successful as such a jagged weapon can ever be, and it would not get more successful if it had gone on longer. They would've done more harm. There is no reason to believe that it would've continued to subtract from President Trump's strength. It might well have gone into reverse at some point and subtracted from the Democrats' strength. They scored their messaging win. They proved it in the elections of November 2025, where Democrats won so dramatically in New Jersey and Virginia--and other places as well--and now it was time to pocket the winnings and leave the table. And that is what the Democratic leadership has done; there's going to be, it looks like, some kind of deal.

But many on the Democratic activist side are saying these people are sellouts. Now, when they say that--The people who made the deal, they are sellouts--when they say that, it's not because they really think that, if this shutdown had continued longer, that Democrats would've won on the tax-credits point. That was never going to happen. And it's not because they even really think that they would've scored some other win. One of the big fantasy ideas that Democrats have--or certain activist Democrats--is if the shutdown had gone on a little longer, President Trump would've been forced to tell his Republican senators, Abolish the filibuster so that we can pass a budget without the Democrats at all. And a lot of the activist Democrats want the filibuster abolished. But that probably wasn't going to happen either.

My guess is what would've happened is President Trump would've counted on hostage-taking, would've used the shutdown to inflict more pain on Democratic constituencies, especially this food-stamps problem--or Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; it's no longer called food stamps--where he was inflicting real pain on very vulnerable Americans and real pain on the federal workforce. And in the end, Democrats were going to care about that pain more than he did. And he would've gambled--and the Republicans in Congress would've gambled--that at some point, maybe some near point, public perceptions might flip, and the harm that the shutdown was doing to Republicans and Trump in the polls would redound instead upon the Democrats, who, after all, were the real authors of the shutdown. So it was a good moment to call it quits.

But the people on the Democratic activist side, having seen it called quits, now wanna use the calling it quits as a weapon of power inside the Democratic Party to push the party in a more confrontational, more radical path--more like these insurgent candidates like [Zohran] Mamdani in New York and others elsewhere--and against the traditional Democratic consensus, which will have the effect of making them more powerful while making the party less electable in most places in the elections of 2026 and 2028. If there are free and fair elections in '26, '28--which is a big if; we're worried about that--but if there are, that doesn't give the Democrats a pass to abandon the process, to abandon the work of being competitive for the votes in the center and the broad middle of American society. Assuming the elections are free and fair, they still have to compete and win, and that means coming forward with consensus candidates, candidates who look more like all of America and not just the activist wing.

The Democratic activist wing has deceived itself for, now, a decade that America wants a Bernie Sanders-type government, and America does not. And the more they foist that kind of approach on their own party, the more they do harm to their own party. And look, I'm not a Democrat; I don't have any stake in the Democratic Party as an institution. But at this juncture in history, if you're worried about Donald Trump, the Democratic Party is the instrument by which Donald Trump can be opposed--the only effective instrument. So a lot of us who aren't Democrats have an interest in the Democrats making wiser and better choices than that party has sometimes made. And making those wiser and better choices means not listening to people for whom the big prize is not winning elections and saving American democracy, but winning control of the Democratic Party and empowering themselves.

And now my dialogue with Sarah Longwell. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Sarah Longwell is a graduate of Kenyon College. She built a career as a Washington, D.C., communications expert on the Republican side, working first for others and then for herself. She became the first woman to become chair of the board of the Log Cabin Republicans, the premier gay-rights group within the Republican Party. And in that position, she was active in an important factional fight in the 2016 election, where she led the resistance within the Log Cabin Republicans to an endorsement of Donald Trump.

Time passed, the factional fight only worsened, and Sarah found herself, in 2019, confronted with a majority of her colleagues who wanted to endorse the reelection of Donald Trump. And on that issue, she resigned from the Log Cabin Republicans and reinvented her life in a very brave way, signing up for a then-new project called The Bulwark, where she became publisher, and creating an army of Republican groups: Republicans [Voters] Against Trump, many similar organizations--you've seen their content. And she has discovered a role as one of the leaders of a new kind of media campaign in the Republican world, standing up for traditional Republican ideas about the rule of law, limited government, free trade while opposing the Trump presidency. And over that time, she has become a kind of central figure in the intellectual and community life of the small but proud group of anti-Trump Republicans, so it is a special pleasure to welcome Sarah to the show today.

Sarah, thank you for joining.

Sarah Longwell: Thanks, David. It's great to see you. Thanks for having me.

Frum: Okay, so I wanna ask you about a very specific thing that happened in the 2025 elections in Virginia and New Jersey and the city of New York, and then a series of less-headline elections: the Pennsylvania Supreme Court and Georgia Public Service Commission.

Now, we have some exit-poll data on this, and I'm going to preface; I'm gonna take a minute--I know you have even deeper expertise on this--to warn listeners and viewers against exit-poll data that comes out immediately after an election. There are a lot of technical problems with early exit polls, but the core problem is this: Somebody approaches you with a clipboard after you voted. Who's likely to linger and talk to them? Not someone with kids to pick up at day care. Not someone with a job demanding them. This is someone with a little time on their hands and maybe a little extra willingness to share their views. Is that person like the people who are picking kids up at day care, are hastening to a job, or just don't wanna share their views with strangers? If the group willing to talk to exit pollsters is a different kind of group from the kind of people who don't wanna talk to exit polls, well, there's your problem right there.

Then you have the problem of making sure, well, how many, for example--we're going to be talking about this group--women should be in the sample. Women are 52 percent of the adult population. But you don't know, on voting day, that women were 52 percent of the voting population, so you have to make a guess about how many women to include in your sample. And that goes for people over 65, people under 30, Blacks, whites, Latinos, Asians, people with certain income levels. You have to start with an implicit model of what the electorate looks like, which you don't know, and then build your sample accordingly.

So, with all of those caveats, something enormous seems to have happened with the votes of women--and especially women under 30--on this voting day. And, Sarah, you are here to explain what happened, with all the caveats that we don't have numbers that are as exact as some of the reporting suggests.

Longwell: Yeah, your caveats are real and good, but I think that, even if there was a miss in some way with the exit polling, it would be difficult for it to erase what is still a seismic overperformance of all of these Democratic candidates with women under 30. They all overperformed with men under 30 as well.

But just to take the three key races that we focused on last Tuesday, which is the Virginia gubernatorial race, the New Jersey gubernatorial race, and then the New York City mayoral race: In Virginia, where it was Abigail Spanberger up against Winsome Earle-Sears, who was the Republican, Abigail Spanberger was +17 with men under 30, but she was +64 with women under 30. And then it is similar in New Jersey--and this is another thing that's interesting about this, is that the results are so similar to each other that you do have to think, at least trend-wise, they've got it right. And so in New Jersey, for men under 30, [Mikie] Sherrill was +17, but for women under 30, Sherrill was +62. That means that 81 percent of young women under 30, 81 percent, voted for Mikie Sherrill. Eighty-two percent of young women under 30 voted for Abigail Spanberger. And then you get to Mamdani, where men under 30 went 65 percent for Mamdani--and actually, New York is the one place where men slightly went more for Mamdani than in the other two races, where women overall went more for Sherrill and Spanberger. But still, women under 30 were 82 percent for Mamdani.

So those three races taken together, you have women under 30 where 81, 82 percent of them are voting for the Democratic candidate. That is a massive margin and really different from the gender breakdown, the gender split, for their older cohorts. So among men and women who are 65-plus, the gender divide is almost nonexistent. But as you get younger, the gender divide opens up into a chasm, and I think Democrats are feeling pretty good about the fact that they still overperformed with men relative to how they did in 2024, but with women, it's just not even close. It's like a total ownership by the Democratic Party of this young cohort of women.

Frum: Okay, before we go to the why, one more question about what: Do we have any information about Pennsylvania and Georgia?

Longwell: We don't, or at least I don't, in part because those races--so here's the thing: In the other three races, the reason that you can get pretty good exit polling is because they had enormous turnout relative to a presidential year. These were really big races. And so the relative turnout compared to 2024, in New Jersey, I believe they got about 77 percent of the way there; it was a little more in Virginia. And so those are big numbers, where you can draw pretty big conclusions from them. The turnout in these states where the races were not so big was nothing compared to what it is in a presidential year, and so it's tough to draw too many conclusions.

And I will say, one of the overarching things to understand--and I think that people do understand this more now; people get it. But just to put it all in context if this is something that does sound new to you--you're like, Man, why this explosive difference in these off-year elections?--well, a large part of it is that there's a trade that's been going on over the last 10 or so years where a lot of college-educated, suburban voters who might have been Mitt Romney and John McCain voters have moved from the Republican Party into the Democratic Party. And that is good for Democrats in off-year elections because those are highly engaged, highly likely voters, and so they will vote in off-year elections, whereas Donald Trump got in the trade and Republicans got in the trade a lot more low-propensity voters.

And so one of the things that I do think people are still coming to terms with is, for a long time, for Democrats, the higher the turnout, the better Democrats did because they had these low-propensity voters who didn't turn out in off years, didn't pay much attention to politics, but when it came time for a big national election, they would show up and say, I'm voting for the Democrat. Donald Trump has brought those people into the Republican Party, to the point where, in 2024, if there had been far more people voting, the likelihood of Donald Trump winning by a larger margin [might increase], which is just not how politics used to work, but that is the reality of the way that Donald Trump has reshaped the Republican Party. Many more of these low-propensity voters are now part of the Republican Party. And many of them are men, which is another key piece of this story because women, like these Democratic voters, are much more likely to be hyper-engaged and to show up and be responsible about voting, including in off-year elections, where a lot of these younger men, who have kind of been red-pilled into the Republican Party, they are much more marginal voters. They are not the people you can rely on in an off-year election to the same degree. I think that's a big part of what we're seeing coming out of last Tuesday.

Frum: I wanna pin that and double back to it, but before we double back to it--and I really do wanna double back to that point, very much--this is a problem of relativity. When you see two groups drifting apart, the question is: Are they both moving? Is one staying still and the other moving, or vice versa? So as we see this increasing gap between the way women under 30 and men under 30 vote, who's changing more?

Longwell: I think, well, society--all of us--all around us, there are big changes taking place. I do think that it is--women are changing more in the sense that, over time, women have become more educated. They tend to be statistically more--have more higher education than their male counterparts. They are, like I said, more sort of hyper-engaged in politics, whereas men, I think, are a little more red-pilled, a little more in the--

Frum: What do you mean? Explain what you mean by "red-pilled."

Longwell: Yeah, so "red-pilled" is sort of two things. One is a rejection of kind of Democratic elite culture. So I think that men have been moving increasingly away from--

Frum: Let me pause you. "Red pill" is a reference to the movie The Matrix.

Longwell: Yes, sorry. You gotta go really far back to understand what "red-pilled," "black-pilled" [comes from], but it's essentially the idea that you get--well, actually, I don't even explain it in the context of The Matrix; I explain it in the context of politics, which is a rejection of "woke," DEI, and Democratic politics in general.

Frum: In The Matrix, there's an offer of two pills, one which allows you to live in the world of comforting illusions, which is blue, and one of which is red, which allows you to see the horrible truth. And so when Alex Jones wants you to know that aliens are real and killed [John F. Kennedy], and Nancy Pelosi has been covering it up all this time because she's a face-eating pedophile who drinks blood, that is called "red-pilling" because as lunatic and crazy and false in every particular, big and small, as it is, the people who absorb that red pill believe it's true: The aliens did kill JFK, and Nancy Pelosi has been covering it up. And people, but especially men, who subscribe to these crazy things you hear on the internet don't say, I'm a lunatic--which is true--or I trust and listen to lunatics and give them my money and buy their supplements. No, no, I have taken Morpheus's red pill, and now I see the truth about the aliens killing JFK.

Longwell: That's a way better explanation of what the actual act of taking a red pill is in the world. It is more like men saying, Man, I don't think that there's anything in what the Democrats are offering that resonates with me, and I reject it actively. In fact, it makes me angry. And this, I think, goes to the central point of the why about younger men and women. They live in algorithmically different universes, and that is pushing them to both not really understand each other, not be able to talk to each other.

There's a whole bunch of other things going on. Some of it is just COVID, right? Part of the red-pill culture is about the idea that the way that elites approached COVID and demanded that they live inside and wear masks--and that they were wrong about that, and it destroyed people's lives, and so Democrats are to blame. And so you've got this sort of young-man culture that is both angry at elites, angry at woke culture, and also, in many ways, hostile to women.

Frum: Because to go back to your other comparison, the people over 65, mostly, they're men and women living together and, especially with nonnational elections, they're talking to each other over breakfast. Like, "Well, this candidate for governor wants to widen the highway." "Well, gee, that means we can get to work faster." "Yes, but it'll be more traffic on our road." "Oh, I hadn't thought of that. But getting to work faster, that would be good." "Okay, so let's vote for the candidate who's going to widen the road, not the one--" and they converge because they're talking to each other, especially about those bread-and-butter issues that are so prominent in local elections. You want the bars downtown to stay open from two to four--more revenue from merchants, a livelier street life. On the other hand, more mess, more risk of crime. The husband and wife over 65, they talk about those things. Whereas when you have young men and young women who not only don't live together, but don't consume the same media, don't get the same algorithmic feeds, as you say, they're not talking and therefore not converging.

Longwell: That's a hundred percent the case. I did this episode on The Focus Group podcast, which is the weekly podcast I do where we listen to voters, but this week, we listened to young voters, and I had a sort of a Gen Z qualitative analyst on who was talking to me about what was going on with men and women. And one of the things she said to me that makes a ton of sense is not only are young people growing up very native to screens, to social media, and to these algorithmic impulses that push them into completely different worlds--'cause instead of saying, Okay, men and women, they might gravitate toward different things, but there's also all this monoculture stuff that sort of brings them together, that they like to do together or where they have similar points of reference, and so they talk about it together, that much of that is disappearing, number one. And number two, COVID did a massive disruption for this younger generation that actually created for them an inability to even talk to each other in the normal ways, like flirting or figuring out how you just be together, like finding third spaces that aren't in school or in a job where men and women come together and hang out.

And one of the things we did for this group is we listened to a young group of progressive women, and it was interesting to hear them say, essentially, I don't really need men. They are off doing this stupid video-game stuff, and they're sort of emotionally immature or stunted in these ways. I get a great deal of my sort of nutrition, like emotional sustenance, from other women, and so I don't need men. And they're acting like big babies. And then you listen to the men, who say, Well, I wanna get married. I wanna have kids. Those are my priorities. And of course, them feeling like women don't feel the same way or reject them then cause them to sort of turn inward and find community in these bro-y podcasting spaces, gaming spaces, many places that actually could be either actively hostile to women or where just sort of a rejection of women to create that camaraderie becomes [prevalent]. And so they're getting actively pulled apart in this way that doesn't just have political consequences, but I feel like it's gonna have lasting cultural consequences if we kind of don't figure out what's happening with the kids.

Frum: I'm interested by a word you haven't said. 'Cause if we're having this conversation about gender gaps, which began to show up in the 1980s. Before 1980, men and women voted almost exactly like each other and were defined by their group, so Black men and Black women;white men, white women; blue-collar men, blue-collar women; white-collar men, white-collar women. The sex divide was not an important divide before 1980. It begins to become an important divide in the 1980s, but especially among the young. Over the 45 years where we've been talking about this, the word that is always invoked first is the word abortion.

Longwell: Abortion. Yeah, true--

Frum: And you have not said that word at all.

Longwell: Yeah. That is because I think that that matters, it's in there, and in fact, when we were listening to the young women in the groups, that was something they brought up pretty quickly. They did. They are scared about the repeal of Roe v. Wade. They are in that age group where their friends are actively grappling with pregnancies--wanted, unwanted--reproductive health in general, thinking about IVF. All of the things that kind of run the gamut there, that's the age where not only do you have to contend with it biologically and all of the scary things that come with it, but everybody in your orbit is dealing with this stuff.

So it certainly came up and mattered to them, but it was in with a bunch of other things too. They were much more likely, and this is where the algorithm--and algorithms are difficult. And actually, this is where you get back to sort of the red-pill/blue-pill-type situation is, like, "What does a person see? What world do they live in?" And one of the big differences between people who are older and people who are younger is not just what types of media they consume, but how they consume it.

So older people are what we would call news seekers, right? Even people my age, people your age, we would watch the news. (Laughs.) It was an act. We would go sit down with our cup of coffee in the morning; we'd watch the news. Or we'd pick up the newspaper; we'd read the news. And obviously, that's been shifting for a while. But we still have a news-seeker mentality: I'm gonna get on; I'm gonna look at what's going on in the news.

Young people are news receivers almost exclusively. The algorithm just gives them their news; it washes over them. And so the algorithm is saying, Oh, young women, I'm gonna push more pro-Palestinian stuff your way. I'm gonna push more reproductive-rights stuff your way. I'm gonna push more affordability things your way, whatever it is--young women are just living in a different information environment than the men that they're around. And so, yes, it's abortion. I think that that really does matter. I think something bigger is happening than just reproductive rights.

Frum: How much of this is just behavioral? So Mitt Romney faced a gender gap because many women disagreed with his views not just on personal autonomy, reproductive health, things like that, but also Mitt Romney, you were going to get lower taxes for fewer services. But I venture that, if you'd ask the typical American middle-aged woman, you said, "If your daughter brought home a man like the young Mitt Romney, would you wanna see her marry him?" "Oh, yeah." (Laughs.) "Yeah, he'd be a great husband. I may not vote for him for president, but, yeah, my daughter brought him home? Yeah."

Okay, so Donald Trump, you'd call the cops, right? I mean, this guy... (Laughs.) You'd get a restraining order. And, well, I was about to say, "He's the biggest jerk in the world." Actually, you know what, maybe he was in 2016, but he has been so far overtaken by bigger and bigger jerks who have been licensed by him, and we live in, like, the golden age of jerks. And so much of the world that we have seen since 2020, the informational world, is one in which the content produced for men teaches, invites, validates the worst kind of behavior. And I wonder if that's kind of--that women just say, I want no part of this.

Longwell: Well, so I actually don't quite know the answer to this, but I'm gonna venture something. Because one of the things that's been so interesting to me as I've listened to focus groups now for eight years around Trump, I went back recently and looked at some of my 2018 focus groups among women--I'm talking about, like, 50-year-old women, 60-year-old women--and they have this sort of strong/weak frame they're grappling with. They have been dealing with Donald Trump in their lives for forever, right? He was around, he was a playboy, he's on Page Six, and then he was on The Apprentice, this carefully curated businessman. And I would say, older women, the locker-room talk landed with them. They kind of understood that. And obviously, there has been a disparity with women, but overall, he does okay. The bottom hasn't completely dropped out with women.

For younger women, it is not just Trump, but it is the forces Trump has unleashed on the young men around them that they have to deal with, that they have to listen [to]. Imagine not just having Trump's sort of "Grab her by the" stuff in the ether, but now Andrew Tate and Matt Walsh and the tradwives and all this stuff you see permeating the culture among young men, and you have the ability--in ways that, I think, women many, many decades older than you might not have, right, because they were conditioned more to, like, deal with it. Young women are like, I don't need to deal with this. Listening to the progressive women, they were just like, Getting married, having kids is not my No. 1 priority, and if these guys are gonna act like this, I don't have to hang with that.

Frum: I don't have to imagine it, because I have a daughter in the relevant dating pool. And I hear--her mother hears more, obviously, but... (Laughs.) But I hear some, and it does seem like--I don't know what's going on in the entire universe, but in the universe of college-educated, career-minded young men, the behavior seems to be a lot worse than it was when I was in that group.

Longwell: Well, I think part of it is: How do you behave if your incentives are to come together, right, if the cultural incentives are to find a way to--men need women; women need men. We are finding ways to take the fact that there's these real differences, but there's things that pull them together and make them wanna cohabitate and live in the world together, in a way where those incentives are just sort of falling away. And it's the reason that--part of the rise of the tradwife and men talking about repealing the Nineteenth Amendment, it comes from a sense of, Women are not as reliant on us anymore. That freaks us out, and also, I do think, is genuinely displacing, right? This idea of, I don't know what my role in society is if women's role in society is this, and so I'm gonna be angry about it.

And I don't wanna overstate it. And the young woman that I was interviewing from Gen Z also was sort of careful to be like, And, hey, look, we're still out here dating. We're still out here living our lives. But just in terms of big, macro cultural forces, I do think the things that divide the sexes and the incentives have shifted quite a bit and are pushing people apart more than they're pushing them together.

Frum: Yeah. Now, I pinned something a little while ago, and I wanna come back to this, about what is happening. And maybe a way back into this thing we wanted to pin was to talk about what happened in New York City, because Mamdani did do well with young men. I have my own private theory about that, but I'd be interested to know, is the difference here--and this goes back to the thing we wanted to talk about before--is that women are voting for women? Because, remember, the places where we saw these huge gender gaps were female candidates--although, in Virginia, it was a female candidate against another female candidate. In New Jersey, female candidate against a male candidate. In New York, the candidate was male. Is that why young men were more attracted to Mamdani, or was it that Mamdani did come more from a very male-oriented media subculture? And he also--I'm gonna try to put this as neutrally as I can--but he had engaged in and celebrated a lot of norm-defying behavior.

Longwell: Yeah, I think that, partly, it's tough to extrapolate. You can extrapolate a lot more about national politics out of New Jersey and Virginia than you can out of New York City. New York City is really its own kind of beast with its own kind of--like, the people who voted for Cuomo, it's hard to know whether they're kind of Trumpy Republicans, all the way over to sort of normie Democrats, to Jews who didn't like Mamdani. It's actually a very difficult thing to tease apart or extrapolate from New York City what's going on in national politics.

Just in terms of men versus women, the women-under-30 margin was basically exactly the same as it was in the other two races, which was that it was 82 percent women under 30 went for Mamdani, but 65 percent of men under 30 went for Mamdani, which is higher than the other two races. And it was a very high turnout. The thing is, turnout is such an important part of trying to carve up how many people did what in an election, and there's just a ton of New York Democrats. But I do think that Mamdani appealed to men in part because he is a man, in part because he did more--he was very much in the sort of, yeah, male algorithmic ecosystem. But I do think some of it just has to do with, yeah, him being a guy.

This is a difficult thing to tease out in focus groups 'cause people don't like admitting it, but people do talk about the fact that they don't wanna vote for women.

Frum: Yeah. No, really, they do. Yeah, they will say that.

Longwell: They do, much more for president than for these local elections. And people will articulate this, women too, where they'll say, I'm happy to vote for a woman for Senate, whatever, but when it comes to--and a lot of it has to do with dealing with world leaders. But people, often, in focus groups--and not just often, almost dominantly--they put things in strong-and-weak framing. And one of the things they say about Donald Trump is that he's strong, and Kamala Harris seemed weak, but also, Joe Biden seemed weak.

And I think that there's something about Mamdani--young, handsome, lots of energy--that lends itself to the strong framing that does allow, it's not everyone, but does allow some men to just tag on in ways that they feel funny about voting for women. I think it does make up a little bit of margin.

Frum: You think people are more willing to say in a focus group, I wouldn't vote for a woman, than they were 15 years ago?

Longwell: I do. Hundred percent. The thing is, I wasn't doing focus groups back then, but I gotta say, in my life--and I was a Republican, so I was around lots of people with Republican ideas--I never heard anybody say, I wouldn't vote for a woman--

Frum: They might think it.

Longwell: They might think it, sure. But honestly, people--especially for Republicans, there was always a sense of, It would be great to have more women candidates. For such a long time, it was a real sense of, We need to get more women in because that's how we're competitive. Women vote at these higher numbers. Everybody sort of knew that.

Donald Trump came along, and now both men and women are much more willing, and a lot of them older, to just say--I've had people, men--I remember it vividly, so it can't happen so much that it doesn't leave an impression. But he was like, Well, what if they're on their period? Who knows what kind of decision they might make? And so you do hear more of that kind of stuff.

Frum: I think, with men voters of a certain age, there was also the [Margaret] Thatcher example. So the first female leader of a G7 country was someone who was unquestionably strong and on the right. And so I think that led a lot of people in the Republican world in the '80s and '90s to assume the first female president will probably be a Republican in the Thatcher model because that may answer the strong--I mean, no one would ever say--

Longwell: I thought that. That was always my thinking, that the first female president would be a Republican. I think if Condoleezza Rice had run--and this is where people are like, Well, no, America's never gonna vote for a Black woman. I'm convinced that if Condoleezza Rice had run--also, I'm convinced that if Michelle Obama had run this last time--I think she would've won. I think that Republicans would've voted for her. I think that some Democrats would've voted for her. But there aren't a lot of women now in the Thatcher model. (Laughs.)

Donald Trump is actually--he's managed to, in a weird way--there are a lot of women, a lot of high-profile women, in the Republican Party. There's Marjorie Taylor Greene. There's Elise Stefanik. There's Kristi Noem. He surrounds himself with lots of women--Pam Bondi. So in some ways, and people don't really write this story that much, but he has lots of women in his orbit, maybe more than any president I can remember. The problem is, is that they're all deeply subservient to Donald Trump, right? They're all in his image. And so he likes that. He likes that there's all these women who are willing to kind of just subsume themselves into Donald Trump's image. Even that was part of the problem for Winsome Earle-Sears, right? They're all these, like, MAGA weirdo candidates, and none of them are in the Thatcher model at all, right? They sort of don't stand alone.

And to the extent that Nikki Haley--she could never recover from the way in which she had allowed herself to be totally sort of humiliated over and over by Donald Trump and made to look a fool. She actually was on the trajectory of that Thatcherite model: somebody who was deeply invested in foreign policy or had high level of expertise in that. But nobody sees her as strong, the way they don't see a lot of these women as strong, because they're just Trump-lite, so everybody can see that they're this simulacrum of Donald Trump.

Frum: I wanna go back now to something--a point I, again, I bracketed a little while ago. Are we looking at sort of an education gap because women are so much more successful at getting university and post-university education than men, that that's another thing that is going on here?

Longwell: Yeah, the diploma divide is essential to understand. If there's two things in politics--and I wouldn't even put the gender divide as the top one; I would put the diploma divide at the top because I think it's driving a big part of the gender divide. And then it would be the political realignment that has happened with Donald Trump, to the extent where--and, again, meaning that there's been this trade, the trade of noncollege, working-class voters have moved to the Republican Party. The average voter in this country is a 50-year-old white person without a college degree. But in places where there is a high concentration of college degrees, they tend to be more liberal. And most importantly, and this is what really matters for 2026, is that it is the off-year elections where Democrats now have the advantage because they have more college-educated voters, and many of them are like me--they are people who used to vote for Republicans--and Republicans used to benefit from having people like me in the off year. In the off years, we would show up, and so Republicans had the chance to do really well in off years. That is no longer true. This is the biggest flip in politics, structurally, which is that, in off years, Democrats now have the opportunity to do better because they have more college-educated voters.

And I would hazard to take that a step further, then, and say, to your point, to bring it back: Because young women--and women in general--are now much more likely to have a B.A., to be college educated, and to be tapped in on these political issues in off years, they are now becoming enormous driving forces in who wins in off-year elections, which is why you're seeing these extremely enormous margins, right? Because in the makeup of who voted, young women are making up quite a large percentage of who is turning out to vote, so they are gonna become a key constituency, and that young men--much like noncollege, working-class voters--are people who maybe just turn out in big national elections and just pay attention to big national vibes, but aren't as keyed in on all this other stuff that young women seem to be very keyed in on.

Frum: If you were to give each party some advice about how it can overcome its deficiencies, not grand strategic advice, but just say, okay, if you're a Republican running for senator, governor in '26, and you're worried about how you do with women, what should you do? And if you're a Democrat worried about how you're doing with men in '26, what should you do?

Longwell: Well, if you wanna do better with women, you should reject Donald Trump. The extent to which Trump is driving--a rejection of Trump--and that shouldn't be underestimated in these numbers, either. Just the way that young men have gravitated more toward Donald Trump, young women are repelled by him.

And this is a bigger question. Trump's lame-duckness really came into focus after these first off-year elections. They're going to come further into focus after the 2026 elections, where people will start saying, Okay, who is gonna be the Republican nominee in 2028? And I think that, going into '26, the extent to which Trump is still, though--rejection of him--is a driving force in Democratic politics, I think that that's the No. 1 thing: Young women don't wanna have anything to do with Donald Trump.

If you were gonna bring young men in, if you wanna do more with young men, go on all the podcasts. This is what Trump did. This is what [J. D.] Vance is doing. Vance's job is basically to go on bro podcasts and keep the Trump agenda top of mind for them.

Frum: Yeah. That's one of his vulnerabilities when you say, Who succeeds Donald Trump? I bet it's pretty unlikely that J. D. Vance ever said, Let's repeal the Nineteenth Amendment, the amendment that gives women the vote, but I bet there's a clip of him chuckling when somebody else said it.

Longwell: Yeah, well, there's definitely clips of him talking about "childless cat ladies" being the biggest problem. J. D. Vance is a very good archetype of the kind of low-level hostility to women and, especially, sort of memeification of jokes about progressive women. And so the intensity of the rejection of J. D. Vance from young women will be hard, and that will further accelerate that gender divide because I do think that Vance has something that a lot of young men--I know this for a fact; I listen to young men talk about it--they like him. They find him to be a more intellectual version of Donald Trump, somebody slightly more serious, and also somebody who is young like them, just like Mamdani is a young man like them.

Frum: Yeah. So you think that that works? Because he's awfully eggheady.

Longwell: I don't think it works the way Trump works. I think the reason that you see them cosplaying around the Trump 2028 is that they recognize this phenomenon that I have now discussed at length of: Trump draws out low-propensity voters in a way Republicans have never seen for their party. And they do not know if that continues to happen with J. D. Vance, because Donald Trump is such a unique figure, and if, suddenly, without Trump's general election ability to put up Saddam Hussein-like numbers in a lot of rural areas and other places, if that's left to J. D. Vance and they can't get that, but these college-educated, suburban voters have now shifted to the Democrats, that spells long-term trouble for Republicans.

Frum: Last thought on this, for what it means for the shape of local politics. Because one of the [things] you have left behind, there's a big question mark about 2028, but your suggestion is that, if it's about propensity, that state government should become more and more--what is the word I'm looking for--more and more aligned with the interests of younger women. I don't wanna use the word liberal or progressive, because I'm not sure that that's exactly what's going on. But the way that those people who are, today, under 30 and very soon will be under 40 think, it should drive more and more of the way the local government behaves.

Local government, since the elections of 2010, has moved so far to the right. Republicans had a big year in 2010; there were the redistrictings. And we've had very conservative local governments almost everywhere from 2010, and with the consequence, effects of the way state maps are drawn, when you have a very conservative Wisconsin state legislature, you've got a very gerrymandered Wisconsin congressional delegation, same thing in North Carolina. But if it becomes harder for Republicans to win in Wisconsin and North Carolina at the state level, how does that ramify through the whole federal political system?

Longwell: Look, I've always thought that the only way to get our politics to return to normal is for Republicans to endure sustained electoral defeats--which is not what's been happening, right? We keep having "change" elections, swinging back and forth. Republicans have more confidence that they can continue in this Trumpy direction and compete electorally.

Part of me doesn't wanna overemphasize sort of the demographic of young people growing up and then our politics staying the same, because I think the Democrats thought that that would happen because of demographics and because of young people, and that didn't happen. I do think what might happen long term is that the parties start to become really gender divided, that Republicans basically say, I don't think we can compete--which is what they're doing right now. They're saying, I can't and won't even try to compete with young women. Instead, we're gonna focus on competing more with young men, and that includes margins of Black men and Hispanic men that help us sort of recover those numbers. And because, like I said, the average voter is a 50-year-old noncollege white voter, and there's a lot of them, they can still do really well, but they have to start losing in places like Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin.

And in fact, I'll tell you something else that worries me, is that there's gonna be a census in 2030 that I think is gonna tilt things even further in favor of Republicans. It is getting very hard because these concentrations of young, college-educated women, they're not as concentrated in Ohio; they're not as concentrated in Florida, in places where Democrats used to be competitive and no longer are. And so the Senate map is increasingly hostile to Democrats, and Democrats are gonna have to figure out how to compete in places that they used to be able to compete in, right, when Heidi Heitkamp was around or lots of people who--they could compete in Iowa. And they're gonna have to do that again.

Frum: Sarah, thank you so much for your time today. It's such a pleasure to talk to you always. I always learn from you.

Longwell: Oh, thanks for having me, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Sarah Longwell for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top, my book this week is a new novel, The Emergency, by my Atlantic colleague George Packer. Now, some of you who listen to or watch this podcast may remember a dialogue that George Packer and I shared together about his very incisive profile of J. D. Vance earlier this year.

George Packer is the author of important works of nonfiction: a 2005 study of the war in Iraq, The Assassins' Gate, based on his really empathetic and very courageous war reporting from the Iraq front. He wrote, in 2013, a stylistically original study of the Great Recession called The Unwinding, which mixed broad economic reporting with a series of very elegant and interior profiles of people, both famous and not, who had been caught up in the drama and tragedy of the events of the Great Recession. He is the author, in 2019, of a biography of Richard Holbrooke, the great American diplomat, called Our Man.

But George, through his career, has been ambidextrous--fiction and nonfiction--and this new novel of his, The Emergency, marks a return to his career as a writer of fiction. I read it in an earlier form. It made an enormous impression on me; it's one of those novels I found myself dreaming about. And as I thought about why it had made such an impact on me, it led me to a thought that George wants to invite, a thought he contributed a recent article to The Atlantic about, which is: What is fiction for, exactly?

Now, I am mostly a writer of nonfiction. I've tried my hand at fiction; it was not of the level of artistic excellence of George's work. When you write nonfiction, you're constantly trying to explain to people both how the world is and to prove that you have a right to talk about it. You have devices to substantiate your claims to credibility--facts and figures, quotes, public-opinion polling--that you're trying to persuade people, Look, I'm going to tell you what the world is like, and here's how you can know that I am right about what the world is like, and this is why you should believe me.

With fiction, you jettison that apparatus. What you do in the work of fiction is say to the reader, I'm going to show you something. I believe it's true. You don't have to believe it. We're saying it's mostly made up, or it's imagined. But I'm gonna show you something, and you tell me if you agree that I have shown you a truth that you recognize, even though there are no facts and figures to back it up.

And that, I think, is what George has done in The Emergency. Here, he conjures up a world that is like and unlike our own. It is a world in which an old order has collapsed, in which young people are imposing new structures of identity and conformity on the old, in which the old feel left out, and in which many people are turning to devices that substitute for reality, that offer them a more attractive experience than reality. So that sounds like a world we know. But in many respects, it's not the world we know. It doesn't take place in the United States of America. It doesn't take place in any country that actually exists. It takes place in a fictional fallen empire. It doesn't take place exactly in our time. The world of The Emergency, well, they do have cars. They have firearms. They have surgical suites. But it doesn't feel quite modern. It feels like the world of the 1970s or maybe the 1960s. It doesn't have an economy that works quite like ours. It doesn't have groups that conform to our idea of what the groups in society are. It's like and unlike.And one thing that is also very important is, although it is a world that doesn't exist, it's a world that doesn't have fantastic elements of magic or technology. There are no spaceships, and there are no wizards and warlocks, no magic spells, no incantations. The laws of physics in George Packer's universe are exactly the same as the laws of physics in our universe--no abracadabras. And the people are very like people you know, and they operate and talk in ways that feel very familiar, even if they do so in a context that is--well, that's the big question mark, is, in some ways, the context is familiar. Many of us have a feeling that we live in a world that is not the world we expected to live in, a world that is somehow falling away from a better world that existed until quite recently, a world that disappoints many of our expectations and hopes, and a world in which we have to make the best of things that we thought we would never encounter in the first place.

So in that sense, it's strange, but it's not so strange. And in fact, one of the things that I think George is doing in this book is he's making our present-day world more intelligible by making it more strange, by abstracting. There's no Donald Trump. There's no Congress of the United States. There are no midterm elections. TIt's not even clear that there's no internet in the novel. It's not even clear that this is a world in which the people involved are really speaking English; although the novel is recorded in English, it's quite possible this is some other kind of language entirely, which just happens to be reported to us in English. But it's a world in which we're going to feel that a lot of our fears and doubts are reflected in ways that make them easier to grasp and easier to understand, but with no claims made that this is how reality is. If you don't wanna believe it, you don't have to. There are no opinion polls here, no surveys, no facts and figures.

As I said, it is the kind of book that I found myself literally dreaming about. I woke up one night, and I felt I had been living for that evening in the world of The Emergency, a world in which sometimes it seems that we are living among fragments of a ruined society. And that the challenge for each of us is to figure out: How do we reconnect with people who have been estranged from us by the ruin of the old society and make something new that maybe won't be quite as good as what went before, maybe represents a degree of loss, but doesn't have to be as bad as it otherwise might be?

It's a novel, in many ways, of grief and disappearance and decline. But that kind of experience can also summon us to awareness of new possibilities--maybe not for everybody, but for ourselves--and new challenges to us to do right things under difficult circumstances rather than slide into the temptation to do wrong things.

I highly recommend the book. I am so pleased to have been one of the early readers of it, and I think you will find it as moving and as disturbing as I did.

That's it for The David Frum Show this week. Thank you so much for joining me. I hope you will consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That is the best way to support the work of this podcast and of all my colleagues. You can also subscribe to an alert for my particular articles when they post; you will be the first to know. I hope you will share news of this podcast on whatever platforms you use to listen to or watch online content. Thank you for joining, and I hope to see you again 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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Donald Trump Is a Lamer Duck Than Ever

Even though he doesn't want you to think so

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




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

For a president who wants to project vigor and command at all times, Donald Trump made the worst possible spectacle of himself in the Oval Office last Thursday.

It came in the form of two images captured during a press event to announce cheaper weight-loss drugs. The first materialized when a participant fainted and several officials on hand rushed over. Not Trump, however, who, after turning to look at the fallen man, stood a few feet away at the Resolute Desk with his back to the action, wearing an indifferent expression. This was pointedly reflected in news photos that instantly went viral.

The second image, less noticed but possibly more damning, was memorialized just beforehand: As Mehmet Oz, the administration's head of the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, delivered remarks, Trump appeared to be nodding off at his desk. The Washington Post, in keeping with its dogged Watergate-era traditions, undertook a thorough "analysis of multiple video feeds" and confirmed that, indeed, the 79-year-old president had "spent nearly 20 minutes apparently battling to keep his eyes open."

"He put his hand on his temple," the Post investigation concluded. "He slouched in his chair."

Brian C. Kalt: The solution to the third-term threat

The White House denied that the president had been asleep, echoing Trump's past sensitivities toward perceived somnolence. But there was something else going on here. The administration has sought to portray Trump as the main driver of all events at all times--potent, essential, and fully engaged. If there has been one unified message coming out of this White House, it's been that of a presidency in perpetual motion. Yet Trump has looked much less daunting and invincible in recent days. He has been criticized for appearing checked out and oblivious to the economic hardships facing Americans, a sentiment reinforced by voters last Tuesday. Above all, Trump, who is not eligible to run for reelection in 2028--at least that's what some people think--is loath to be seen as a lame duck. And yet, he is a lamer duck now than he was just a short while ago.

Last week was rough for Trump in that regard. Republicans suffered election routs in the Virginia and New Jersey governor's races, as well as in a statewide ballot initiative pushed by California Governor Gavin Newsom. It wasn't only that Democrats prevailed by massive margins or that the results confirmed that Trump's second-term act was playing terribly with a critical mass of Americans, including many of those who'd voted for him. The GOP's losses suddenly made Trump look vulnerable. By my informal estimation (without the benefit of "multiple video feeds"), "lame duck" was applied more often to Trump last week than in any prior stretch of his second term.

"Donald Trump Enters His Lame Duck Era," declared one post-election headline in Politico. The accompanying article cataloged recent signs of Republican defiance of Trump. It led with a scene in which the president summoned Senate Republicans to the White House and demanded that they eliminate the filibuster. "Upon returning to the Capitol, the senators made it very clear: they planned to blow Trump off," according to Politico. (Mike Rounds of South Dakota apparently "laughed out loud.")

No officeholder welcomes being labeled a lame duck. From its earliest adoption, the phrase has never been meant as a term of flattery. Senator Lazarus Powell of Kentucky is credited with the first political usage, in 1863, when he described the U.S. Court of Claims as "a receptacle of 'lame ducks' or broken down politicians." Over time, lame duck evolved into more of a time marker, referring to an elected official completing their final phase in office.

That's the clinical definition, at least. But lame duck also carries deeper connotations of diminishing cachet, relating to a leader's lost status and creeping powerlessness. These notions are especially toxic to Trump. Since returning to the White House, he has governed with unchecked abandon, enjoying the total compliance and indulgence of his party. Nowhere has this been more evident than among Republicans in Congress, who have given every impression of living in abject fear of Trump, his loyalty enforcers, and his voters.

It is not difficult to see how being discussed as a weakened short-timer would inflict particular psychic injury upon Trump. Such a status represents an intolerable affront not only to his own grandiosity but also to his political power. Trump and his allies have worked to foster a sense of unquestioned authority and even permanence. Whether or not he is serious about running for a third term, he has been happy to publicly entertain the prospect. "Most any Republican is too intimidated to suggest he might not run again," Ed Rogers, a longtime GOP lobbyist and former aide to Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, told me. Having this unconstitutional gambit in circulation became a strategic taunt after a while, "to keep people glancing at each other, asking, 'Could he do it?'" Rogers said. "This has caused a pause on the traditional creep of lame-duckedness."

Trump was more definitive when the third-term prospect came up last month, admitting that he wouldn't be allowed to run. But Tuesday's election results struck a blow against his sense of almighty armor. "Trump's Superman mythology just had 100 pounds of kryptonite shoved down its throat," Mike Murphy, a vehemently anti-Trump Republican media consultant, told me.

Beyond the undertones of lost influence, being a lame duck can also suggest a president distracted, disengaged, and biding time. Again, these notions would seem anathema to everything Trump wants to convey. Theoretically, at least.

Voters keep identifying the high cost of living as their chief concern. Trump, meanwhile, has displayed a Marie Antoinette-like indifference to the economic struggles that so many Americans keep mentioning. He has recently devoted time to overseeing the construction of a new White House patio and ballroom, hosting a Great Gatsby-themed party at Mar-a-Lago, and reportedly trying to have the future home stadium of the Washington Commanders named after him.

"His gold-leaf excess and 'Let 'em eat cake' tone-deafness will likely wear ever thinner," Mark Updegrove, a presidential historian and the head of the LBJ Foundation, told me. Updegrove, the author of a book titled Second Acts: Presidential Lives and Legacies After the White House, predicted that Trump would never "back off his ballroom ambitions," regardless of how they might be perceived. Trump clearly enjoys the idea that he can build and adorn as he pleases. He will insist on these projects, Updegrove said, "like a toddler unwilling to surrender a lollipop."

Tom Nichols: A confederacy of toddlers

Trump's Oval Office photo snafu notwithstanding, even casual observers would expect that he will do everything possible to keep himself at center stage for as long as he can. Histrionics are definitely possible. "Like the mob boss with terminal cancer" is Murphy's comparison, by which he means that Trump will be sure to make himself dangerous to anyone who questions his full authority and treats him as a lame duck.

This almost certainly will extend to the 2028 campaign. Trump almost certainly will insist on full deference from any Republican hoping to succeed him. He almost certainly will devote zero energy to things like "building the Republican bench" or "grooming his successor" or "extending gracious gestures to his worthy Democratic adversaries."

And the term lame duck will almost certainly remain verboten around the White House until the minute Trump departs the premises for good--assuming that he ever does.
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Well, That's Definitely <em>Frankenstein</em>

Guillermo del Toro's new adaptation is a feat of design but not of story.

by David Sims

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




Guillermo del Toro has spent his filmmaking career finding sympathy for monsters. His best-known stories balance compassion and edge. He won the Oscar for Best Picture for The Shape of Water, an aching if gory ballad of an aquatic creature falling in love with a human; his superhero movies focus on fringe characters such as Blade (half-man, half-vampire) and the demonic Hellboy, both outcasts operating in society's shadows. It's hardly a surprise, then, that he's been trying to get an adaptation of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein off the ground for many years. The final result of that endeavor, now on Netflix, is a handsome, burnished production with gorgeous sets, colorful costumes, and the deep well of compassion that runs through all of del Toro's work. So why does it feel so inert?

The answer may lie with del Toro himself. The director, it seems, is prone to becoming almost too enamored of his source material. Frankenstein is del Toro's third take in a row on a classic novel, after his remake of Nightmare Alley and his Oscar-winning, stop-motion version of Pinocchio. I walked out of each dazzled by the design elements; in a cinematic era reliant on CGI-rendered locations and cheap technological embellishment, the director has a distinct commitment to practical effects. He refuses to skimp on the creativity of his art direction, no matter the scale of the project. For Frankenstein, Netflix handed him a massive budget to play with, and the money is all up on the big screen, if you can catch the movie on one. But just like del Toro's previous reverent adaptations, all of that sumptuousness is hamstrung by his apparent desire to remain faithful to the original tale.

Read: Why Guillermo del Toro made Frankenstein

The film begins, as Shelley's novel does, on a giant ship that's trapped in the Arctic ice--one that is clearly a physical, colossal prop. When the hulking Creature (played by Jacob Elordi) shows up and starts throwing sailors around, the stunt work is stunningly tactile. Del Toro captures the action beautifully and always knows where to throw in a surprising spine crunch to prove to his audience that he's not serving up a staid period piece. Despite the on-screen spectacle, however, I was soon fidgeting in my seat, waiting for the story's pathos to catch up. Yet the cast members are never able to match the grandiosity of del Toro's vision, drowned out by the wonderful sets around them.

Oscar Isaac plays Baron Victor Frankenstein--the man responsible for animating del Toro's latest lovable monster--with as much Gothic panache as he can summon. His hair is lustrous and flowy, his brow eternally furrowed; he spits out every vaguely European-accented line, emphasizing the scientist's arrogance. As the Creature, Elordi is tremendous. He uses his exaggerated physique to communicate otherworldliness, but his gaze is deep and childlike. Because the character can barely speak for most of the movie, Elordi's eyes have to do the talking, and they do an impressive job of it. Watching him, I began to long for a simpler, leaner adaptation that truly puts Frankenstein's monster front and center. Del Toro, like Shelley, changes up the protagonists; the film focuses on Frankenstein before switching in the second half to the Creature's point of view. Although that shift works in the book--an epistolary novel written in the first person--here, it means there's less time to develop either character's perspective.

The audience likely already knows that Frankenstein's controversial science experiment is doomed to fail: The Creature will come to life and then turn against his cruel master, seeking freedom and, eventually, revenge. Del Toro and Isaac can't quite explain why Frankenstein becomes such a base villain, locking his life's work in a dungeon and treating him like an animal. The viewer gets a taste of backstory in flashbacks to the doctor's unforgiving father (Charles Dance) and the tragic death of his young mother (Mia Goth), but these scenes unfurl like stylish window dressing atop the foreboding world del Toro constructs. Frankenstein simply can't understand his creation's humanity--that's the folly driving this narrative, no matter how slowly.

I was frustrated by del Toro's inventiveness being largely limited to the film's look. The director's dedication to honoring Shelley's writing, paired with Netflix's huge investment, doesn't allow for any additional experimentation. What could have been the kind of bittersweet monster movie del Toro has excelled at instead feels shackled by its opulence, trudging through a two-and-a-half-hour run time to arrive at its expected conclusion. His efforts to wash his movies in splendor are beautiful--even novel--but these innovations cannot always outweigh familiarities. Sometimes, they make them even more glaringly apparent.
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The Accidental Trailblazers of a New Global Condition

A new book about Chernobyl's child victims shows the human cost of seeking technological dominance.

by Anastasia Edel

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




On April 28, 1986, the Soviet news program Vremya made a 14-second announcement about an accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in Ukraine. One of the plant's nuclear reactors had been damaged, the broadcaster said. Mitigation actions were being taken, aid to those affected was being provided, and a government commission had been formed. The rest of the Soviet Union hummed along, making plans for the upcoming May Day holiday.

Although I lived just 100 miles from the border with Ukraine, it took me three months to begin attaching faces and names to the incident. I was vacationing with my mother near Sochi, on the Black Sea, when a group of women and children entered our hotel. They were Chernobyltsy, "people of Chernobyl." They had a startled air around them, and the mood in the hotel became tense: Most vacationers wanted to avoid the "radioactive" intruders. I was too young to be afraid, so I befriended a girl named Katya, a 5-year-old with remarkable dimples.

In the years that followed, as perestroika and glasnost revealed the scale of Chernobyl, I kept thinking about Katya, with whom I had played so obliviously on that pebble beach. Where did she go after that summer? Did she manage to stay healthy? Did she even get to grow up?

Decades later, the German historian Melanie Arndt set out to answer the same questions about kids like Katya. Her book Chernobyl Children, translated by Alastair Matthews, is a pioneering history of the event that focuses on what happened to its children by tracing an ongoing disaster that stemmed from the world superpowers' race for technological supremacy. After the accident, as Arndt demonstrates, the children of Chernobyl were failed by a state that prioritized its image over their safety, but aided by people around the planet who were waking up to their shared vulnerability in a post-industrial world. Born in a country that would soon vanish off the map, these children became accidental trailblazers of a new global condition: life in the shadow of catastrophes that cross borders and don't end when news cameras move on.

The word disaster suggests the inevitable, yet Chernobyl was anything but. In its three years of operation, the reactor that exploded, No. 4, had suffered numerous malfunctions and partial shutdowns, which were ignored by a typically bungling Soviet bureaucracy. A competition to outdo the United States in nuclear capacity had spurred the construction of power plants at a breakneck pace. Ukraine alone hosted four, despite its abundant energy from rivers and coal fields. Government leaders pushed a "peaceful atom" propaganda campaign, which cast nuclear power as a safe, advanced source of electricity and a pillar of Soviet prestige. Just months before the catastrophe, a Ukrainian minister estimated the chance of a meltdown to be once every 10,000 years.

Then on the night of April 26, a late-night safety test at Chernobyl went terribly wrong, resulting in two explosions that blew apart the reactor's core and set off a radioactive blaze that burned for days. The blast released as much radiation as 500 Hiroshima bombs, contaminating tens of thousands of square miles and exposing millions of people. About 3 million of those victims were children.

Read: What were the Russians doing in Chornobyl?

The U.S.S.R. hailed children as the "only privileged class." They smiled happily from television screens and propaganda posters--symbols of a bright Communist future--and were promised carefree childhoods. Yet, as Arndt shows, they fared poorly after the accident. Pripyat, an atomgrad (or "nuclear town,") built to serve the Chernobyl plant, went about its normal business for hours after the explosion; children were pushed in strollers by unsuspecting parents and played soccer in already contaminated streets. Although officials were at the plant the next morning, taking stock of the situation, the evacuation of Pripyat's population did not begin until a day and a half later.

That initial delay, which resulted from confusion about the scale of the incident and the authorities' decision to downplay it--ostensibly to avoid panic--was only the first in a chain of fatal mishandlings. With radiation readings so high they had triggered alarms in countries as far away as Sweden, mandatory May Day demonstrations across the U.S.S.R., including in contaminated areas, went on as planned. Children were sent to wave balloons and flags in air thick with radioactive dust.

For thousands of kids, those early days of inadequate response would lead to what Arndt calls "living in prognosis": a childhood defined by constant medical testing and a lingering fear that sickness could surface at any time. Many of their fates came down to the decisions of local officials in the days after the incident. In Kyiv, for instance, schools closed weeks before the normal end of the school year. Valentyna Shevchenko, then chairwoman of the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet, made a unilateral decision to evacuate 700,000 people, breaking with the party recommendations--and likely saving many lives.

Beyond evacuations, the Soviet state had little to offer. To save face, authorities initially rejected help from the United States and Western Europe. Instead, Arndt writes, school-age children from the immediate vicinity were separated from their parents and shipped to summer pioneer camps--state-run recreational facilities meant to instill patriotism--for what officials called "the betterment of health." Mothers of young children, like Katya's, were eligible to receive vouchers for month-long stays at sanatoria and tourist bases across the U.S.S.R. (Fathers were not considered.)

These arrangements barely lasted through the summer. Only a handful of flagship pioneer camps were open year-round; many children had to return to areas that had been superficially decontaminated. There, each child would receive an extra pair of indoor shoes, to prevent them bringing radioactive matter into the classrooms, along with a largely useless warning to avoid local food and drink. Many lived in homes without electric stoves, leaving them to burn contaminated wood.

Arndt documents how, in the years following the accident, medical commissions collected data on the effects of radiation but offered almost no treatment or guidance. Meanwhile, the incidence of thyroid and blood cancers among children rose--in one hospital in Minsk, the number of leukemia patients almost doubled from 1986 to 1990. In another town in Russia, Arndt writes, doctors and nurses felt that the children they were caring for were "exploited and abandoned." According to a letter they sent to Mikhail Gorbachev, "every second child suffering from dizziness, stomach, joint and bone pain"--symptoms officials refused to link to radiation exposure. Having rejected help from its Cold War adversaries, the party left children at the mercy of a health-care system crippled by shortages of specialists, modern equipment, and effective drugs.

When radiation-contamination maps were made public in the winter of 1989, the disintegrating Soviet regime belatedly created the State Chernobyl Children Program, which aspired to tackle the "unwelcome effects of Chernobyl" by funding the construction of recovery centers, buying medical equipment, and conducting radiation research. But by then, many children had already gotten sick. Some would not live to see adulthood.

In Belarus, where roughly 70 percent of the radioactive fallout settled, Arndt credits successful aid efforts to activists and parents who mobilized to protect their children. Groups such as the Belarusian nongovernmental organization For the Children of Chernobyl, founded in 1990, drew global attention. Appalled by what they saw in private visits and on TV, European and American charities, philanthropists, doctors, and religious organizations sent large amounts of humanitarian supplies beginning in the early '90s. They also funded trips for children to recover in hospitals, camps, and private homes abroad.

Arndt shows that this act of global empathy was rooted in something deeper than pity for a former enemy: an understanding of humanity's shared peril. Chernobyl's children became emblems of a borderless world--and a future in which disasters aren't confined to a single place. We now seem to fully inhabit that era, one defined by pandemics such as the coronavirus, climate disasters, and new technologies whose promises carry their own dangers. These crises may arise in one country or another, but in many cases, their consequences are global, and they cannot be solved by any single group or government alone.

The stories of individual children give Arndt's account its poignancy. She writes about 7-year-old Vova Malofienko, who was flown by an American aid organization from a Kyiv cancer hospital to a Connecticut camp for seriously ill children. Tatsiana Khvitsko, born without lower legs, was rescued from a Belarusian home for disabled people by an American charity and fitted with prosthetics; she ran her first marathon in 2018. Some children who went abroad for treatment never returned. One girl's refusal to go back to her grandmother's crumbling house after living in a homestay in California even prompted Alexander Lukashenko, Belarus's authoritarian president, to suspend programs that sent sick children to the U.S. for recuperation. After a brief post-Soviet respite, nationalist face-saving was again putting children in harm's way.

Chernobyl Children is not just a story of ruined childhoods; it is also a portrait of life in the Anthropocene. Arndt's book shows how present the disaster remains, even almost 40 years later. Nearly 5 million people still live on contaminated land, where the radioactive earth is a part of daily existence. Alena Oginets, whose story bookends Arndt's account, was 12 at the time of the explosion; she evacuated and grew up elsewhere. The daughter of a Chernobyl plant worker who died at 50, she remembers Pripyat as a vibrant, modern town surrounded by picturesque marshes and forests. When she returned two decades later, all that remained in her looted apartment was a bathtub that couldn't fit through the door. The forest of her childhood is now roamed by wild boars. Pripyat will remain uninhabitable for centuries, as will the rest of Chernobyl's 30-kilometer exclusion zone.

Read: A vision of Russia as a country that runs on violence

In 2022, a drone captured images of Russian troops in a Chernobyl forest, whose pines were still orange-red from the blast. The first footage of the invasion itself came from a Chernobyl tour company's checkpoint camera, which happened to record the advancing columns. Just as in 1986, tragedy came to Ukraine from a regime consumed by the country's greatness.

Arndt's book isn't without shortcomings: Its narrative is dry and confined primarily to Belarus, where she worked in the '90s. It also stops short of asking why, given the scale of suffering, there has been hardly any attempt at real redress through lawsuits or settlements. Yet Chernobyl Children is an astute and thought-provoking work, connecting the unfinished past to a present and future in which disasters travel faster and wider. It shows the pitfalls of blind faith in technological progress--and the human cost of a quest for dominance devoid of responsibility.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2025/11/chernobyl-children-melanie-arndt-book-review/684884/?utm_source=feed
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The Great Canadian Ostrich Standoff

How the plight of a few hundred birds in Canada became an all-out fight for freedom

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 12 Nov 2025


Karen Espersen with ostriches at her farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay



The police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.

Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, with signs and walkie-talkies, gathered on the property. They'd set up a barricade to slow the cops' advance: several logs laid across the dirt near the turnoff from the highway.

The activists had been camping out for months; their numbers sometimes reached into the hundreds. They knew the government was saying that the ostriches had bird flu, but they were convinced that this was cover for some other, bigger scheme. The feds were conspiring with the United Nations and Big Pharma, they said. Small farmers' rights were being trampled. But Dave and Karen's birds had other, more powerful friends. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was making calls to Canadian officials; Dr. Oz had offered to evacuate the ostriches to his ranch in Florida.

Canada "respects and has considered the input of United States officials," the nation's deputy chief veterinary officer had said. But rules were rules, and birds were birds--even if they were the size of refrigerators. And so a convoy of police had been sent to occupy the farm. Law-enforcement drones were flying overhead. The electricity was cut off.

The farm's supporters had already threatened local businesses that were renting equipment to the cops, saying they would shoot employees. Then someone claimed that they'd placed a bomb somewhere on the property.

At 7 a.m., while the police were stuck behind the logs near the highway, a man slipped out of sight, donned a balaclava, and grabbed a jerrican of fuel. He crept over to the next-door neighbor's house and doused its front with gasoline. Not more than 50 yards away, a group of ostrich activists stood around a bonfire, streaming from their phones as they sang "The Battle Hymn of the Republic." When the neighbor came outside and tried to chase the would-be arsonist away, her screams for help were broadcast live on social media, above the sound of "Glory, glory, hallelujah."


Karen's home on the farm. Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, have raised hundreds of ostriches for decades. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



For decades, Karen and Dave had been raising hundreds of ostriches on a 58-acre plot in the small town of Edgewood, British Columbia. They'd earned a living from the meat and hide and feathers, and from a moisturizing lotion that they made from rendered ostrich fat. They'd also welcomed tourists to the property, bused in through the Monashee Mountains on a farm safari. But in mid-December of last year, the flock at Universal Ostrich Farms was overtaken by disease. The young birds in particular were having trouble breathing. Mucus leaked from eyes and beaks. Some were clearly feverish: They were roosting in puddles, even in the cold.

Over the next few weeks, the birds began to die, one by one, and then in groups. Dave hauled their carcasses across the property and buried them in 10-foot holes. The vet was out of town, so Karen did her best to nurse the sick. But more than 20 died, so many that they didn't fit into the pits. Dave had to stash the rest beneath a tarp.

Locals noticed what was going on; you could see ravens feeding on the carnage from the highway. On December 28, someone notified the sick-bird hotline set up by the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, which monitors and manages agricultural diseases. Now the government was asking questions. Was there standing water on the property? Were the ostriches outdoors? Had Dave been aware of any wild birds nearby?

In fact there was some standing water, and the ostriches were never not outdoors, and lots of wild ducks had alighted in their pond and now were poking in the flock's straw bedding and leaving droppings by the food bowls. To the CFIA, it sounded like a recipe for bird flu. A pair of government inspectors showed up two days later, in masks and Tyvek suits, and swabbed a couple of the carcasses. Their test results came back on New Year's Eve: The birds were positive for the "H5" part of H5N1, the deadly strain of avian influenza that has raged through North America in recent years. According to the Canadian authorities, and in keeping with the nation's agricultural-trade agreements, the outbreak had to be stamped out. The birds would have to die.


Ostriches at Universal Ostrich Farms (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



An ostrich is of course a grand and silly thing: more than six feet tall with giant eyes, a 350-pound sedan on muscled stilts. It chirps and booms and honks and grunts. It wags its tail and pulls the threads from your sweater. Some ostriches on Dave and Karen's farm had names: Barney, Peter, Q-Tip, Sarah. One looked so much like Dave himself, with bushy white eyebrows, that it shared his name. Karen used to keep an ostrich as a pet--a Somali blue, the smaller kind--and she called it Newman because it liked to hop up on her couch and watch Seinfeld on TV. Her son remembers riding Newman like a pony.

Now Dave and Karen's flock of charismatic megapoultry was a threat to public health. They tried to bargain with the government. They said the illness was subsiding. They argued that their older birds had never even gotten sick and might already be immune. They noted that the compensation they would receive for a cull--up to $3,000 per animal--wouldn't be enough to cover their losses. And then Karen started spinning out a stranger story. Universal Ostrich Farms wasn't just a farm, she told the CFIA; it was the site of cutting-edge research. She and Dave were working on a novel class of ostrich-based pharmaceuticals--medicines that could one day help rid the world of many different ills, including cholera, obesity, and COVID. The drugs might even put an end to bird flu itself.

H5N1 doesn't pose a major threat to human beings--or, one should say, it doesn't yet. The virus has not adapted to our airways. But a current strain has already made the jump from birds to dairy cattle, and more than 70 people in North America have contracted it through exposure to infected animals. Most human cases have been very mild. But around the time that Dave and Karen's ostriches were getting sick, a teenage girl in their province was rushed to a pediatric ICU with failing lungs and kidneys. She had bird flu and nearly died.

Dave and Karen maintained that their birds were not a danger but a cure. Now that the survivors had been exposed to bird flu, Karen told the government by email, they'd be laying eggs that were full of bird-flu antibodies. That could be the key to something extraordinary: If those ostrich antibodies were extracted and sprinkled into feeders, she said, then wild ducks might inhale them and develop their own immunity. Treat enough birds this way, and the entire epidemic could be stopped.

Karen's plan did not impress the experts at the CFIA, and to be clear: It isn't sound. Extensive tests have not been run to show that ostrich antibodies protect other animals when they're eaten or inhaled. Even if the antibodies were effective in some way, to stop the spread of H5N1 you'd have to load enough of them in feeders to shield the 2.6 billion migratory birds that cross the border into Canada each year. And CFIA scientists found no reason to believe that Dave and Karen's ostriches would be a special source of antibodies, an agency spokesperson told me. The farm's request for an exemption was denied.

But Karen's email wasn't entirely deluded, not in every detail. She and Dave had been in touch with Yasuhiro Tsukamoto, a scientist and the president of Kyoto Prefectural University, who has for years been pushing the idea that ostriches, and their powerful immune system, could be the basis for an industry in biomedicine--that the birds' enormous eggs are factories for mass-producing antibodies in response to almost any pathogen. A single ostrich hen can make about a cup of these a year, Tsukamoto says, which might in turn be layered onto ventilation screens, painted into face masks, or used in ointments, sprays, and pills. A few such products have already been marketed in Japan, among them a soy sauce with ostrich antibodies for E. coli and a cosmetic line with ostrich antibodies for the germs that can lead to pimples.

Dave and Karen first learned about Tsukamoto's work in March 2020, when he was inoculating ostriches with SARS-CoV-2 antigens. They did the same and hoped to sell their antibodies to a company producing masks. But they couldn't land the deal, and ended up with freezers full of SARS-CoV-2-resistant egg yolks. A few years later, they'd moved on to something bigger: an ostrich diet pill, made from antibodies for the enzymes that digest sugar and starch. This could be a natural rival for Ozempic, they believed, sold as "OstriTrim."

In November 2024, just around the time when all those wild ducks began to settle in their pond, Dave and Karen were finishing their business plan. They would partner with Tsukamoto's licensee in North America, a company called Ostrich Pharma USA, and begin inoculating birds in early March. After that, the money would start pouring in. Within five years, the farmers' business plan predicted, they'd clear $2 billion in annual sales.

But then an ostrich got a bloody nose and another one began to wheeze, and more were plopping down in icy water.

Katie Pasitney, Karen's oldest child, grew up among the ostriches. She describes them as her family. So when Katie heard that the CFIA had ordered their destruction, she set out to raise hell. The birds themselves--those "big, beautiful babies," she calls them--were natural mascots for a social-media campaign. In one early plea for help on Facebook, Katie put up a picture of a favorite ostrich from the farm. "Meet Sarah [?]," Katie wrote atop the post. "PLEASE HELP SAVE ME BEFORE I'M KILLED BEFORE FEB 1ST."

By the end of January, Sarah's fate had been taken up by right-wing media and online activists. Supporters began to gather at the farm. They built a campsite in the freezing cold and posted signs for Katie's website, saveourostriches.com. People stopped by for the day and never left. A field kitchen was set up, porta-potties were installed, and volunteers were given jobs. They put up pictures of the ostriches, or wore them on their shirts and hats. At least one walked around in a full-body, feathered suit. At times there were 200 people in the field, just across the road from the ostrich pens.

The group was there to save the animals, but by and large, they weren't PETA types. They knew Universal Ostrich Farms had long been in the killing business; in the mess tent, supporters were not averse to eating meat. They were less concerned with harm to living things than with the threat to human liberty. These were freedom activists--people who had joined the convoy protests that swept through Canada in 2022 to oppose vaccine mandates. What brought them back together in the valley of the ostriches was a trailing fury over government intrusion, and suspicion about the aims of public health.


In interview after interview, Katie Pasitney has come to tears while talking about the ostriches. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



In the front room of her mother's house, Katie set up a makeshift media center, with seven laptops on the table and cords everywhere. A handwritten ON AIR sign was posted whenever she was being interviewed live. Reporters started showing up in person, too. In one conversation after another, Katie and the farmers argued that the virus had already run its course. By their accounting, the 69th and final bird had died from the disease on January 14. The remaining ostriches were healthy, they insisted, and their location was remote--85 miles from the nearest city. What benefit would come from killing them?

Meanwhile, Dave and Karen brought their case to court and won a stay of execution for the birds until they finished their appeal. As winter turned to spring, the conflict reached a stalemate. The CFIA announced that no more inspectors would be coming to the farm, because of the risk of infection by the birds, and of interference by the protesters. Its staffers were getting threats by phone and email.

Then one night at the end of March, someone showed up with a gun. The birds were sleeping in their pens, some with upright necks, in the ostrich way. In the hours before sunrise, Katie and the farmers said, one was shot just below the ear. Dave and Karen found the carcass in the morning, lying in a pool of blood. The assassinated bird was Sarah, the one from Katie's Facebook post.

A couple of days later, one of the farm's supporters posted a musical tribute to the fallen ostrich on social media, called "Feathers of Resistance (Sarah's Song)."

Out in the fields 'neath Edgewood skies,
She walked with grace with ancient eyes.
Not just a hen but hope in stride,
Her blood held truth they tried to hide.


"A sniper's bullet ended her life, but not her story," the poster wrote.


The greeting booth for the encampment on the farm. Supporters built their campsite in the freezing cold, installed porta-potties, and took on jobs. At least one supporter walked around in a feathered suit. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



After Sarah's death, a deeper sense of dread overtook the valley. The farm began to fortify. Trip lines were laid around the ostrich pens and hooked up to bear bangers to scare away intruders. Supporters equipped themselves with walkie-talkies. And Dave and Karen started sleeping in the ostrich pens.

Katie's interviews and Facebook streams grew more conspiratorial. The supporters had been seeing government drones flying overhead at night, she told a podcast host in May. Karen, too, was obsessing over hidden plots. The farm's website had malfunctioned in December, out of nowhere, even though she was sure that she'd set up the domain to auto-renew. Could it have been a government-associated hack? Could all of this have been a plan to stop her antibody business--to "squish our science," as she later put it to me? Could it be that certain institutions were trying to hide the fact that H5N1 bird flu wasn't really all that dangerous?

Two months after the shooting, a second bird was murdered in its pen. Karen said she heard a drone flying overhead between 1 and 2 a.m., and then she saw an "Army-sized" device flying overhead, as big as the hood of a vehicle. Some folks from the encampment said they saw it too, while sitting by the fire. There was a silent flash of light, and moments later, Karen found one of the biggest roosters on the farm, an ostrich called Joey, with a hole through its head. This time the wound was vertical, starting near the crown and ending 18 inches down the neck. The drone may have been equipped with a gun, Karen told me. Maybe a silencer, too. Dave wondered if it might have been a laser.

John Catsimatidis, a billionaire supermarket magnate and New York City radio personality, took a particular interest in the story of the ostriches. Toward the end of April, he invited a special guest onto the air: his old friend Bobby Kennedy. The secretary of Health and Human Services had come to talk about his plan for fighting autism, but near the end of the segment, Catsimatidis grabbed the chance to bring up the "awstriches," as he calls them in his thick New York City accent. "Mr. Secretary, one last thing," he said. There were these special birds in Canada, with a "natural healing process," and now they were in danger because Big Pharma wanted them dead.

"I support you 100 percent," Kennedy responded. "I'm horrified by the idea that they're going to kill these animals."

The cause was a natural fit for Kennedy. The anti-vaccine organization that he once chaired, Children's Health Defense, had already aired an interview with Katie on its video channel in March. And Kennedy himself has often railed against government overreach in efforts to control potential outbreaks. Earlier that spring, Kennedy had declared that the U.S. and Canada's policy of stamping out H5N1-infected chickens should be stopped. The survivors--the ones with naturally acquired immunity--could be used to repopulate poultry farms with hardier stock, he said. (Experts warn about the dangers of letting the virus spread unchecked; vaccinating poultry makes a lot more sense, two bird-flu scientists told me.) Kennedy also seems to have an affinity for large, flightless birds. He has kept at least one emu as a pet on his property in California.

One late night in May, Katie awoke to a call. At first she was confused, she said, but then she heard Kennedy's raspy voice; the secretary was on the line with Catsimatidis. Some days later, as the sun set across the Monashees, Katie stood among the farm's supporters in the field and choked back sobs as she prepared to read from a letter that Kennedy had written to her government. "We are respectfully requesting CFIA to consider not culling the entire flock of ostriches at Universal Ostrich Farm," it said. The letter was signed at the bottom by three of the most important public-health officials in America: not just Kennedy but also FDA Commissioner Marty Makary and National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya. (HHS did not respond to questions for this story.)

Katie's "Save the Ostriches" campaign had until this point attracted hippies, libertarians, and anti-vaxxers, as well as local politicians in her province. Now it had the U.S. government.

I arrived in Edgewood a few weeks later, having come along the same twisting highway that the CFIA inspectors had used when they first drove out to test the ostriches almost six months earlier. As I pulled into the driveway, I could see the birds peering at my rental car from inside their large enclosures.

I checked in with a volunteer in a makeshift booth, and he handed me an Ostrich Sheriffs sticker. A Canadian flag hung from the fence at the edge of the encampment, along with handmade posters: STOP the MURDER of 399 OSTRICHES. Save Ostrich Science (S.O.S.). If your child got sick in your family, would you kill the whole family?

Jim Kerr, an ostrich-farm supporter with a long beard, took me on a tour of the premises. Kerr is known among right-wing activists in Canada for his livestreamed protest videos, and for the soap-bubble-blowing art car that he drives to freedom convoys. Kerr explained that the supporters had an action plan for when the feds arrived. Dave and Karen would go into the pens and stand among the birds. Volunteers would block the road and send up drones to document everything that happened. They'd had a dry run just a few weeks before I came, when someone thought they saw a line of SUVs, all white, coming down the road. The sentries notified the camp; barricades went up; three women lay down on the highway. It turned out to be a false alarm.

When I sat down with the farmers in the kitchen, Karen put out plates of sandwiches and cookies, and then she, Dave, and Katie launched into the story that they'd told so many times before, to politicians and supporters and the press. Katie, in particular, sometimes seemed to speak about the farm on autopilot, winding back to certain formulations about "giving small farmers a seat at the table" and the need to protect the "future of farming." But still her voice would catch and the tears would flow, even in what must have been her thousandth telling.

Her connections with right-wing and extremist figures were expanding. She told me that she would soon be headed to a "Truth Movement" conference down in West Palm Beach, where she would share a stage with several noted anti-vaxxers, as well as Enrique Tarrio, the former Proud Boys leader. And she let me scroll through a run of texts that she'd received in recent weeks from Mehmet Oz, who, like Kennedy, had gotten drawn in to her cause by Catsimatidis. Oz, the celebrity doctor who is currently the head of the U.S. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, had suggested that he could bring the ostriches to Florida, but that wasn't possible on account of the cull order. "I have spread the word widely and cannot understand why they cannot let me take these beautiful birds," he wrote to Katie in one message. (Oz did not respond to a request for comment.)

Again and again, the farmers said the Canadian government's response to their outbreak made no sense. Plainly they were right in some particulars. Why couldn't the CFIA just test the birds again, to see if the virus was still present? The government had claimed that this was impossible, that its inspectors would have no way to gather swabs from several hundred dangerous animals that can run at the speed of a moped, without handling facilities of any kind on-site. But I'd heard otherwise from independent experts. Adriaan Olivier, an ostrich-industry veterinarian in South Africa, told me that high-volume testing could be done. South Africa has been dealing with bird-flu outbreaks on ostrich farms for years, he said, and could manage the screening of even several hundred adults in one day.

Then again, I could also see--really, anyone could see--that Dave and Karen had been flouting basic rules of biosafety on the farm. At first, they hadn't told the government that their birds were sick. And their "quarantine" was barely that. The same farm dogs that nosed around my feet inside the kitchen were also running in and out of ostrich pens. After Dave and Karen fed the birds, they sprayed each other down with disinfectant, but they didn't change their clothes or remove their shoes. And the volunteers were clearly handling the eggs and feathers.

Those who had been around the farm the longest hadn't simply been exposed to H5N1--they'd been infected. The farmers mentioned this offhandedly. Not long before my visit, Katie had tested positive for H5N1-specific antibodies. Dave and Karen had also turned up positive, as had one of their earliest supporters, a woman who'd arrived at the farm in January. No one could remember having any symptoms, though, and Katie wasn't willing to concede that she or any of the others had caught the virus from the ostriches.

The conversation circled back to the phone call from December that had prompted the government's investigation--the tip-off to the sick-bird hotline. The farmers said it must have come from the woman who lives next door, Lois Wood. If it hadn't been for her, none of this would have happened.




I spoke with Lois, a 72-year-old widow and volunteer firefighter, by phone a few days later. She lives just up the road from the ostrich farm. She can see the pens from her front yard. She said the situation had gotten out of hand. For months, the activists had been tormenting her: shining headlights in her yard, yelling out her name, tailing her when she was on her way to fire practice. "Finally--finally--somebody wants to hear the other side," she told me.

Lois claimed that she never reported the sick birds to the CFIA: She'd tried to call, but no one answered, and she didn't leave a message. But everyone could tell that the ostriches were dying, she said, and the CFIA was right to get involved.

Elsewhere in the town of Edgewood, the fight to save the ostriches has brought out skeptics of the cause. Jim McFarlane, a local cattle rancher who has known Dave since they were kids, told me that, like Lois, he'd had enough. Dave has been "a total fucking bullshitter all his life," he said. He asked me what I thought about the story of the murdered ostriches--the ones that supposedly were shot in the head in the middle of the night. "I mean, come on," Jim said. "I'm a hunter, and you're going to go out there in the middle of the night and shoot at a little fucking ostrich head when you've got a 300-, 400-pound body there?"

It's true: An ostrich head is like a Q-tip protruding from a very large pinata. The idea of aiming for it, at least while sneaking in the dark, seemed preposterous. Yet Dave and Karen insisted that not one but two birds had been killed like this. Jim thinks that Dave and Karen might have killed the birds, that maybe they were trying to draw attention to the farm for the sake of more donations. Lois had another theory: What if the birds were still sick? What if the outbreak hadn't ended, and the farmers didn't want the government to know? (Both ostrich murders are still under investigation, according to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. When I brought the claim to Dave that he'd shot the birds himself, he told me, "That's insane.")

The matter of the ostrich shootings is one of many that's been taken up by a local Facebook group, "Edgewood--Uncensored," in which a group of grumpy neighbors and others in British Columbia debate the ostrich farm and what they deem to be its hidden motives. They obsess over every open question and apparent inconsistency, such as who really called the CFIA about the sick ostriches, and how many birds were really in those pens. Some even wondered if the so-called standoff was a piece of theater, concocted by the government and its contacts in Big Pharma. Maybe no one ever really planned to cull the birds. After all, hadn't Dave and Karen been involved in biotech? Hadn't they injected ostriches with COVID?

If Katie, Dave, and Karen had built their movement from the bricks of outrage and suspicion, then those bricks were also being hurled against their walls. Paranoia had sustained them to this point, but paranoia was a force that they couldn't quite control.


Dave Bilinski leaves the ostrich pens to avoid arrest on September 23. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



I drove out to the farm again in late September. The line of police cruisers had snaked into the valley just a few days earlier, and I could see the marks of occupation. The property was divided at the edge of Langille Road. Yellow tape stretched across the northern side, at the entrance to the pens, and officers were taking shifts on guard. Just across from them, the farm's supporters had put up a set of wooden bleachers so they could try to watch and record everything that happened. An inscription had been carved into the top row: In Appreciation: Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. Some of the birds had been dedicated too: There was now an ostrich Charlie Kirk, an ostrich Dr. Oz, an ostrich Donald Trump.

I'd arrived at a moment of uneasy calm. Not so long before, every sign had suggested that the standoff was about to end. After many hours' worth of yelling and negotiations, the police had seized the pens; Karen and Katie were driven off in handcuffs, and briefly held. The CFIA had put up a wall of hay bales in the field, presumably to hem in the flock and hide the coming slaughter. But hours later, just as Dave and Karen were finishing a group prayer, their lawyer called to say that the Supreme Court of Canada had intervened. The justices were considering whether they would hear the case, and that meant the ostriches would not be killed just yet. Everyone agreed that this intervention was divine.

Now the camp was far more crowded than it had been in June. No one took my name and phone number, or handed me a badge, when I arrived. Near one corner of the pens, I met a man named Thomas, who was taking footage of the Mounties with a camcorder. "I hate cops," he said. "If one of those guys got a bullet to the head, I wouldn't shed a tear." Thomas told me that he'd been incarcerated for assault and fraud, but that his days as a criminal were over. "I don't condone violence," he said, "but I've started to think some violence might be necessary when there's no other way to make people pay attention."

Over at the house, Dave and Karen were meeting with the police department's liaisons. Dave looked as though he hadn't slept for days. His ears were bloody from the ostrich pecks that he'd sustained during his vigil in the pens. When I asked him what he'd do if the cull was carried out, he cried into his hand. If the ostriches were killed, Dave and Karen would have nothing left. They may no longer be eligible for compensation for the loss of the birds, according to the CFIA rules. They also owe tens of thousands of dollars to the government in fines and legal expenses. In the meantime, they'd been deprived of revenue for months, and the farm had already been facing heavy debts when all of this started. "There's no recovery from this," their lawyer, Umar Sheikh, told me.

Next door, in the grass outside Lois's double-wide trailer, the smell of gasoline still lingered. When she came outside to say hello, I saw that she had bruises on both arms, cuts on her face, and a black eye. She'd only stopped the would-be arsonist by chance, she said: She'd come out to feed one of her cats and there he was, reaching into his pocket, as if to grab a lighter. She'd lunged at him, bit him on the elbow, and kicked him in the groin. Then he punched her in the face and fled. The police identified their suspect by the tooth marks on his arm.

The man was a freedom-convoy veteran, Karen's son told me, who'd warned the others in the group that he planned to go to jail before this all was over. Both Katie and her mother claimed, at least at first, that the attempted arson never really happened--that the whole thing was a setup by the members of the local "hate group" who had criticized the farm online.

I asked Lois if she felt unsafe. She told me that she'd gone to stay with a friend on the night after the attack, but had come back to the farm to tend to her cats and her tomatoes. She said that there were a lot of cops around for protection, but also that she didn't see herself as having many options. "People say, 'Well, you should do a civil suit against them for slander, libel, whatever, harassment,'" she told me. "I say, 'I could not bear to do that. Can you imagine going up against Katie? You wouldn't win.'"

Moving out of Edgewood didn't seem to be an option, either. Lois's property, her 120 acres in the valley, was all she had, and who would ever buy it now? She was living on the site of a bird-flu quarantine. Fair or not, she was just as trapped as Dave and Karen. "I keep thinking it's going to be over," she said. And then it never is.


Karen Espersen and a supporter embrace after Karen's release from arrest for refusing to vacate the ostrich pens. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



An end did come at last, six weeks later. On November 6, the Supreme Court decided not to hear the farmers' case. The Notice of Requirement to Dispose of Animals issued by the CFIA more than 10 months earlier was reinstated for the final time. Shortly after nightfall, once the police had cut their floodlights and sealed off Langille Road, gunshots started ringing out behind the hay bales. At first there were a dozen, then many dozens more, as hired marksmen fired on the flock from platforms.

Katie squatted at the border of the pens, pulling at the fence and screaming, "Make it stop." Karen stood beside the line of officers who blocked the road. "They're killing my babies," she said.

By the next morning, the cull was over. All of the ostriches--314 of them, by the government's final count--were dead.

It was gray and it was cold in the valley. Autumn had returned: one full cycle of the seasons from the day Dave and Karen's birds first began to falter in the slush. Waves of wild ducks were passing overhead once more. Since the start of fall, the bird-flu virus has again been spilling over into poultry flocks in North America. Another 8 million birds have been killed on U.S. farms in recent months, and 3 million more in Canada.

While construction vehicles shoveled up the ostrich carcasses and dumped them into trucks, the farm's supporters gathered for a vigil, in person and online. It had been 297 days, they claimed, since any of the birds were sick. Whether this was true no longer mattered. The outbreak on the Universal Ostrich Farms had reached its end; yet even now, no one could agree about the nature of the threat. Had the poultry been a risk to public health? What about the farmers, who never thought the rules applied to them? And what about the government, which chose annihilation over compromise? Any middle ground was now awash with blood. Some kind of danger had been present in those pens; that was clear enough. Now that danger is stamped out.
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What Democracy in Venezuela Would Require

Toppling a dictatorship is easier than building a functional state to take its place.

by Michael Albertus

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




A little more than 80 years ago, a group of young military officers joined with Venezuela's main opposition party to overthrow the country's ruling dictator. The man who took power, Romulo Betancourt, became known as the father of Venezuelan democracy. He quickly set to work expanding suffrage, carrying out social and economic reforms, securing oil revenue, and settling European refugees who had fled World War II.

Betancourt inherited a weak state, reliant on oil revenue, that had nominal institutions and limited experience with democracy. He stacked the government with partisans; other political parties cried foul; and the military got nervous. A coup toppled his government in 1948, and democracy would not reemerge in Venezuela for another decade. By then Betancourt had learned his lesson: He shared power with other major parties, a move that allowed democracy to take root and endure for decades, until its erosion and then collapse under Hugo Chavez after 1999.

Today there is again talk of regime change in Venezuela. The country's popular opposition leader, the recent Nobel Peace Prize winner Maria Corina Machado, calls President Nicolas Maduro's rule illegitimate and promises to return the country to democracy. The Trump administration seems inclined to act on her behalf. The administration cut off dialogue with the Maduro regime earlier this month. It then ramped up air strikes against alleged drug-trafficking boats off Venezuela's coast and offered a $50 million bounty for information that could be used to arrest Maduro. Meanwhile, Donald Trump has massed thousands of U.S. troops, warships, and other military assets off the Venezuelan coast and authorized covert CIA action on the ground. Officials privately concede that these moves are part of an effort to force Maduro from office.

Read: Why Venezuela?

Unseating an existing regime is hard enough; building a new one to replace it is even more bedeviling. Both Venezuelan and American history is stocked with cautionary tales of regime-change operations gone awry. In today's Venezuela, the military is dug into power and faces considerable risk if Maduro is ousted. It will be an obstacle to his removal--and even if such an operation succeeds, reestablishing democracy afterward will be very difficult.

For an outside power to topple Maduro would be a violation of international law and of Venezuela's sovereignty. But the humanitarian and political case for doing so is compelling on its face. The Venezuelan leader has ravaged his country's economy, causing it to shrink by an incredible 75 percent--the world's worst economic collapse in peacetime. The resulting poverty, misery, and health crises have driven nearly 8 million people, almost a quarter of the country's population, to emigrate. That has destabilized politics and fueled right-wing reactions against immigration across the hemisphere. Amid this wreckage, Maduro blatantly stole the country's most recent presidential election and forcibly cracked down on the political opposition. His regime is deeply unpopular, corrupt, and authoritarian.

Despite the escalating threats, Maduro and his military allies have steadfastly refused to step aside. For good reason: They may face severe consequences if they do.

Years ago, Venezuela's military could have plausibly sought an off-ramp from dictatorship through amnesties and constitutional protections that would afford its members a future under democratic rule. But such an arrangement is unlikely today. Maduro and several of his high-ranking military officials have been charged with narco-terrorism, drug trafficking, and other crimes in American courts. If they are captured, they could end up jailed for life, much as Panamanian President Manuel Noriega and several of his associates did in 1989. Maybe Venezuela's military elite could find a way to remain in the country--but then its years of mismanagement and human-rights violations would likely catch up with it, making it the target of an incoming government's retribution.

If any faction of the military is likely to move against Maduro, it would probably emerge among lower-ranking officers who don't face the same risks as the top brass. Indeed, some such factions joined a failed uprising against Maduro led by Juan Guaido in 2019. But U.S. sanctions, pressure for political opening, and even a Guaido-led parallel government failed to peel the military away from Maduro.

Still, suppose that a coterie of low-ranking military defectors gathers sufficient momentum to depose Maduro, or that the Trump administration authorizes military action: What would replace the Maduro regime, and how?

The political opposition, largely united under Machado's leadership, promises a new dawn for democracy. Machado has described a pathway to rapid economic recovery through privatization, foreign investment, market liberalization, and macroeconomic and regulatory reform. Her vision calls for an influx of capital to rebuild the country's broken health and education systems, and for investment in much-needed infrastructure improvements that could attract emigrants back to the country to help rebuild.

The plan is alluring, but democracy works only if institutions function and the civil liberties of citizens can be protected. That in turn requires a capable state apparatus and a degree of political order. Both have crumbled in Venezuela under Maduro and his predecessor, Chavez. Armed citizen militias, criminal governance, and illicit economies have mushroomed across the country as the state has been hollowed out. The government has completely upended the foundations of property rights, making secure investment nearly impossible. Corruption and black markets abound; even state agents participate in them regularly. The currency has little intrinsic value.

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

Against that backdrop, the institutions of government have withered. The judiciary is fully packed with pliable political allies of the ruling regime. The election authority and Congress are stacked with regime allies and no longer perform their most basic functions. Even local government, which remained somewhat competitive under Chavez and for a time under Maduro, has been undermined, as tax collection has plummeted and revenue sharing has dried up because of the economic contraction.

The Venezuelan state needs to be rebuilt almost from the ground up. That's a yearslong endeavor, and a new democracy would have to manage the expectations of citizens against the slow and rocky reality of state-building. In the meantime, it would have to contend with the gangs, criminal networks, and other powerful armed actors that have grown used to exercising local control. Even more Venezuelans may decide to migrate if they believe that opportunity is not being regenerated quickly enough, or if the state cannot rein in social violence.

Venezuela's first democratic revolution in 1948 and its subsequent democratic transition in 1958 hold lessons for today's proponents of regime change: Establishing a durable democracy is far harder than unseating a dictator.
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Baseball's Big Whiff on Gambling

Federal charges against two players for pitch fixing are a warning about the league's embrace of gambling.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 12 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.

Gambling is a numbers game, so here are a few: The pitcher Emmanuel Clase's 2025 salary from Major League Baseball's Cleveland Guardians is 4.5 million dollars. This weekend, prosecutors unveiled charges that he had made just $12,000 from two recent rigged pitches. And he could face as many as 65 years in prison (though such a stiff sentence seems unlikely).

Clase and the fellow Guardians hurler Luis Ortiz were indicted last week for their involvement in the scheme, which allegedly netted bettors hundreds of thousands of dollars. (Attorneys for Clase and Ortiz have denied the allegations.) The scheme outlined in the indictment is the latest instance of legalized gambling's corrosive influence on professional sports. Major leagues have welcomed the industry with open arms and greedy palms, signing contracts with betting companies and bringing casinos into stadiums and arenas, but they act astonished when gambling starts to corrupt their own players.

Traditional sports fandom involves rooting for your team to win; traditional sports gambling involves putting money on the game results too. The most notorious baseball-gambling episode was the 1919 "Black Sox" scandal, in which members of the Chicago White Sox (including "Shoeless Joe" Jackson) were accused of intentionally losing the World Series as part of a mob betting scheme and banned from the sport.

The indictment against Clase and Ortiz alleges something that is both less directly threatening to the game's integrity and somehow even bleaker. Nothing in the charges suggests that Clase, a fearsome closer and three-time All-Star, intentionally lost any games. Instead, prosecutors say, he and Ortiz agreed to throw balls on particular pitches. The gamblers then placed prop bets--wagers on specific outcomes--and won money. In other words, this was gambling for gambling's sake, staking money on things that no one would care about for any independent reason, and then concocting elaborate methods of cheating to make those things happen.

For decades after the Black Sox scandal, MLB rigorously pushed gambling away. Pete Rose, the sport's all-time-hits leader, was permanently banned when he was revealed to have placed bets on baseball, though he claimed this didn't taint the game, because he bet only on his teams to win. (Rose's ban was repealed earlier this year, after his death, following pressure from President Donald Trump, a longtime casino owner.)

Since a 2018 Supreme Court ruling effectively legalized it, betting has been available widely and has shed much of its stigma. Individual problem gamblers are suffering, and Clase and Ortiz seem likely to pay for their involvement if found guilty. Yet the big corporations of the sports world are doubling down on gambling. Last week, ESPN announced that it was ending ESPN Bet, a gambling foray with Penn Entertainment that failed to capture many users. But the network isn't abandoning its hopes: It's signing a new deal with DraftKings, one of the two biggest industry players.

The big sports leagues are way out ahead. Hard figures on how much revenue their involvement with betting has brought them aren't available, but it's safe to say the numbers are large. A 2018 projection from an industry group suggested MLB would make $1.1 billion and the NFL would make $2.3 billion annually. And if those estimates aren't exactly impartial, anyone who's watched a game, looked at the ESPN app, or driven past innumerable billboards for DraftKings and FanDuel can surmise that a lot of cash is washing around--whether from direct agreements or indirect effects such as ad spending and more attention.

The answer from the leagues has been to try to cut back on prop bets. Keith O'Brien argued in The Atlantic last month--after another depressing gambling scandal, this time in the NBA--that "prop bets pose a particular threat to the integrity of the game." Any individual athlete has only so much control over whether his or her team wins or loses. But prop bets focus on smaller outcomes over which one player can have a great deal of influence, such as their point total (in basketball) and yardage (in football). As a result, players are particularly susceptible to manipulation, and that in turn corrupts their sport as a whole. After the Clase and Ortiz indictment, MLB said that its partners would limit bets on specific pitches, and NBA Commissioner Adam Silver earlier asked platforms to "pull back some of the prop bets."

That seems better than nothing, but barely. As Charles Fain Lehman wrote in The Atlantic last fall, the problem is not particular kinds of sports gambling--it's sports gambling more broadly. "The rise of sports gambling has caused a wave of financial and familial misery, one that falls disproportionately on the most economically precarious households," he argued, citing research that has found that less saving, more bank overdrafts, and greater rates of bankruptcy are associated with looser gambling laws. These problems are particularly common among young men, who are becoming dangerously addicted, as my colleague Hana Kiros has reported.

Young men also, of course, make up the rosters of MLB, the NFL, and the NBA. No one should be naive about how money suffuses professional sports--the leagues exist to turn a profit--but it's easy to see why putting intensely competitive men in situations where gambling is celebrated and advertised is going to create temptations they can't all resist, even if the payoff likely amounts to a rounding error on their paychecks, as in the Clase and Ortiz indictment.

Prohibition has a bad reputation, and American society seems to be turning against regulating vices. I tend to agree that banning everything that is socially undesirable just creates opportunities for overweening enforcement, but gambling still brings out my most puritanical impulses. (You can make a good policy case against banning betting and other vices while still disapproving of them; a principled libertarianism need not be libertine.) Before the 2018 Supreme Court ruling, though, betting wasn't completely banned. In addition to friendly leagues among friends, gambling was legal in a few select places: Las Vegas, Atlantic City, certain Native American lands. That provided enough of an outlet for people to be able to indulge in gambling from time to time yet ensured that it was viewed as an irregular indulgence, faintly improper.

The past month has seen the best of baseball, in the epochal World Series between the Los Angeles Dodgers and the Toronto Blue Jays, and some of the worst, in this indictment. MLB should think hard about the lessons of the latter. Sports leagues think that they're in on the deal, but they're really the mark, falling for the same trap that every gambler does. They see money on the table and can't resist trying for it, forgetting that the house always comes out ahead.

Related:

	Legalizing sports gambling was a huge mistake. (From 2024)
 	"I'm treating guys who would never be caught dead in a casino"




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The president's most annoying buddy
 	Michael Powell: The moral cost of the Democrats' shutdown strategy
 	Adam Serwer: Why Elon Musk needs Dungeons & Dragons to be racist




Today's News

	The Senate approved a bipartisan funding bill last night to end the government shutdown, sending it to the House for a vote, expected tomorrow afternoon. The measure would keep the government open through January of next year and fund key agencies for most of 2026. The proposal leaves out the extension of Affordable Care Act subsidies that Democrats had pushed for.
 	A Utah judge rejected a Republican-drawn congressional map on Monday, siding instead with a centrist coalition's proposal, in a redistricting victory for Democrats.
 	Flight disruptions continue as airlines are expected to cut about 6 percent of today's flights nationwide. More than 1,200 U.S. flights were canceled and 2,000 delayed amid a mix of Federal Aviation Agency staffing shortages and severe weather; the agency warned that cancellations could rise to 10 percent by Friday.
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What a Cranky New Book About Progress Gets Right

By Tyler Austin Harper

During the five years I worked as an environmental-studies professor at a progressive private college, I undertook a small, semesterly rebellion: I had students read "Confessions of a Recovering Environmentalist," a 2011 essay by the British writer and former green radical Paul Kingsnorth. In it, Kingsnorth chronicles his disenchantment with the activism that had once been his life's work--the very kind of advocacy that had driven many of my students, that had driven me, into that classroom in the first place.
 The essay makes the case that mainstream environmentalism has abandoned the commitments and ideas that originally defined it.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Why Trump's Ukraine peace efforts keep failing
 	The right-wing attack on Wikipedia
 	China's EV market is imploding.
 	The new brutality of OpenAI
 	Pope Leo's quiet provocation
 	The Trump administration has a new plan for Gaza.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Gilbert Flores / Variety / Getty; Swan Gallet / WWD / Getty.



Listen. Rosalia's new album mirrors the modern quest for salvation, in all its thrilling and frustrating contours, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. Megha Majumdar's novel A Guardian and a Thief imagines how climate disaster might scramble our sense of morality, Tope Folarin writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Back in April, I wrote about what I called the "pardon-to-prison pipeline": the string of people who reoffend after receiving clemency from Trump. Yesterday I saw two relevant updates: First, John Banuelos, who allegedly fired a gun into the air during the January 6, 2021, insurrection, was arrested last month in Utah on charges of sexual assault and kidnapping. And in New York, Jonathan Braun, whom I mentioned in April, was sentenced to more than two years in federal prison after his conviction on charges including assault and sexual abuse. "He is at least the eighth convict to whom Mr. Trump granted clemency during his first term who has since been charged with a crime," The New York Times noted. Also on Monday, the White House announced that Trump had pardoned 77 people accused of involvement in his attempt to overturn the 2020 election. I'm not a betting man, as you may have guessed, but if I were, I wouldn't stake much on that group staying out of trouble with the law.

-- David



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Patches That Want to Fix Your Sleep, Sex, and Focus

Supplement patches are blurring the line between wellness and beauty.

by Yasmin Tayag

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




Last Thursday, in lieu of my afternoon coffee, I placed a sticker on the inside of my wrist. It was transparent, about the size of a dime, and printed with a line drawing of a lightning bolt--which, I hoped, represented the power about to be zapped into my radial vein. The patch had, after all, come in a box labeled Energy Boost.

So-called wellness patches have recently flooded big-box stores, promising to curb anxiety, induce calm, boost libido, or dose children with omega-3s. Their active ingredients are virtually indistinguishable from those of the many oral supplements already hawked by the wellness industry. Whether the skin is a better route for supplements than the stomach isn't entirely clear. But the appeal of wellness patches seems to have less to do with their effects and more to do with how they look.

Wellness patches are generally pitched as an easier, safer way to take supplements. The website for The What Supp Co., a British brand that launched in the United States this year, describes its products as "super convenient" because users don't have to take a pill or mix a drink--plus, they're extra portable. That brand, like many patch sellers, laments the filler ingredients (such as corn starch and gelatin) that can show up in oral supplements, plus their digestive side effects; patches, it says, come with no such risks. The slogan for Kind Patches, which rolled out across Walmart locations last month, is "No pills. No sugar. No nonsense." Half Past 8, a patch company that launched last week, says that its products sidestep the crash and comedown associated with some pills and gummies by offering a slow drip of wellness. Some brands also advertise that, unlike a pill, you can take a patch off when you've had enough. But that cuts both ways: I put another patch on my wrist yesterday morning, and it had fallen off by the time I got to the office.

Most of the products are labeled as remedies for common complaints. Stickers from The Good Patch include Nite Nite for better sleep, Think for boosting focus, and Rescue for hangovers. Several brands sell patches that purport to mimic the appetite-reducing effects of GLP-1 drugs; you can buy them on the fast-fashion website Shein. And whereas traditional oral supplements tend to be marketed as vectors for specific compounds, leaving users to mastermind their perfect mix, patches are usually cocktails that advertise their active ingredients less prominently. Putting on The Friendly Patch Co.'s Relax and Let Go sticker really is easier than consuming supplemental forms of its seven key components, which include the herb ashwagandha, the neurotransmitter GABA, and magnesium. (Neither The Good Patch nor The Friendly Patch Co. responded to a request for comment.)

Read: The return of snake oil

Whether those ingredients will actually help you chill out is an open question, as is whether they can pass from a sticker into the bloodstream. The whole point of skin is to keep most things out of the body, and although some compounds are known to pass through the skin--nicotine and birth-control patches have been used for decades--little is known about the permeability of the many ingredients used in wellness patches. Some basic principles are well established: For compounds to pass through the skin, they need to be both tiny and fat-soluble; caffeine and vitamins A, D, E, and K all meet those criteria, says Jordan Glenn, the head of science at SuppCo, an app that helps supplement users optimize their intake.

But other common wellness ingredients--such as coenzyme Q10, vitamin B12, folic acid, and zinc--require extra processing to permeate the body's exterior, Glenn told me. My lightning patch was made by Barriere, whose co-founder Cleo Davis-Urman told me that the company uses a process called micronization to break down large molecules into particles small enough to enter the bloodstream. Micronization is a real technique used for pharmaceutical drugs, transdermal or otherwise, so it's certainly possible that it could help big compounds pass through the skin. Yet this assurance, together with claims that patches offer a gentler and more sustained release than oral supplements, simply isn't backed up by independent research; Meto Pierce, a co-founder and the CEO of Half Past 8, told me that the industry is "still developing in terms of published data." "There might be claims of skin patches being more effective or more consistent, but we can just ignore that at this point because there's no proof," Elise Zheng, a health-technology researcher at Columbia University, told me. Dietary supplements aren't regulated for safety or effectiveness by the FDA, and patches can't even be regulated as dietary supplements, because they're not ingestible.

Read: Everything is a multivitamin

Wellness patches seem most useful for people who are already supplement enthusiasts--not only because they've already bought into the idea that ashwagandha works but because they take so many oral supplements that their mouth needs a break. "Pill fatigue" is a common complaint among the wellness set, Glenn said, though patch users notably still need to remember to apply their supplements. (Glenn also pointed out that patches might be more convenient for people who have digestive problems or difficulty swallowing.)

An hour after I put on my sticker last week, I thought I felt marginally less groggy than usual. Maybe micronization really did make its B12 and folate particles tiny enough to seep into my skin. Or maybe the source of my energy was the sunny 15-minute walk I'd taken to acquire the sticker. By far the most noticeable impact of my thunderbolt was that I kept admiring it, as if it were a tattoo I'd gotten on a whim.

Wellness patches are meant to be seen, as their fun colors and designs suggest. Ads for Kind Patches show wrists adorned with pepperoni-size stickers whose color matches their claim: Dream patches are a dusty blue, Energy is electric yellow, and Period Patches are, of course, bright red. The What Supp Co.'s patches are shaped like a w and come in lavender (for chilling out), kelly green (for detoxing), and pink (for beautifying). "We want the experience to feel joyful and intuitive, not clinical," Ivana Hjorne, the founder of Kind Patches, told me. Kelly Gilbert, the founder of The What Supp Co., suggested that a patch on your skin could remind you to make other healthy choices throughout the day. It's also free advertising for the company. Davis-Urman, Barriere's founder, told me that with patches, customers are "elevated to brand ambassadors, because the product sparks conversation."

Before the rise of social media, personal wellness was a more private endeavor. These days, people post their run stats, sleep scores, and workout selfies; they wear fitness trackers and brand-name athleisure to the gym. This shift has reordered the priorities of personal health. It's not just about taking care of yourself; it's about taking care of yourself in a visible and socially sanctioned way, Marianne Clark, a sociologist at Acadia University who studies wellness culture, told me.

Read: The perilous spread of the wellness craze

Accordingly, wellness has also become a notably aesthetic pursuit--it's no surprise that you can find patches to release skin-firming collagen or strengthen hair and nails. Conspicuous consumption has been part of the beauty industry since at least the 1920s, when Chanel No. 5 first hit shelves and became synonymous with wealth and luxury. (Wellness patches, too, don't come cheap: My pack of 36 was $15, and other brands charge significantly more.) Social media has made the labor of beauty all the more visible. The online beauty community is rife with selfies glamorizing branded sheet masks and under-eye depuffing patches, photos called "shelfies" that showcase collections of expensive cosmetics, and images of celebrities sporting pimple patches in public. Brightly colored vitamin stickers similarly glorify the work of wellness. Not all wellness patches are beauty products, but many are meant to enhance appearance nevertheless.

By 11 p.m. last Thursday, seven hours into the eight that my sticker journey was supposed to last, I was not sure whether I was less tired than usual. (Davis-Urman assured me that, although the effects of the patch differ for everyone, "cellular-level benefits" were occurring whether or not I felt them.) But I did get a tiny hit of dopamine when my husband noticed it and said, "Cute tattoo." My lightning bolt also nudged me toward self-reflection, a pillar of modern wellness. Whenever I glanced at it, I asked myself: How do you feel? The answer was the same every time: Tired.
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The Moral Cost of the Democrats' Shutdown Strategy

A party that champions government workers and the poor was willing to sacrifice them.

by Michael Powell

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




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

The longest-ever government shutdown has ended with a negotiated whimper rather than a glorious Resistance victory, and many Democrats are furious at their leaders. Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut argued on Bluesky that the Senate's vote to end the suspension leaves President Donald Trump stronger, not weaker. Representative Ro Khanna of California wrote on X that leaders must pay. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, he argued, "is no longer effective and should be replaced. If you can't lead the fight to stop healthcare premiums from skyrocketing for Americans, what will you fight for?"

There was, in fact, a strong moral case for ending this shutdown. The Democrats' decision to back down, however painful, will save tens of millions of poor and working-class Americans who had lost food stamps from going hungry. Millions more travelers will be spared chaos at airports. Federal employees will no longer have to pay mortgages and bills without their salary. Had Democrats refused to make this compromise, which passed on the Senate floor last night and now heads to the House, they would have forced some of the nation's most vulnerable to shoulder the greatest burden.

From the beginning of the shutdown, the Democrats' challenge was one of optics and substance. Democrats pride themselves on being the party that defends the role of government and fights for the impoverished. But now they were bringing the government and its services to a stop. Substantively, they bet that they could weaken Trump, forcing a nihilistic president to compromise and restore subsidies for the Affordable Care Act that are set to expire soon. Safe to say that the plan did not work out. Trump spoke in vengeful terms of the "radical" Democrats as he laid off federal workers and fought to withhold funding for food stamps, and as his transportation secretary announced a crisis in air-traffic control. And the president, of course, blamed the shutdown, rather than his own declining approval ratings, for the Republicans' electoral losses last week.

Jonathan Chait: Senate Democrats just made a huge mistake

Democratic politicians, as well as liberal writers and activists, insisted over the past weeks that the party's handling of the shutdown was a strategic success. Most polls showed that Americans, by a slender margin, blamed Republicans rather than Democrats for the stoppage. Many on the left argued that the Election Day victories of Democratic candidates in Virginia and New Jersey reinforced that advantage. "It would be very strange if, on the heels of the American people rewarding Democrats," Murphy said, "we surrendered without getting anything."

Some Democrats seemed to suggest that the suffering of American citizens might redound to the party's benefit. Stories of families going without food stamps would, they hoped, shame Republicans. Thanksgiving loomed, and GOP lawmakers would face constituents angry about airplane delays and cancellations. In October, the House Democratic whip, Representative Katherine Clark, went on Fox News and described the overarching logic candidly, if unartfully: "I mean, shutdowns are terrible, and of course there will be, you know, families that are going to suffer. We take that responsibility very seriously. But it is one of the few leverage times we have."

Democrats have framed their battle as grounded in principle. They wanted to extend Affordable Care Act premium subsidies that will otherwise terminate at year's end, resulting in sharp hikes in health-care costs for millions of Americans. But that goal was always a long shot. Jim Manley, who once worked for Senator Harry Reid, told The New York Times yesterday: "I never could figure out how you could ever get Republicans to vote for the health care extension."

For those many Democrats who claimed they wanted to battle on, what, then, was their end game? Too many of their arguments came to sound desperate, born of anger and frustration with their own impotence. When the deal to end the shutdown was announced, Representative Mark Pocan of Wisconsin, a former co-chair of the Congressional Progressive Caucus, posted what amounted to a tantrum on X: "What Senate Dems who voted for this horseshit deal did was fuck over all the hard work people put in to Tuesday's elections." But many Americans might wonder if it was okay for the Democrats to do the same to them. Few middle-class workers have enough money on hand to survive six weeks without a paycheck, and few poor and working-class families can easily withstand the loss of food stamps.

Read: Why the Democrats finally folded

Everett Kelley, the president of the American Federation of Government Employees, the largest federal-employee union, usually supports Democrats. But he sounded like a man who had long ago grown tired of either political party using his workers as sacrificial lambs. There is, he wrote on his union's website late last month, "no 'winning' a government shutdown." And it is "long past time for our leaders to put aside partisan politics and embrace responsible government."

For Democrats who opposed the shutdown deal, Schumer has become the ultimate symbol of fecklessness. When another shutdown loomed this past spring, he warned that to embrace it threatened chaos. "It's a Hobson's choice," he told the Senate Democrats. "Either proceed with the bill before us, or risk Donald Trump throwing America into the chaos of a shutdown." Schumer chose the former. Yet as the year went on, and his members hankered for a fight, Schumer changed course and embraced a shutdown.

Through careful messaging, he and other members of the party leadership managed to shift a measure of blame onto Republicans, and perhaps helped Democratic candidates succeed last week. As matters began to look apocalyptic, eight centrist senators--who say they remained in touch with Schumer throughout--opted yesterday to make a deal with Republicans. The agreement reverses the layoffs of federal workers that the administration tried to enact during the shutdown. Senate Republicans also agreed to a vote on the ACA subsidies, which could set up a difficult decision for GOP members.

All of this describes a reasonably adept bit of legislative handiwork, but a painful one.

The Democrats' anger and frustration with the Trump administration and the Republican Party is no doubt heartfelt. Trump has trampled democratic norms, gutted government programs, and insulted and intimidated his opponents. But the Democrats' grand problem is not that centrist senators--most of whom hail from battleground states and none of whom is up for reelection in 2026--cut a compromise. It's that they lost control of Congress and the presidency in the 2024 election and need to win back power again. Focusing on the 2026 midterm elections might not sound as emotionally satisfying as engaging in political war with Trump. But it offers the best and most productive path out of the party's current nightmare.
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        An Evening Ritual to Realize a Happier Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.In September, I published a column that laid out the design of my morning protocol, which uses the best available research to manage my mood--especially my natural negativity--and optimize my creativity and productivity. The six steps I detailed there have dramatically enhanced my quality of life. Since that column, many readers have inquired about how to design other parts of the day, particularly...

      

      
        Trump's Animal-Research Plan Has a Missing Step
        Melanie D.G. Kaplan

        Animal-rights groups have long been at odds with the U.S. government, which subsidizes meat and dairy production and spends billions of dollars on animal research every year. But in some ways, they've found themselves seeing eye to eye with the Trump administration. This year, the White House has broadcast its intent to greatly reduce animal experimentation in the United States. In early April, the Food and Drug Administration announced that it would require less testing on animals for the develo...
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        Jacob Beckert

        Not long ago, after a day of work, a colleague and I met for a friendly game of racquetball at our university gym. In the newly designed locker room, I began pulling off my shirt to change when he quickly stopped me: "You can't do that here." Undressing, it turned out, was now permitted only in small private stalls--which struck me as odd. This was a gym with a pool, where someone could go directly from a shirts-on locker room to a shirtless swim. But the logic was clear enough: The space had been...
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        Ian Bogost

        Delayed two hours, hunched over my laptop in the Dallas Fort Worth C-terminal Admirals Club, I was frantically rearranging my plans. The government shutdown, still ongoing at the time, had caused major disruptions at U.S. airports. If my flight were canceled, the airline would refund me for my ticket. But my hotel room in Charlotte, North Carolina, appeared to be another matter. I clicked around the booking website on my screen. Its policy on cancellation was austere: You could void your reservat...

      

      
        What Tariffs Did
        Annie Lowrey

        The trade war might be coming to a strange end.Last week, the Supreme Court heard two cases questioning the legal underpinnings of Donald Trump's tariff regime. A group of state governments and businesses--selling toys, wine, plumbing supplies, bicycle saddles, and other goods--argued that the United States' trade deficits do not constitute an emergency and that the International Emergency Economic Powers Act does not give the White House the unilateral authority to impose tariffs anyway.The presid...

      

      
        Bill Gates Said the Quiet Part Out Loud
        Sarah Sax

        When Bill Gates published his latest essay on climate change, the response was immediate. Many critics accused him of defeatism or saw the memo as another example of billionaires bending a knee to the climate denialism of President Donald Trump. (Trump himself was a fan.) Others told him to stop opining about climate change. "Respectfully, Bill Gates Should Shut Up," read a headline by the online magazine Slate.In his memo, the billionaire who once urged the world to "innovate our way out of a cl...
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        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.For a president who wants to project vigor and command at all times, Donald Trump made the worst possible spectacle of himself in the Oval Office last Thursday.It came in the form of two images captured during a press event to announce cheaper weight-loss drugs. The first materialized when a participant fainted and several officials on hand rushed over. Not Trump, however, who, after turning to look at the ...
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        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn 2026, global spending on artificial intelligence is supposed to reach close to half a trillion dollars. Nvidia, which makes chips for pretty much all of the big AI companies, recently became the first business to be valued at $5 trillion. In the quest for superintelligence, investors have poured hundreds of billions of dollars into building data centers that will eventually demand more power than many major American ci...

      

      
        The Great Canadian Ostrich Standoff
        Daniel Engber

        Photographs by Alana PatersonThe police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, wi...

      

      
        The Criminal Enterprise Behind That Fake Toll Text
        Matteo Wong

        Early last year, Grant Smith received an alarmed message from his wife. She had gotten a text notification about a delayed package, clicked the link, and paid a fee. Then she realized that it was not, in fact, the United States Postal Service asking for her credit-card information--that she had no idea who had just collected her payment info. She quickly canceled the card.The Smiths had been smished. Short for "SMS phishing"--cyberattacks that arrive via text message--smishing refers to a particular...

      

      
        The President's Most Annoying Buddy
        Michael Scherer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick went on CNBC this fall to promote a deal so great that he deemed it "off the rails." The government of Japan, he explained, had brought down its tariff rate by giving President Donald Trump $550 billion to spend on whatever he wants. "They are going to give America money when we ask for it to build the projects," he said with a grin.The president himself had been describing...

      

      
        America's Best Pasta Is Slipping Away
        Yasmin Tayag

        Load up on linguine and stock up on spaghetti. In the new year, high-quality pasta may be a lot harder to come by in American stores. Several weeks ago, the U.S. Commerce Department announced that, starting in January, most pasta imported from Italy could be subject to a preliminary 92 percent tariff--on top of the 15 percent blanket duty on goods from the European Union. Outraged Italian pasta manufacturers are threatening to pull their products from American shelves.The proposed tariff, the resu...

      

      
        What Really Happens After the Shutdown Ends
        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.This past weekend, as I prepared to board a flight from Toronto to New York City, I looked down at my phone to find two pieces of news. One was that the Senate was readying a deal to end the ongoing government shutdown. The other was that my flight was delayed.I was lucky. Amid the broader chaos envelop...

      

      
        The Patches That Want to Fix Your Sleep, Sex, and Focus
        Yasmin Tayag

        Last Thursday, in lieu of my afternoon coffee, I placed a sticker on the inside of my wrist. It was transparent, about the size of a dime, and printed with a line drawing of a lightning bolt--which, I hoped, represented the power about to be zapped into my radial vein. The patch had, after all, come in a box labeled Energy Boost.So-called wellness patches have recently flooded big-box stores, promising to curb anxiety, induce calm, boost libido, or dose children with omega-3s. Their active ingredi...

      

      
        The Coolest Girl on Earth Seeks God
        Spencer Kornhaber

        On the subway in Brooklyn the other day, I spotted yet another Gen Z person dressed in the predominant queer-chic style: a brown mesh top and baggy pants, with a tuft of tight and shiny curls, and a handbag lolling from their wrist. What caught my eye was their bag charm--a picture of Pope Francis.Christianity is hot again, pundits have repeatedly declared throughout the 21st century, whether during the purity-ringed Bush years or Kanye West's gospel reboot in the late 2010s. But signs of a true r...

      

      
        Well, That's Definitely <em>Frankenstein</em>
        David Sims

        Guillermo del Toro has spent his filmmaking career finding sympathy for monsters. His best-known stories balance compassion and edge. He won the Oscar for Best Picture for The Shape of Water, an aching if gory ballad of an aquatic creature falling in love with a human; his superhero movies focus on fringe characters such as Blade (half-man, half-vampire) and the demonic Hellboy, both outcasts operating in society's shadows. It's hardly a surprise, then, that he's been trying to get an adaptation ...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: An Impastable Situation
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 13, 2025.The famed 18th-century lexicographer Samuel Johnson was a lover of learning. As the dictionary maker once wrote, he dedicated his life "wholly to curiosity," with the intent "to wander over the boundless regions of general knowledge." (He was additionally a lover of getting bored and moving on, writing of how he "quitted every science at the first perception of disgust." Respect.)

Perhaps Johnson's greatest legacy, though, was his a...

      

      
        Why Maduro Probably Can't Count on Putin
        Gisela Salim-Peyer

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.Nicolas Maduro sounded remarkably chipper last week for a man about to face off with a United States armada. In his weekly television show--an hour of Maduro as host, lecturer, and interviewee--the Venezuelan president welcomed a question about his foreign allies. He singled out one in particular: Russia."We are like this," he gushed, interlocking his fingers to show the closeness of the bond. "More united than ever.""Russia," the interviewer ...

      

      
        Inside the Sandwich Guy's Jury Deliberations
        Ashley Parker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The jurors in the case of The United States of America v. The Sandwich Guy (as Sean Charles Dunn is better known) sized one another up before the final group had even been selected, asking, "Did you attend the 'No Kings' march?""It's like, You're damn right I went," one juror told me, referring to the anti-Trump protests throughout the country last month, including in Washington, D.C. (The juror, who spoke wi...

      

      
        Photos: The Northern Lights Put on a Show
        Alan Taylor

        Steven Garcia / NurPhoto / ReutersThe aurora borealis, or northern lights, visible over Minneapolis, Minnesota, on November 11, 2025Owen Humphreys / PA Images / GettyThe northern lights glow in the sky over St Mary's Lighthouse in Whitley Bay, England, on the North East coast, in the early hours of November 12, 2025.Andy Dossett / Examiner-Enterprise / USA Today / ReutersIn Oklahoma, a photographer sets up at Hulah Lake to capture the northern lights on November 11, 2025, during a rare aurora dis...
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Wait, Are the Epstein Files Real Now?

The White House's responses get curiouser and curiouser.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




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

This morning, House Democrats released emails from the notorious sex trafficker Jeffrey Epstein that claim, among other things, that Donald Trump spent hours at Epstein's home with one of his victims. Later in the day, a reporter asked White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt if this was true--that Trump had spent hours at Epstein's place with a sex-trafficking victim.

"These emails," she replied, "prove absolutely nothing other than the fact that President Trump did nothing wrong."

That is not a no.

Of all of Trump's scandals, his relationship with Epstein--if you ignore the stomach-churning human toll involved--may be the richest source of black comedy. Some of Trump's most devoted worshippers chose the very issue of Epstein's misdeeds and supposed cabal of elite backers as the fantasy onto which they projected a valiant role for their hero. Trump was meant to courageously release all of the available evidence for public scrutiny. Instead, this scandal has turned out to implicate him personally. (This is a risk inherent in building a personality cult around one of the worst human beings in the United States--almost any moral violation you pick will, statistically, have a high likelihood of appearing somewhere on his resume.)

Jonathan Chait: The Epstein letter is real, and it's bad

Trump's defense in the matter has been that the Epstein files are a hoax, concocted to smear him by "Obama, Crooked Hillary, Comey, Brennan, and the Losers and Criminals of the Biden Administration." But he has also decided to let the matter drop because this conspiracy involving the CIA, the FBI, and two presidents to falsely connect him to a criminal millionaire who died suspiciously is simply too boring for anybody to care about. "I don't understand it, why they would be so interested. He's dead for a long time," Trump said of Epstein in July.

The latest revelations have prompted Trump and his allies to update their defense. Their response makes as much sense as what came before.

The first round of rebuttals centered on the allegedly suspicious timing of the email release, so soon after some Democrats decided to help end the shutdown--a move that has earned some derision from their base. "The libs are almost finished destroying the American government for no discernible reason so naturally they're shifting focus to a dead pedophile," the conservative strategist Josh Holmes said on X. "PAY NO ATTENTION TO THE DEMOCRATS CAVING," Erick Erickson chimed in sarcastically.

It is not wrong to say that the timing of the release is related to the shutdown, in the sense that when the House returns to session, members who support releasing the Epstein files will have a majority. Democrats are clearly trying to pressure the handful of supportive House Republicans to maintain their support. Trump is lobbying them to abandon the petition, both privately and on his social-media channel.

But the revelations are a bit too damning to be dismissed as a news-cycle gambit, so the White House took a different tack a few hours later. It released a statement noting that the unnamed victim in the Epstein email who "spent hours" with Trump at Epstein's house was Virginia Giuffre, who "repeatedly said President Trump was not involved in any wrongdoing whatsoever."

Rapid Response 47, an official White House X account, fired off a message noting that in her new posthumous memoir about surviving Epstein's abuse, Giuffre says that Trump was friendly and that he offered to help her find babysitting work. The account later added, "Democrats redacted the victim's name because the victim said Trump 'couldn't have been friendlier,' was a 'gentleman,' and that she didn't witness any wrongdoing."

Jonathan Chait: Trump's Epstein denials are ever so slightly unconvincing

The encounter was perfectly innocent--just several hours of Trump brainstorming ideas for babysitting clients, a familiar act of generosity from a man known for his passion for mentoring young people. (Giuffre cannot be subpoenaed, because she killed herself in April.)

The White House's response raises several questions. First, the conversation Giuffre recalled having with Trump took place at Mar-a-Lago. The email in question described an encounter at Epstein's home, where the interaction may have included more than babysitting tips. Further, contextualizing this email by noting which girl it involved is a strange way to respond to a "fake" document.

Epstein's emails also imply that Trump was aware of his sex-trafficking scheme. "Of course he knew about the girls," Epstein wrote in an email. If I met a teenager who I knew to be a likely victim of a sex-trafficking ring, I'd like to think that I'd try to help them contact law enforcement or get away. Also, if I discovered that a close friend was running a sex-trafficking ring, maybe I'd reconsider our friendship, rather than engaging in long, pleasant chats with his victims.

The White House's responses fit a pattern of suspicious behavior from the president on this matter. Trump has said of Epstein's accomplice, Ghislaine Maxwell, "I wish her well"--a strange thing to say about a convicted felon who systematically abused young girls. His administration has granted her a cushy upgrade for her stint in prison, including a transfer to a minimum-security camp and puppy visits. This has the appearance of a quid pro quo. Asked today if Trump is going to pardon Maxwell, Leavitt replied, "It's not something he's talking about or even thinking about at this moment in time."

At this moment in time doesn't exactly slam the door on that possibility.

Are the Epstein files suddenly real? Or are some of them real (and vindicating) and some of them fake (and incriminating)? All we know is that Trump wants us to stop talking about the subject. That's usually what you want when the subject includes evidence that you have behaved in a manner beyond reproach.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/11/trump-epstein-email/684909/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Left's New Moralism Will Backfire

Under Trump, progressives have embraced the rhetoric of "moral clarity." It won't help their cause.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




In the age of MAGA, ideological lines that once distinguished left from right have blurred. Republicans who said they were willing to die for the market now support a president who tells the government to buy up shares in the private sector. (Bernie Sanders approves.) The right has also embraced cancel culture, a progressive trend it recently despised. But conservatives aren't the only ones emulating the other side.

In perhaps the most striking reversal of this era, progressives are now the ones who tend to speak like moralists. America is long past the days of the Christian right's Moral Majority and the "good versus evil" wars of George W. Bush's administration. An emerging form of progressive rhetoric is taking their place. Consider the left's appropriation of the term moral clarity. In April, during her first major speech since Donald Trump returned to the White House, Kamala Harris praised Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and other Democrats for "speaking with moral clarity about this moment." As AOC herself said in 2018, "There is nothing radical about moral clarity"--a phrase that still endures on T-shirts. In The Message, a 2024 essay collection by Ta-Nehisi Coates, the progressive writer recalls encouraging his students at Howard University to employ overtly moral language. "There has to be something in you," he told them, "something that hungers for clarity."

When people describe the world by appealing to black-and-white morality, they tend to reveal more about themselves than anything else. For many, such language suggests that they hold their own views to be unimpeachable and the other side's to be irredeemable. But moral clarity, like beauty, is perishable and--at least in practice--subjective. Many of the protesters who assaulted police officers in the summer of 2020, for example, did so with the same ethical certitude as those who stormed the Capitol in January 2021. Both groups believed they were redressing an injustice--one racial, one electoral--that too many others wouldn't acknowledge. Both groups evinced a kind of moralism that blinded rather than clarified, eliminating the possibility of persuasion, compromise, or open debate.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: To see how America unraveled, go back five years

At first glance, the left's appeals to moral clarity might not seem controversial. To interpret reality through a moral lens is necessary and admirable, and insisting on nuance can seem obtuse when large swaths of the right have championed cruel prejudice and self-serving authoritarianism. But the left will need to reform itself in order to confront these forces. (Don't let a few recent Democratic victories fool you.) And that will require precisely the kind of introspection and self-criticism that moralism precludes. In this sense, urging moral clarity can really be an obstacle to insight.

The left's embrace of this language has been a years-long process. In 2020, at the height of the social-justice movement spawned by George Floyd's killing, the investigative reporter Wesley Lowery exhorted journalists to describe the world with "moral clarity." "Neutral objectivity trips over itself to find ways to avoid telling the truth," Lowery wrote in The New York Times. "Moral clarity," by contrast, demands "that politicians who traffic in racist stereotypes and tropes--however cleverly--be labeled such with clear language and unburied evidence."

Lowery was responding, in part, to a Times essay by Republican Senator Tom Cotton, which argued that the rioting and looting in cities that summer required a military response. Polling showed that many Americans--perhaps most--supported Cotton's view. Nonetheless, a chorus of progressives had deemed the op-ed racist and even life-threatening, prompting the ouster of James Bennet, one of the paper's top editors. After Bennet's departure, Lowery suggested that the decision to publish Cotton was not merely flawed but morally obscene. (Earlier this year, the Columbia Journalism Review reported the accounts of several women who say Lowery sexually assaulted them. Lowery said in a statement to CJR that its story was "incomplete and includes false insinuations," but that he "should have better upheld boundaries.")

In the years since Lowery's call for clarity, a divide has emerged on the left over the correct moral response to Trump's political dominance. On one side are the idealists who prioritize righteousness, even when it spells their own defeat. On the other are the pragmatists who prioritize broadening their coalition, even when it entails trade-offs.

A recent exchange between Coates and the New York Times journalist Ezra Klein, two of the most prominent voices on the left, symbolized the split. One day after the assassination of the MAGA activist Charlie Kirk, Klein published a column praising him for "practicing politics in exactly the right way" and calling him "one of the era's most effective practitioners of persuasion." Klein vehemently disagreed with Kirk's agenda but nonetheless concluded, "Liberalism could use more of his moxie and fearlessness."

These statements provoked an outpouring of opprobrium. What are we to make "of the writers, the thinkers, and the pundits who cannot separate the great crime of Kirk's death from the malignancy of his public life?" Coates asked in Vanity Fair. "Can they truly be so ignorant to the words of a man they have so rushed to memorialize?" Coates noted that intolerance and cruelty were regular features of Kirk's activism, and he assembled a litany of quotes to prove it.

George Packer: The tragedy of Charlie Kirk's killing

Klein invited Coates on his podcast and explained his decision to write about Kirk, to which Coates responded: "Was silence not an option?" Coates seemed to suggest that saying nothing at all was better than describing the other side as anything but malicious--an inversion of the proverbial wisdom about not having anything nice to say. Later in the conversation, Klein illustrated the problem with such an approach. "I look at the last eight, 12 years, and what I see having happened is we--the coalition I am in, the things I believe in--lost ground," he said. "We've stopped doing politics. We've written a lot of people off, and in writing them off, we are losing, and we are unable to protect ourselves, unable to protect them, and just unable to make good change in the world."

From a certain perspective, Klein was simply pointing out the obvious: Ideological purity won't do you any good if it prevents you from building a coalition large enough to win power and put your ideology into practice. For Coates, however, that view gets things backwards. What good is the power to govern, he asks, if you've rendered yourself impure to win it? "I'm all for unifying, I'm all for bridging gaps, but not at the expense of my neighbor's humanity," Coates said. "I am at war with certain ideologies and ideas, and I want them expunged."

Whereas Coates spoke of a metaphorical war, the right has for decades demanded "moral clarity" in response to literal armed conflict. This began long before the term became a rallying cry for progressives, as the journalist Geoff Shullenberger has pointed out. In 2002, the Republican commentator William Bennett helped popularize the phrase in his defense of Bush's disastrous foreign policy, Why We Fight: Moral Clarity and the War on Terrorism. More recently, in the context of the war in Gaza, conservatives have used appeals to anti-Semitism as a pretext to clamp down on universities, a campaign that the right has described in militaristic terms. In both contexts, moralized rhetoric granted conservative projects an almost undeniable rationale: Who could oppose fighting terrorism or fighting bigotry against Jews?

In 1961, the psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton identified a series of what he called "thought-terminating cliches"--phrases that are used to dismiss any examination of ambiguity. (Think: "Let's agree to disagree.") These platitudes are "the start and finish of any ideological analysis," Clifton wrote; people resort to such "language of non-thought" when they want to smooth over cognitive dissonance and eschew intellectual discomfort. Moral clarity now belongs on that list. Invoking the phrase stifles dissent and critical thinking. It either ends debates prematurely or makes them, in Shullenberger's words, "interminable and unproductive."

Still, to give up entirely on the ideal of moral clarity is to succumb to nihilism. Societies need a baseline moral consensus in order to reject the beliefs and behaviors that violate their shared norms. In her astute 2008 book, Moral Clarity: A Guide for Grown-Up Idealists, the philosopher Susan Neiman points out that failing to find any moral clarity can lead people to "settle for the far more dangerous simplicity, or purity, instead."

The question of moral purity has taken on specific electoral stakes for the left thanks to a pair of recent controversies involving Graham Platner, a former Marine running in Maine's Democratic Senate primary. Last month, deleted Reddit posts were discovered in which Platner endorsed political violence and called himself "a communist." Soon after, a video surfaced showing Platner with a tattoo of the Totenkopf, a symbol worn by members of the SS who presided over concentration camps. Platner has apologized for many of his posts, denied accusations that he's a Nazi, and said he didn't know about the symbol's affiliation when he got the tattoo, which he's since covered up with another one.

Read: How 'big tent' are Democrats willing to go?

Many Democrats called for Platner to resign despite his substantial lead in polling from before the scandals. (A more recent survey suggests that the controversies would hurt his chances in the general election.) But Bernie Sanders stood by his earlier endorsement: "There might be one or two more important issues," he said. A number of influential left-wing voices echoed the senator. "Censorious, hall monitor liberalism that refuses to accept growth in people," the progressive commentator Emma Vigeland wrote on X, "is far more of a threat to the Democratic Party's chances in the future than anything dug up on Graham Platner."

Of course, "no Nazi tattoos" and "don't advocate political violence" are not particularly lofty ethical bars to clear; no one should be dismissed as a snowflake for finding such transgressions disqualifying. But the fact that many on the left seem willing to extend Platner the opportunity to redeem his mistakes is a promising sign. It is grounded in the recognition that Democrats' long-term moral interests are moot if they can't win elections.

The alternative--rigid sanctimoniousness that cannot allow the possibility of forgiveness or negotiation--is not clarity. It's dogmatism.
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An Evening Ritual to Realize a Happier Life

The right preparation for a good night's sleep is valuable for not only your physical health but your mental well-being too.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




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

In September, I published a column that laid out the design of my morning protocol, which uses the best available research to manage my mood--especially my natural negativity--and optimize my creativity and productivity. The six steps I detailed there have dramatically enhanced my quality of life. Since that column, many readers have inquired about how to design other parts of the day, particularly the evening. This column outlines the evening protocol I have developed to match my morning one.

Its goal is different. I want to start the day in a way that regulates, in a downward direction, my negative affect and regulates upward the energy and focus I need to write and teach effectively. In contrast, the architecture of the evening protocol aims to create a calm, positive mood and prepare me for sleep.

Achieving that is especially challenging for me because I am by nature a poor sleeper and because I need to travel almost every week, changing time zones frequently and sleeping in strange places by myself, as opposed to in my own bed, together with my wife, at a time of my choosing. For that reason, this protocol is the ideal, rather than my norm. Even so, this research-based plan has helped me a great deal--and it might provide a starting point for you to create your own.

From the August 2025 issue: Why can't Americans sleep?

1. Eat your last meal in good time.
 The end of the day starts at dinner, which in my home is generally at 6 p.m. This might seem absurdly early to you, as it initially did to my Spanish wife when we immigrated to the United States together three decades ago. But this timing is important because the research is clear: Eating too close to bedtime negatively affects sleep latency (the time it takes to fall asleep) and quality. Alcohol tends to have a negative impact on sleep quality, and caffeine is a no-no any time late in the day. Unfortunately for me--my sweet tooth is the reason I most often fail in my protocol--skipping dessert is a good idea because sugar makes it harder to wind down.

2. Walk it off.
 When I am at home, my wife and I take a walk right after dinner, usually for about 40 minutes. A stroll is especially beneficial if the sun sets while we're out, because this enhances the body's circadian rhythms. I do not count this walk as my daily exercise, which I do first thing in the morning, but the mild exertion is still excellent for physical and mental health. (In fact, some evidence suggests that strenuous evening exercise can disrupt sleep.) Walking is especially beneficial after eating, because it lowers hyperglycemia (a glucose spike) by about 14 percent. Hyperglycemia impairs mood in some people, so in addition to other health benefits, walking can improve one's emotional state.

Holding hands while walking with your partner can be a nice extra. My wife and I always make a point of doing so, even though our children tease us for being "like kids" despite our 34 years of marriage. There's actual solid science for why hand-holding is healthy: By measuring pupil dilation (which indicates activity in the autonomic nervous system), scholars in Utah showed in 2019 that holding hands can buffer stress levels.

3. Take your vitamins.
 A good deal of recent research has looked into how supplements can aid evening mood management and sleep. There is no silver bullet for insomnia, as I can attest--I have tried absolutely everything over the years. My grizzled endocrine system laughs in the face of chamomile tea and other folk remedies. And if a pill from the doctor really knocks you out, then in my experience, it is probably an addictive and dangerous drug. A number of over-the-counter dietary supplements may, however, offer help. Probably the most effective is magnesium; less supported by research but worth trying are zinc, vitamin D, and L-theanine. Many people swear by melatonin supplements, which are generally regarded as safe--but take note that, as the nutritional expert and longevity specialist Peter Attia has advised, their dosage may be too high. In general, it is a good idea to consult your primary-care physician about any supplement you're considering.

4. Leave the phone outside the bedroom.
 Without doubt, the most obvious but least observed part of this protocol is to put your phone away at least an hour before turning in, and not to check it until morning. A huge amount of research has shown that smartphone use wrecks sleep quality. The blue light that your device emits suppresses the body's natural melatonin production in the pineal gland and disrupts circadian rhythms, which means that even if you do fall asleep while scrolling, your slumber will be choppy and not restful. Smartphone use also interferes with Steps 6 and 7 of the protocol--so just don't! And not even on the nightstand: I plug my phone into an outlet inside a closet on a different floor from my bedroom; it might as well be in a locked box.

5. Go to bed already!
 My morning protocol recommended a very early start to the day, to optimize both productivity and happiness. To manage this and still get enough sleep requires hitting the sack at a reasonable hour. People need different amounts of sleep (your number might be different from mine), but you are unlikely to be well rested with fewer than 6.5 hours. When I am not traveling or doing an evening speaking event, I try to go to bed at 9 p.m. The best conditions for the bedroom are simple: cool and completely dark.

6. Lock eyes with your partner.
 This step assumes you are sleeping with a spouse or partner--then again, if you have a dog, it might still work. You'll likely know about the crucial role that oxytocin plays in social and romantic bonding; it also has benefits for calmness and relaxation. This neuropeptide makes your bond with your partner feel unique, profound, maybe even divine. One of the best ways to stimulate oxytocin release is sustained eye contact in conversation, something that many couples neglect. You may have found, as I have, that making a conscious effort to hold eye contact when talking to someone can be a relationship game changer. What works for fostering understanding and trust among colleagues at work is even more important for maintaining intimacy and connection with your partner. At bedtime, reserve a few minutes before lights out to discuss what went right during the day, making full eye contact. For extra effect, hold hands at the same time.

7. Read (or be read to).
 Many people read in bed. This is great not just for sleeping--providing it is from a book, not a device--but also for the learning and recall of the ideas that you absorb just before drifting off. Reading aloud to others, and being read to, are particularly beneficial. As one 2024 study on college students showed, auditory "reading"--listening to an audiobook, for example--improves sleep quality even more than reading a physical book. I have not seen any studies that measured the specific effects of reading to your beloved or being read to by them--but, in my own informal nighttime research, I have found clear evidence that the effect of listening to love poetry or the Psalms delivered with a feminine Spanish accent is equivalent to clinical-grade narcotics.

Arthur C. Brooks: Sleep more and be happier

8. The last words at night.
 As a child, you probably got the advice that when you couldn't sleep, you should try counting sheep or simply counting backwards from 100. This is fine, if boring, but you can do better by having a silent, self-soothing routine that tells your brain, You are going to sleep now, and happily. Researchers studying Muslim populations, for example, have found that the practice of reciting prayers at night leads to the release of natural melatonin. Many people of all religions use a simple prayer that silently accompanies them for their passage into slumber each night; typically, these follow the cadence of slow, steady breathing. Personally, I like to use the mantra-like "Jesus Prayer," which is a common practice among Russian Orthodox monks. For nonreligious people, the silent repetition of a simple affirmation--such as, "I am grateful for this day, and finish it in peace"--can be synchronized with your breathing, so that the first phrase accompanies the inhalation, the second phrase your exhalation.

I would offer one last rule, though it might seem paradoxical. The goal of an evening protocol is calm, positive affect and restful sleep. But this protocol can all too easily turn into rigid dogma, from which any deviation or failure to uphold itself causes stress--and that defeats the whole purpose. Instead, what you need is what psychologists refer to as a "state of surrender"--the willingness to accept what is, without resistance. So the ninth, and last, step is this:

9. Never mind.
 Maybe observing the protocol is impossible today because of circumstances beyond your control. Or maybe you've followed the protocol closely but you still can't sleep. Getting uptight about either scenario is contrary to the spirit of the exercise. Rather, just say, "This is as it should be. I accept it."

Goodnight.
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Trump's Animal-Research Plan Has a Missing Step

No one is tracking the total number of animals used across U.S. labs.

by Melanie D.G. Kaplan

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Animal-rights groups have long been at odds with the U.S. government, which subsidizes meat and dairy production and spends billions of dollars on animal research every year. But in some ways, they've found themselves seeing eye to eye with the Trump administration. This year, the White House has broadcast its intent to greatly reduce animal experimentation in the United States. In early April, the Food and Drug Administration announced that it would require less testing on animals for the development of a widely used class of drugs--an approach, the agency says, that should speed up the drug-development process and eventually lower drug prices. Weeks later, the National Institutes of Health declared its intention to reduce the use of animals in biomedical experiments in the United States; in response, PETA sent flowers to NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya.

These initiatives, if they come to fruition, could prove quite popular. A recent Gallup poll shows that the proportion of Americans who approve of medical testing on animals has been dropping for decades. But it will be difficult for voters--and the administration--to understand the actual effects of the government's efforts, because no one is tracking the total number of animals used across U.S. labs.

For centuries, animals have been humans' primary models for understanding how our bodies work and react to drugs and other chemicals. Blood transfusions, antibiotics, cardiac pacemakers, organ transplantation, insulin for diabetes, and inhalers for asthma all resulted from animal research. (Even amid the NIH's new push to use alternatives, its leaders have said that the practice is vital to advancing scientific knowledge.)

But in an April "roadmap" for reducing animal testing of human treatments, the FDA stated that the practice has proved to be a poor predictor of success for human drugs, particularly for diseases such as cancer and Alzheimer's. Over the summer, the NIH announced that new funding opportunities would prioritize "human-focused" approaches--including clinical trials, cells in test tubes, and AI-based approaches--over animal tests. And in September, the agency announced $87 million in funding for the establishment of a center to develop new approaches using organoids, tiny 3-D tissue models that mimic human organs. Nicole Kleinstreuer, the NIH acting deputy director leading the efforts to invest in nonanimal methodologies, recently told me that she and her team are "doing a deep dive" into specific NIH grants, starting with those that use dogs and cats, in order to understand the role of animal models in the studies and "eliminate those programs wherever possible."

In the United States, two federal agencies collect lab-animal numbers. Under the Animal Welfare Act, any facility that experiments on certain species must report its annual usage to the Department of Agriculture, which compiles a summary on its website; in 2024, it tallied more than 775,000 animals, including some 40,000 dogs and 100,000 primates. But the AWA's definition of animal excludes most creatures used in research--most mice and rats, and all fish, insects, and cephalopods--which animal-rights activists are no less keen to protect than dogs and primates. A separate law requires most federally funded labs to report an "average daily inventory" of all vertebrate species to the NIH. But the reports are infrequent (typically every four years, according to Ryan Merkley, the director of research advocacy at the research-ethics nonprofit Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine), not published, and inconsistent: Some labs count individual mice, for instance, while others count cages of mice or racks of cages. (A spokesperson for the NIH's Office of Extramural Research, who did not provide their name, told me that the agency "strongly encourages" researchers to be transparent about their animal use in their published work.) Animals in labs that don't use any species covered by the Animal Welfare Act and don't report to the NIH aren't counted by the government at all.

Read: A new declaration of animal consciousness

This system could allow the Trump administration to talk a big game about animal testing without enacting policies that force labs to meaningfully change their practices. Thus far, the White House hasn't publicly proposed any changes to federal policy for tracking research animals. "The FDA and NIH's historic action to phase out costly and outdated animal testing in new clinical trials reflects the Administration's commitment to modernizing our scientific research apparatus," the White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me via email. An FDA spokesperson told me that the agency's regulatory mission "does not include counting, reporting, and publicly sharing numbers of animal usage in the United States."

Industry experts and animal-rights organizations have tried to come up with their own estimates, but they vary wildly. The National Association for Biomedical Research, a lobbying group whose members conduct or support animal research, says that some 95 percent of warm-blooded lab animals are rodents, which, combined with the USDA's 2024 data, suggests that somewhere between 10 million and 20 million rodents are used in labs each year. But in a controversial 2021 paper, Larry Carbone, who worked for four decades as a laboratory-animal veterinarian, used documents from the NIH and other large institutions to estimate that more than 111 million rats and mice were used in U.S. labs from 2017 to 2018.

Some universities and other research facilities say they have good reason not to publicize the number of animals they experiment on. For one thing, they risk more intense criticism from animal-rights groups. Sally Thompson-Iritani, an assistant vice provost at the University of Washington, has worked in animal research for more than 30 years. She told me that animal-rights activists once gathered to protest at her home, shouting and holding signs she described as vulgar. Still, in early 2024, Thompson-Iritani started posting her university's animal numbers online after someone from an animal-activist group convinced her that sharing the data (a practice more common in the European Union and the United Kingdom) would demonstrate openness.

Counting animals also takes time and money. A representative from Virginia Tech said last year that the additional facility managers, researchers, comptrollers, and machines required to publicly report additional data on animal experimentation would cost the school almost $2 million. Animal caretakers--who might be tasked with counting--already tend to be overworked. Plus, their jobs are especially vulnerable to funding reductions: In its efforts to slash funding for scientific research, the Trump administration has been keen on limiting so-called indirect costs, which can include spending on vets, food, care, housing, and other services that improve research animals' lives. That could limit the resources available not just for potential tracking of animals used in research, but also for keeping those animals in (at the very least) acceptable conditions. Margaret Landi, a retired veterinarian who worked for a major pharmaceutical company for decades and is now in bioethics, told me she's concerned that the administration's cuts to scientific research will set research-animal welfare back 30 years.

Read: How many times can science funding be canceled?

Even with these possible costs, if the administration is serious about tracking its progress on reducing animal research, the NIH could require comprehensive, public reporting on animals from federally funded labs. This is what the bipartisan Federal Animal Research Accountability Act, introduced in the House of Representatives in May, would do. The White House declined to comment on the bill, citing delays in communications due to the government shutdown.

Perhaps one day, technological advances will make animal models obsolete; lately, the White House has been promoting AI's potential to replace some animal testing. But in the meantime, Americans' ability to gauge progress toward that goal will be limited. For a problem to be managed, it must first be reliably and transparently measured. Scientists understand that best of all.
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The End of Naked Locker Rooms

What we lose when casual nudity disappears

by Jacob Beckert

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Not long ago, after a day of work, a colleague and I met for a friendly game of racquetball at our university gym. In the newly designed locker room, I began pulling off my shirt to change when he quickly stopped me: "You can't do that here." Undressing, it turned out, was now permitted only in small private stalls--which struck me as odd. This was a gym with a pool, where someone could go directly from a shirts-on locker room to a shirtless swim. But the logic was clear enough: The space had been redesigned as "universal," for people of all genders. The locker room, once a place for casual and normative nudity, had quietly become a place where modesty was expected.

My Seattle gym is far from the only one to adopt the practice. Though public nakedness isn't completely gone, many of the everyday spots where Americans once encountered unclothed bodies--locker rooms, school showers, public pools, bathhouses--have either vanished or shifted away from collective nudity. In 2017, Athletic Business, a trade publication for sports-facility design and management, reported that communal showers without curtains or dividers had virtually disappeared from new construction. This year, a different trade publication noted that one of the prevailing trends in locker-room design is privacy, a way to make "a diverse user base" feel comfortable.

It's a striking reversal. For more than a century, the cultural norm in the United States was that nudity was acceptable--at least within same-sex environments. Over the past couple of decades or so, that idea has largely dissolved. This sort of nudity is so rarely discussed that we don't really have vocabulary for it. The term nonsexual nudity feels inadequate, because for some, changing in a locker room could carry a charge of eroticism. Communal nudity is no better, evoking images of orgies or nudist colonies rather than once-routine forms of unclothed life. The fact that the practice never really had a name suggests how unremarkable it once was.

This decline partly reflects shifts in the culture: In a world that recognizes a wide range of gender identities and acknowledges attraction across those boundaries, the old mainstream assumption that same-sex facilities were inherently asexual--and therefore appropriate settings for nudity--no longer holds. At the same time, broader conversations about consent, sexual assault, and vulnerability, as well as the ubiquity of phone cameras, have raised questions about the discomfort or even legal liabilities that such spaces can create.

Although these changes are largely positive, they also introduce a new reality: Today, the only naked bodies that many Americans will likely ever see are their own, a partner's, or those on a screen. Gone are our unvarnished points of physical comparison--the ordinary, unposed figures of other people. In their place, we're left with the curated ideals of social-media posts, AI-generated advertising, and pornography. The loss may seem trivial, but it also may change how people see themselves. Without exposure to the normal variety of bodies, we may become less comfortable with our own, more likely to mistake common characteristics for flaws--and more inclined to see every bare body as an inherently sexual object, making nudity even more charged.



Some form of public nudity has been in American life since the early days of the republic. Starting in the late 18th century, young men and boys would strip down to swim in urban lakes and rivers, as the scholar Jeff Wiltse wrote in Contested Waters, a history of swimming in America. This behavior often sat on the margins of social acceptability; commentators described the bathers as lewd and unruly, flaunting their bodies and heckling passersby. Cities soon moved to curtail it. In 1786, Boston passed an ordinance forbidding swimming on the Sabbath, declaring that boys bathing on Sundays were "profaning the Lord's day." New York followed with an 1808 ban on daytime swimming in the East River, meant, in the moral logic of the day, to protect innocent women from the supposedly corrupting sight of men's naked flesh.

These laws did not eliminate public nudity but rather regulated it, prescribing where, when, and around whom one could shed their clothes. They set the pattern for how nudity has been approached in the United States ever since--through a blend of legal restrictions and social norms that draw a line between nudity as nonsexual, condoned, even expected, and nudity coded as sexual and therefore forbidden except in private.

The golden age of everyday, regulated nudity arrived with the Progressive era. At the turn of the 20th century, faith in the state's capacity to improve lives, new ideas about hygiene, and efforts to uplift the urban poor all combined to create more public spaces where nudity was considered appropriate. Whereas middle- and upper-class homes had bathtubs by the 1890s, most tenements had none. Their residents bathed infrequently, or in tubs shared by several families. Reformers seized on this as both a public-health and a moral crisis; for many Progressives, dirt itself was a sign of degeneracy. Cities started building public bathhouses, mostly formally or de facto segregated by race, and usually divided into men and women--sometimes by separate wings, sometimes by alternating days (though typically more time and space were granted to men). A bather might have a stall or a bit of elbow room, but the experience remained communal. In the Progressive imagination, then, nudity was a civic duty, a path to cleanliness, even a mark of respectability.

Read: You're showering too much

Naked swimming, at least for men, also became more commonplace as more bathhouses opened. For decades, they functioned as facilities both for cleaning and for leisure; bathers might bring soap into the water, rinsing off before they began to swim. Then, when indoor plumbing spread and the need for collective bathing diminished, many public baths were gradually refitted as recreational swimming pools; the line between nude bathing and swimming remained blurred. Textile technology also played a role in encouraging nude swimming. Because early bathing suits were made of fabrics that shed fibers--clogging filters and spreading debris--many facilities banned them outright. The Progressive era's near obsession with hygiene played an important role here too. In 1926, an American Public Health Association report recommended that men swim nude so germs on their suits wouldn't pollute the water; many pools required it.

For women, the logic was more complicated. Expectations of sanitation competed with early-20th-century ideas about purity and propriety. Although women were supposed to shower nude before getting in the pool, they were almost never allowed to swim that way. The same APHA report recommending that men always swim nude said that women should still wear suits, albeit "of the simplest type," underscoring that their bodies--unlike men's--were presumed to carry a sexual charge regardless of who else was present.

Soon, though, cultural norms changed again, and nude swimming began to disappear. As municipal pools became mixed-gender in the 1920s and '30s, swimming naked no longer fit prevailing notions of decency. Not long after, racial integration made swimming pools some of the most fiercely contested public places in America. Because pools were seen as intimate, the prospect of Black and white people sharing the water provoked intense resistance, particularly among white men who were averse to the idea of Black men interacting with white women. Bathing suits became both a technological adaptation and a way of policing the charged meanings of gender and racial mixing.

In private and high-school pools, where gender and racial separation was more common, nudity was phased out much more slowly. Backed by the APHA, which continued to recommend nude swimming until 1962, YMCA and high-school pools still kept men and boys in the nude during designated gender-specific swimming. Sometimes, family members--including girls and women--watched naked boys practice or compete in races. (Less frequently, women would strip down for swimming as well.) The tradition lingered into the '70s and '80s, and was slow to fade; according to a 2015 Politico report, the U.S. Senate pool remained men-only until 2008, when, as Senator Kay Hagan recalled, some of her male colleagues were still swimming nude, presumably continuing what they saw as a normal practice from their youth.



As American society has evolved, the calculation about where and how one's body can be exposed has shifted yet again. The move toward private stalls in gyms reflects an effort to make communal spaces more comfortable for a wider range of people, while avoiding the fraught question of how to split rooms when gender boundaries are the subject of an intense culture war. It also reflects a recognition that dividing locker rooms by gender alone does not necessarily create settings free from the possibility of sexualization or discomfort. Compounding these issues is the omnipresence of cameras and social media, which has made privacy more precarious. The heightened awareness of potential abuse in schools and athletic programs has led to policy adjustments as well. What was once widely considered innocuous exposure now risks becoming a liability.

As a result, for someone growing up in the United States today, it is entirely possible that until their first sexual encounter, they will never be nude in front of anyone other than a family member or a doctor. This is happening alongside the proliferation of online pornography; according to a 2023 survey from Common Sense Media, the average age of an American's first exposure to porn is just 12. When most of the naked bodies we encounter are filtered or airbrushed, the unedited body--and its sags or wrinkles or scars--starts to seem almost imaginary. Aging bodies in particular are seen mostly in mirrors or medical settings, potentially feeding the illusion that the human form is meant to stay young and optimized.

Read: The logical extreme of anti-aging

Of course, even when public nudity was more widely accepted, it was rarely neutral. Society might have preferred to pretend otherwise, but locker rooms and bathhouses have always carried the possibility of sexual attraction and curiosity. And the naked body has always carried social meaning beyond arousal--it has been an index of beauty, strength, gender, shame. Locker rooms and showers, where bodies were both exposed and compared, became opportunities for people to reinforce social pecking orders. Just consider the term locker-room talk, referring to vulgar conversations men might have while changing. The lack of supervision, especially in school settings, only amplified the potential for cruelty. While writing this story, I heard countless anecdotes of locker-room humiliations from friends and family--a sign of how common, and how formative, such moments can be.

Still, sometimes everyday nudity could also bring a sense of ease. I think of the elderly men--mostly Soviet emigres--strolling around a locker room with a complete lack of modesty when I was a child. It's not one of my fonder memories; at the time, their indifference to nakedness felt awkward and intrusive. Later, though, I realized that my discomfort said as much about me as it did about them. What I read then as shamelessness now looks more like a kind of freedom--one that comes from treating the naked body as nothing remarkable at all.

This points, perhaps, to a problem in the way Americans have been framing the naked body all along. Although the newer convention, focused on safety and consent, stamps out some prejudices, it still rests on a narrow idea: that nakedness is by definition lewd. In many countries, communal nudity persists in mixed settings precisely because the body is treated as ordinary. Saunas in Germany, for example, remain places where people of all genders sit unclothed together, apparently without major problems.

Such examples suggest that, rather than finding new ways to conceal ourselves, Americans need to reimagine the naked body--seeing it not as a provocation, but as a natural fact of human life. This cultural shift in attitudes toward nudity wouldn't happen overnight, nor should it come at the expense of anybody's well-being. As Americans design new shared spaces, though, we might more deliberately examine what kinds of encounters they make possible, or foreclose. Perhaps the goal is not to return to old norms of exposure, but to imagine new ones rooted in comfort and respect.
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Hotel Cancellation Has Been Canceled

The age of travel flexibility is over.

by Ian Bogost

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Delayed two hours, hunched over my laptop in the Dallas Fort Worth C-terminal Admirals Club, I was frantically rearranging my plans. The government shutdown, still ongoing at the time, had caused major disruptions at U.S. airports. If my flight were canceled, the airline would refund me for my ticket. But my hotel room in Charlotte, North Carolina, appeared to be another matter. I clicked around the booking website on my screen. Its policy on cancellation was austere: You could void your reservation only if you did so three days in advance. If your plans happened to fall through unexpectedly the night before (because, let's say, your nation's legislature had failed to pass a budget), then you'd be out of luck.

This felt new. In the past, a hotel booking had been an easy thing to cancel. Up until the day before check-in, you could generally modify your plan without incident, and absent any fees. But this no longer seems to be the case. The age of travel flexibility is over. Hotel cancellation has been canceled.

The sad story of this change begins in about 2018; its villain is--surprise--the internet. Around that time, third-party travel-booking sites began to use a novel method of securing deals known to industry insiders as "cancel-rebook," Christopher Anderson, a professor at Cornell University's Nolan School of Hotel Administration, told me. It worked like this: The sites would let you book a room at the best available price, and then they would keep watching that hotel in the days and weeks that followed, to see if its posted rates would ever dip. A hotel might, for instance, drop its prices for last-minute bookings so that fewer rooms were left unfilled. If and when that happened, the travel websites' cancel-rebooking scheme kicked in: Your reservation would be swapped for the cheaper one.

Cancel-rebook was great for consumers but terrible for hotels. The properties could no longer reduce their rates to manage unsold inventory without losing already-booked revenue to the online travel services. As a result, they started offering a bunch of different rates for the same room with varying degrees of flexibility. Travelers might find that they could book a room at a discounted, prepaid rate with no cancellation allowed, or at a mid-range rate with a two- or three-day cancellation deadline. In some cases, the old, until-the-night-before cancellation option would be on offer for a higher rate, too. This didn't fully solve the problem of the cancel-rebook sites, because they could still swap reservations until just before the deadline. But it attenuated the worst effects.

Read: The carry-on-baggage bubble is about to pop

From the travelers' perspective, the stakes of such restrictive policies are higher for hotels than they are for airlines. In most cases, if you cancel an airline flight on a major carrier, you can at the very least apply the value of your ticket to a future fare. But canceled-too-late and no-show hotel bookings are more likely a total loss. Hotels are not inclined to offer you a credit for your booking, even if they represent a sprawling chain with many thousands of properties. That's because, unlike airlines, most hotels are not centrally owned. If you book the Ithaca Marriott, that would be owned by a franchisee, Anderson said. If a local owner has essentially licensed a hotel-chain brand for access to its customers, they may have no incentive to provide you with a credit that could be used some other time for a room at, say, the New York Marriott Marquis.

In other words, travelers and the online booking services have exploited--and unwittingly depleted--the shared resource of hotels' flexibility in the hunt for the cheapest possible rooms. It's a tragedy of the commons: Now all of us are left to hedge our travel plans against the hotels' more restrictive policies, which themselves were hedges against the cancel-rebooking schemes.

What can travelers do to mitigate the situation? Hotel rates are less prone to drifting up and down than they used to be, Anderson told me, so there may be little cost in waiting to book your room until you're sure you need it (and then choosing the best rate at that time). But even then, an unexpected delay or cancellation can still put you out of pocket. In that case, Anderson recommends a personal plea: Call the hotel, be nice, and explain your circumstances. "They want to make you happy," he said. A Hilton spokesperson told me that exceptions to its properties' cancellation policies are made on a "case-by-case basis, with broad waivers often extended" in the case of natural disasters or other events, and noted that cancellation charges may be waived for plans affected by the flight reductions. (Marriott and IHG, two other major hotel chains, did not respond to requests for comment.)

Read: Why is airplane WiFi still so bad?

This extended grace certainly sounds delightful! But the entire industry--perhaps the entire world--has been steered away from human interactions of this kind. Automated systems for e-commerce, such as cancel-rebook, have turned every commercial transaction--ordering a pizza, hiring a babysitter, hailing a car, whatever--into an opportunity to insert some technological middleman. Even if I did try to contact a hotel in the event of travel disruption, I'd expect to be funneled into a labyrinth of computerized customer-service menus or AI doomchats before anyone could even try to help me out of my predicament.

This is what it's like to be a traveler today: You're moving on a sea of internet-enabled processes, never really sure where the machines of arbitrage are pushing you, or why. If you don't end up where you meant to go, then your options may be limited. You didn't choose these terms for travel, but you now bear the risk they entail.
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What Tariffs Did

Is this the end of the trade war?

by Annie Lowrey

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




The trade war might be coming to a strange end.

Last week, the Supreme Court heard two cases questioning the legal underpinnings of Donald Trump's tariff regime. A group of state governments and businesses--selling toys, wine, plumbing supplies, bicycle saddles, and other goods--argued that the United States' trade deficits do not constitute an emergency and that the International Emergency Economic Powers Act does not give the White House the unilateral authority to impose tariffs anyway.

The president argued that it "would literally destroy the United States of America" if the Court rules against him. Alas, I guess, the justices--three Trump appointees among them--seem likely to do so, as three lower courts have so far this year, and as a formidable group of conservative legal experts insists they must.

The financial fallout would be messy. Such a ruling would cut in half the country's effective tariff rate--which, at nearly 18 percent, is the highest it has been since 1934--meaning that the revenue the Treasury collects from businesses would fall by half. The White House might have to figure out how to return tens of billions of dollars to companies that have paid import fees this year, plus interest. Despite the probable chaos, however, a ruling against the tariffs would be good for Americans' pocketbooks, and good for ensuring that the current slowdown does not transform into a recession.

The American economy is growing at a decent-enough pace at the moment, and the jobless rate is rising but low. The real problem is the cost of living, as households have told pollsters and politicians over and over and over again. Trump's tariffs are certainly not the cause of sky-high rents, obscene utility bills, child-care shortages, and ridiculous out-of-pocket health costs. But they have pumped up the price of consumer goods. The average family will pay $1,800 more for groceries, clothing, and other necessities thanks to the Trump administration's trade policies in 2025. For many lower-income households, the tariffs will end up swamping the tax cuts Republicans passed this summer.

Moreover, the tariffs have forced the Federal Reserve to keep borrowing costs relatively high to tamp down on inflation--perhaps 0.5 percentage points higher than they would be otherwise. That means fewer homes being built, driving up real-estate costs. It means more credit-card delinquencies. It means fewer Americans being able to afford a house, a car, a medical bill. It means fewer companies pouring money into novel products and technologies.

The Trump administration's inane and perhaps illegal policies have hit certain sectors particularly hard: the fashion industry, agribusinesses, small-scale firms selling household goods. But few businesses have gone unscathed. "You've got uncertainty," Diane Swonk, the chief economist at the accounting firm KPMG US, told me. "Measures of uncertainty are extremely elevated." Given that uncertainty, many companies outside of the health-care industry have declined to add workers, and investors have poured little money into anything other than AI.

On Sunday, Trump announced in a social-media post that the government would send Americans a tariff rebate: "$2000 a person (not including high income people!)." It's not clear whether he can. If his administration does send the rebates, the checks might help some families get by. But they would also make the Federal Reserve's effort to hold down inflation even harder. "We have a low-hire-with-layoffs-coming environment, and that may be blunted a bit by this fiscal stimulus," Swonk told me. "But we also know from the pandemic: When you add a lot of fiscal stimulus when prices are already going up, you get stickier inflation. It's a very difficult situation."

The better policy would have been no policy at all. Imagine what the economy would look like right now if Trump had never started the trade war. The Yale Budget Lab estimates that the tariffs have depressed real GDP growth by 0.5 percentage points this year, lifted the unemployment rate by 0.3 percentage points, and cost the economy close to half a million jobs. Moody's Analytics estimates the hit to real GDP growth to be 0.8 percentage points. In other words, the Trump administration has likely cut the country's expansion by a third or more and its annual employment gains in half--for nothing.

The Supreme Court can't undo the damage by affirming the lower courts' rulings, nor can the Trump administration undo the damage by sending out checks. The Court can't even end the trade war entirely. The tariffs on steel and aluminum will still stand, for instance, because Trump did not invoke the same economic-emergency authority when making them.

Nevertheless, the Court could do what Congress, the White House, and the Fed haven't been able to this year: help nudge the economy out of its stagflationary funk. Inflation should temper. Real household disposable incomes should rise. Uncertainty should ease. The Fed should have more room to lower rates. Companies should import more goods and spend more money on long-range investments. American households hate the cost-of-living crisis--and the Court might finally give them some relief.
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Bill Gates Said the Quiet Part Out Loud

The world's strategy for addressing climate change is not serving those most vulnerable to it.

by Sarah Sax

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




When Bill Gates published his latest essay on climate change, the response was immediate. Many critics accused him of defeatism or saw the memo as another example of billionaires bending a knee to the climate denialism of President Donald Trump. (Trump himself was a fan.) Others told him to stop opining about climate change. "Respectfully, Bill Gates Should Shut Up," read a headline by the online magazine Slate.

In his memo, the billionaire who once urged the world to "innovate our way out of a climate disaster" now seemed to be lowering the bar--arguing that global warming, while devastating, "will not lead to humanity's demise," and that the world's climate-change strategy should focus on human welfare over temperature or emissions goals. That message struck a nerve in a movement that has fought for decades against the oil and gas industry's multimillion-dollar campaign to fund climate denial and delay.

Gates released the memo as a message to "everyone at COP30," the United Nations' climate conference, which began Monday; one of the gathering's key goals is to push nations to follow through on their existing emissions commitments. Gates didn't say they shouldn't bother, but he did suggest that focusing heavily on near-term emissions reductions may not help--especially for poor countries--as much as other strategies.

Gates would be wrong on that front; for some small island states, which face the imminent threat of being submerged by rising seas, climate change is humanity's demise. But by dismissing his argument, many critics ended up downplaying a different kind of truth: Making emissions reductions the core climate strategy is not serving many of the people most affected by climate change.

Gates's message is far from radical. In fact, leaders from the global South have been making a similar case for decades. Even the Association of Small Island States has argued that global climate commitments must prioritize human welfare alongside ambitious emissions reductions, especially from rich countries. Its representatives recognize that net-zero trajectories alone won't help people survive the next storm or rebuild their home. They also need the resources--primarily the funding--to live through climate disasters and adapt to climate change's consequences.

In wealthy countries, adaptation is often seen as a technical or an engineering fix: installing air-conditioning, restoring wetlands, building seawalls. In many places, though, climate adaptation is indistinguishable from efforts to improve human welfare. Better health care, for instance, can reduce deaths and disease after floods; diversified agriculture helps rural families withstand droughts. "Adaptation is not only about restoring riparian forests or seeking nature-based solutions; it's also about adapting investments: exploring new credit lines, rethinking insurance, and declaring emergencies," Brazil's minister of the environment and climate change, Marina Silva, said at an event earlier this year. Gates puts it a bit differently: For poor countries, "development is adaptation."

Several prominent climate figures argued that this view, at least as Gates articulated it, creates a false binary between cutting emissions and improving human welfare. The climate scientist Michael Mann and the writer and activist Bill McKibben both accused Gates of downplaying the threat that missing climate goals poses to developing nations and of privileging technological optimism. The climate scientist Zeke Hausfather, while agreeing with some of Gates's points, argued that climate and development aid are not "inherently zero sum."

Even if they aren't inherently in competition, in practice, they often are. This year's COP is meant to be as much about adaptation funding as about emissions reductions in part because climate funding, especially for adaptation, faces a crisis. Less than 10 percent of global climate finance went to adaptation in 2022, an analysis by the Climate Policy Initiative shows. But, although funding emissions-mitigation efforts anywhere in the world benefits the countries paying for that work, funding for local adaptation efforts has consistently been a challenge, Andre Correa do Lago, the COP30 president, has noted.
 
 International aid more generally is also in crisis. Official development assistance fell 7 percent in 2024, and likely more this year, because of the disastrous demolition of USAID. Adaptation is sometimes forced to compete for limited funds: The $100 billion that developed countries provided in 2022 to help developing countries address climate change came with catches, such as diverting other development aid for this purpose. Much of that money also comes as a loan--in some cases only adding to vulnerable countries' debt crisis. (For every $5 that developing countries receive, they send $7 back in repayment.) Barbados's prime minister, Mia Mottley, has been especially vocal about this inequity, calling for global development finance to be restructured so that the climate-vulnerable countries that need it most aren't being held back from, in her words, "creating decent opportunities for billions of people."

Some of Gates's critics, including McKibben, also pointed to Hurricane Melissa, which slammed into Jamaica right when the memo came out, to suggest that climate change is the defining threat to developing nations.

Every tenth of a degree of warming will compound the damage from climate change.  But, as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change notes, climate disasters don't devastate in a vacuum. Rising emissions create conditions that intensify storms (Melissa was a textbook example), but their human toll is amplified by factors such as the lack of health care, insurance policies, and other social protections--in other words, measures related to development and human welfare. Disasters hit poor economies 10 times harder than rich ones, relative to GDP. Of course, GDP is a poor indicator of the human suffering and inequality caused by these storms. Then again, so are measures of the carbon in the atmosphere.

Reducing emissions globally is crucial to minimizing the impacts of climate change, but so, too, is spending more money on improving agriculture, or waste management, or rural access to health care. These measures will make places like Jamaica (which contributes just 0.02 percent of global emissions) more effective at weathering the storms to come than reducing their relatively tiny fraction of global emissions will, particularly as countries such as the United States and China continue to release greenhouse gases at massive scale. Yet even in less developed countries, more than half of climate funds can end up going to mitigation, Mizan Khan, a former leader of the International Centre for Climate Change and Development in Bangladesh, has pointed out. "This should not be our priority, as we are nano-emitters," Khan said in 2024.

Although Gates argued for human welfare as a climate strategy, he stopped short of what a growing movement is now demanding. Leaders such as Sonia Guajajara, a global environmental activist and the minister of Indigenous Peoples in Brazil; the UN; and organizations such as the Right Here, Right Now Global Climate Alliance are advocating for a rights-based approach to climate policy, one grounded in legal protections and obligations, not just technical or financial fixes. A rights-based approach means ensuring that Indigenous communities are not displaced by green energy projects, and that labor protections guarantee that workers won't have to toil in deadly heat waves.

What Gates's memo does ignore, somewhat glaringly, is power and politics. Investments in climate tech don't work when your president scraps the Inflation Reduction Act, the single largest public investment in U.S. history in both emissions reduction and renewable energy jobs. The inequities baked into global finance, agribusiness expansion, and fossil-fuel dependence are not peripheral to the climate crisis; they define it. Without confronting those asymmetries, even human welfare risks becoming another hollow metric.

Gates's argument may unsettle those who see progress only in gigatons and degrees. But the world's poorest nations have long defined success in more human terms, even as they have pushed for ambitious emissions cuts from rich countries. This is the framework that matters most immediately to those most vulnerable to a rapidly heating world: how to endure, recover, and build more stable lives. For decades, they have been saying the same thing--but few listened.
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Donald Trump Is a Lamer Duck Than Ever

Even though he doesn't want you to think so

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




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

For a president who wants to project vigor and command at all times, Donald Trump made the worst possible spectacle of himself in the Oval Office last Thursday.

It came in the form of two images captured during a press event to announce cheaper weight-loss drugs. The first materialized when a participant fainted and several officials on hand rushed over. Not Trump, however, who, after turning to look at the fallen man, stood a few feet away at the Resolute Desk with his back to the action, wearing an indifferent expression. This was pointedly reflected in news photos that instantly went viral.

The second image, less noticed but possibly more damning, was memorialized just beforehand: As Mehmet Oz, the administration's head of the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, delivered remarks, Trump appeared to be nodding off at his desk. The Washington Post, in keeping with its dogged Watergate-era traditions, undertook a thorough "analysis of multiple video feeds" and confirmed that, indeed, the 79-year-old president had "spent nearly 20 minutes apparently battling to keep his eyes open."

"He put his hand on his temple," the Post investigation concluded. "He slouched in his chair."

Brian C. Kalt: The solution to the third-term threat

The White House denied that the president had been asleep, echoing Trump's past sensitivities toward perceived somnolence. But there was something else going on here. The administration has sought to portray Trump as the main driver of all events at all times--potent, essential, and fully engaged. If there has been one unified message coming out of this White House, it's been that of a presidency in perpetual motion. Yet Trump has looked much less daunting and invincible in recent days. He has been criticized for appearing checked out and oblivious to the economic hardships facing Americans, a sentiment reinforced by voters last Tuesday. Above all, Trump, who is not eligible to run for reelection in 2028--at least that's what some people think--is loath to be seen as a lame duck. And yet, he is a lamer duck now than he was just a short while ago.

Last week was rough for Trump in that regard. Republicans suffered election routs in the Virginia and New Jersey governor's races, as well as in a statewide ballot initiative pushed by California Governor Gavin Newsom. It wasn't only that Democrats prevailed by massive margins or that the results confirmed that Trump's second-term act was playing terribly with a critical mass of Americans, including many of those who'd voted for him. The GOP's losses suddenly made Trump look vulnerable. By my informal estimation (without the benefit of "multiple video feeds"), "lame duck" was applied more often to Trump last week than in any prior stretch of his second term.

"Donald Trump Enters His Lame Duck Era," declared one post-election headline in Politico. The accompanying article cataloged recent signs of Republican defiance of Trump. It led with a scene in which the president summoned Senate Republicans to the White House and demanded that they eliminate the filibuster. "Upon returning to the Capitol, the senators made it very clear: they planned to blow Trump off," according to Politico. (Mike Rounds of South Dakota apparently "laughed out loud.")

No officeholder welcomes being labeled a lame duck. From its earliest adoption, the phrase has never been meant as a term of flattery. Senator Lazarus Powell of Kentucky is credited with the first political usage, in 1863, when he described the U.S. Court of Claims as "a receptacle of 'lame ducks' or broken down politicians." Over time, lame duck evolved into more of a time marker, referring to an elected official completing their final phase in office.

That's the clinical definition, at least. But lame duck also carries deeper connotations of diminishing cachet, relating to a leader's lost status and creeping powerlessness. These notions are especially toxic to Trump. Since returning to the White House, he has governed with unchecked abandon, enjoying the total compliance and indulgence of his party. Nowhere has this been more evident than among Republicans in Congress, who have given every impression of living in abject fear of Trump, his loyalty enforcers, and his voters.

It is not difficult to see how being discussed as a weakened short-timer would inflict particular psychic injury upon Trump. Such a status represents an intolerable affront not only to his own grandiosity but also to his political power. Trump and his allies have worked to foster a sense of unquestioned authority and even permanence. Whether or not he is serious about running for a third term, he has been happy to publicly entertain the prospect. "Most any Republican is too intimidated to suggest he might not run again," Ed Rogers, a longtime GOP lobbyist and former aide to Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, told me. Having this unconstitutional gambit in circulation became a strategic taunt after a while, "to keep people glancing at each other, asking, 'Could he do it?'" Rogers said. "This has caused a pause on the traditional creep of lame-duckedness."

Trump was more definitive when the third-term prospect came up last month, admitting that he wouldn't be allowed to run. But Tuesday's election results struck a blow against his sense of almighty armor. "Trump's Superman mythology just had 100 pounds of kryptonite shoved down its throat," Mike Murphy, a vehemently anti-Trump Republican media consultant, told me.

Beyond the undertones of lost influence, being a lame duck can also suggest a president distracted, disengaged, and biding time. Again, these notions would seem anathema to everything Trump wants to convey. Theoretically, at least.

Voters keep identifying the high cost of living as their chief concern. Trump, meanwhile, has displayed a Marie Antoinette-like indifference to the economic struggles that so many Americans keep mentioning. He has recently devoted time to overseeing the construction of a new White House patio and ballroom, hosting a Great Gatsby-themed party at Mar-a-Lago, and reportedly trying to have the future home stadium of the Washington Commanders named after him.

"His gold-leaf excess and 'Let 'em eat cake' tone-deafness will likely wear ever thinner," Mark Updegrove, a presidential historian and the head of the LBJ Foundation, told me. Updegrove, the author of a book titled Second Acts: Presidential Lives and Legacies After the White House, predicted that Trump would never "back off his ballroom ambitions," regardless of how they might be perceived. Trump clearly enjoys the idea that he can build and adorn as he pleases. He will insist on these projects, Updegrove said, "like a toddler unwilling to surrender a lollipop."

Tom Nichols: A confederacy of toddlers

Trump's Oval Office photo snafu notwithstanding, even casual observers would expect that he will do everything possible to keep himself at center stage for as long as he can. Histrionics are definitely possible. "Like the mob boss with terminal cancer" is Murphy's comparison, by which he means that Trump will be sure to make himself dangerous to anyone who questions his full authority and treats him as a lame duck.

This almost certainly will extend to the 2028 campaign. Trump almost certainly will insist on full deference from any Republican hoping to succeed him. He almost certainly will devote zero energy to things like "building the Republican bench" or "grooming his successor" or "extending gracious gestures to his worthy Democratic adversaries."

And the term lame duck will almost certainly remain verboten around the White House until the minute Trump departs the premises for good--assuming that he ever does.
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What If AI Is a Bubble?

America's economic fate looks tied to AI--for better or worse.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




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

In 2026, global spending on artificial intelligence is supposed to reach close to half a trillion dollars. Nvidia, which makes chips for pretty much all of the big AI companies, recently became the first business to be valued at $5 trillion. In the quest for superintelligence, investors have poured hundreds of billions of dollars into building data centers that will eventually demand more power than many major American cities.

The investment is based on the promise that AI might one day concoct miracle drugs, program anything, automate everything--inventing out into infinity. But is that day just around the corner? A decade away? And will it ever generate enough profit to make up for this staggering amount of investment?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to the Atlantic staff writer Charlie Warzel about whether the AI boom is actually a bubble. Does the promise of AI ultimately match the enormous investment? And if not, is the American economy in a new stock-market 1929? A dot-com 2000? A financial-crisis 2008? And if it is, would the Trump White House see the AI giants as too big to fail? What happens to ordinary Americans if the bubble bursts? If it doesn't--if AI succeeds in paying for itself--does that come at an even greater cost?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: The amount of money invested in AI these days is astonishing--almost unfathomable. You might even need AI to truly comprehend it.

Recently, Nvidia, which makes chips for pretty much all of the big AI companies, became the first business ever to be valued at $5 trillion. That's trillion with a t. When I went in to type 5 trillion into my phone calculator just to see what it would look like--'cause, like, that's what non-trillionaires do for fun--it couldn't even display the whole number on the screen.

Nvidia is part of an elite group in the tech industry called the "Magnificent Seven": seven companies that make up more than a third of the S&P 500. That's Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, Meta, Microsoft, and Tesla, all of which have made some pretty hefty investments into AI in the last few years.

Charlie Warzel:  Honestly, the amount of money and energy that's being poured into this is staggering. Global spending is projected to hit $375 billion this year. And in 2026, the figure is supposed to go up to close to a half a trillion dollars.


Rosin: That's Charlie Warzel, who covers tech at The Atlantic and who recently wrote about this topic with our colleague Matteo Wong.

Warzel:  There's really no way to put in context, without sounding ridiculous or super vague, just how much money is going into this. We're talking in historic terms.


Rosin: Back in 2019--a couple of years before OpenAI launched ChatGPT--its CEO, Sam Altman, spoke to a group of industry observers. He was asked how exactly OpenAI plans to make money as a business. And here's what he said.

Sam Altman (from StrictlyVC): The honest answer's we have no idea. We have never made any revenue. We have no current plans to make revenue. We have no idea how we may one day generate revenue. We have made a soft promise to investors that once we've built this sort of generally intelligent system, basically, we will ask it to figure out a way to generate an investment return for you.
 (Audience laughs.)


Rosin: In the years since, AI has come a long way. It's crept into our emails, our term papers. It's made its way into medical-image analysis, large data sets that companies use to make projections, our late-night musings.

But one thing it has not done is make money on a scale that even remotely matches these mind-boggling investments. So the obvious questions have started coming up more and more: Is this AI boom actually a bubble?

[Music]

Rosin: A little over a week ago, an OpenAI investor named Brad Gerstner posed the question on everyone's mind, about this gap between money going out and coming in.

Brad Gerstner (from BG2): How can a company with $13 billion in revenues make $1.4 trillion of spend commitments? And you've heard the criticism, Sam.
 Sam Altman: First of all, we're doing well more revenue than that. Second of all, Brad, if you wanna sell your shares, I'll find you a buyer.
 (Another guest laughs.)
 Sam Altman: I just--enough.
 
 I think there's a lot of people who would love to buy OpenAI shares. I don't think you wanna sell, right?
 Gerstner: Including myself. Including myself.
 Altman: --people who talk with a lot of breathless concern about our compute stuff or whatever that would be thrilled to buy shares.


Rosin: Because of the amount of money we're talking about here--trillions of dollars in the U.S. economy--even some people who would not be thrilled to buy shares, who have zero interest in investing in this AI boom, might actually have some skin in the game, whether they want to or not.

Warzel:  These are stocks that are not only a big part of the S&P 500, but they're also where a lot of retail investors are put in. They're in a lot of--in basically every index fund.
 So there's this way in which the investment is extremely woven into the American economy. And even if you are not thinking that you are investing in the AI boom, if you are in index funds, if you are just sort of doing the passive investing that a lot of people are doing, you are in this boom in some way.


Rosin: But what happens if it's true that that boom is a bubble? And what if that bubble is about to burst?

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. A huge amount of the U.S.'s economic growth is fueled by AI. But it's probably more accurate to say that it's fueled by the promise of AI: the stories people are telling about how AI can make work and workers more efficient, the promise of superintelligence--all the things that we've been seeing in TV and movies for decades.

Warzel:  Almost everyone is accustomed to some science-fiction image of an ultrasmart computer that is sentient, right? Whether it's The Terminator--
 Arnold Schwarzenegger (from The Terminator): I'll be back.
 Warzel: --whether it's Hal from 2001--
 HAL 9000 (from 2001: A Space Odyssey): I'm sorry, Dave. I'm afraid I can't do that.
 Warzel: --there's all kinds of preconceptions of this technology.


Rosin: But as we'll hear from Charlie, so far, none of the grand promises have really come to pass. And the bubble just keeps getting bigger.

Warzel: There's a recent McKinsey report that's been sort of passed around in these spheres where people are talking about this that said 80 percent of the companies they surveyed that were using AI discovered that the technology had no real--they said "significant"--impact on their bottom line, right?

So there's this notion that these tools are not yet, at least as they exist now, as transformative as people are saying--and especially as transformative for productivity and efficiency and the stuff that leads to higher revenues. But there's also these other reasons.

The AI boom, in a lot of ways, is a data-center boom. For this technology to grow, for it to get more powerful, for it to serve people better, it needs to have these data centers, which help the large language models process faster, which help them train better. And these data centers are these big warehouses that have to be built, right? There's tons of square footage. They take a lot of electricity to run.

But one of the problems is with this is it's incredibly money-intensive to build these, right? They're spending tons of money to build out these data centers. So there's this notion that there's never enough, right? We're going to need to keep building data centers. We're going to need to increase the amount of power, right? And so what you have, basically, is this really interesting infrastructure problem, on top of what we're thinking of as a technological problem.

And that's a bit of the reason why people are concerned about the bubble, because it's not just like we need a bunch of smart people in a room to push the boundaries of this technology, or we need to put a lot of money into software development. This is almost like reverse terraforming the Earth. We need to blanket the Earth in these data centers in order to make this go.

Rosin: Right, it's real estate. Okay, so there's this huge amount of investment required, but everybody's kind of known this calculus for a while, so why are there suddenly headlines about it being a bubble? Why did that worry start to intensify in the last few weeks?

Warzel: Well, I think a lot of it is seeing the numbers just continue to go up, right? When you start to see things like you have AI expenditures accounting for 92 percent of GDP growth during the first half of 2025, right, that is a pretty wild number.

But I think, also, you have this real cultural sentiment right now, that a lot of people lived through the dot-com boom and they see something that maybe feels a little bit similar, right? The internet was this paradigm shift of a technological innovation. It was very clear to people that the internet was going to affect commerce; it was going to change a lot of things. And you had all these companies that came out--the famous Pets.com example, right, as sort of the height of the bubble, which was: People can buy pet food online.

The dynamic of the dot-com crash wasn't that the internet was a fad; it was that all this investment came in, and all these companies were created, and the ecosystem wasn't yet developed enough to support it, right? People buy dog food online all the time now. Pets.com was an idea ahead of its time.

And I think that a lot of people are looking at all this funding, all this money, seeing it kind of rhyme a little bit with the dot-com boom and also thinking, Maybe some of these companies are a little ahead of their time. Is it going to pay out soon enough? Or is there going to be this idea that, This was kind of a hype cycle. There was this hysteria. And that's where you see this feeling of, Oh, no. We are betting so much. We are putting so many eggs in this basket. What if it doesn't pay off soon enough?

[Music]
 
 Warzel:  There's an investor named Harris Kupperman, and he's very bearish on all of this stuff. And he has said, in order for these companies to break even on what they are spending in 2025 on capital expenditure, they would need to generate $160 billion of revenue. That is to break even on what they're investing this year in these data centers. The revenues are nowhere near $160 billion in terms of what the generative AI tools are generating.

He went out with his blog post, and then a bunch of people who are in the industry, who run data centers, who are other investors in this and know the nuts and bolts of it, they told him his estimate was way off and that the revenue that these tech companies would need to generate to break even on this year's capital expenditure alone is closer to $320 or $480 billion. That is what these companies need to generate this year in order to break even on what they've invested.

We're dealing with a lot of back-of-the-envelope math on all of this, but that gives you a sense of kind of the dizzying numbers that we're talking about here.

Rosin: Okay, Charlie, the more you talk, the less this makes sense. So... (Laughs.) So what's the plan? When Sam Altman, CEO of OpenAI, was asked about this enormous amount of spending, he got somewhat defensive. So do other CEOs or investors outline the plan? What's the good-news scenario by which this all works out well?

Warzel: I'm really glad that you said the more that I talk, the less sense it makes, because I just wanna say, that is entirely indicative of my experience reporting on this. I come to this--you know, I don't have an economics and finance background. I write about technology. I have looked into these things and spoken with people, and I come away sort of with this thousand-yard stare.

And I think that is a bit of what's going on here. When people look into this stuff, it's not that there isn't maybe some magical save here, right? It's entirely possible that there are these leaps in this technology, right? The Bloomberg columnist Matt Levine has this great line that says, We are going to create God and then ask it for money, right? That is what these AI companies are sort of saying. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Or what Sam Altman said, which was, We'll just build a superintelligence and then ask it to solve this math problem for us.

Warzel: Right. Yeah, that's the same thing. And that's why it's a little staggering, right? No one is blinking when it comes to the money that's being invested. The lights are all green here in terms of all of these tech companies. People are plowing ahead.

This narrative of the AI bubble right now, it definitely exists in media; it definitely exists in the tech analyst space. But Wall Street's not stopping on this at all. If anything, there's a FOMO that is happening right now. There is a notion of, We need to get in on this, right? This is a race. Not only is it a race from company to company, but it's also got these geopolitical components to it, right? There is a desire to, on the American end, to want to beat China.

There's this feeling like, There is no time like the present. The money is too good right now. We're not going to stop. But when you drill down into it, there's this notion that, essentially, what's happening is people are lighting money on fire in the hopes that this thing just continues to turn into the promise that everyone's hoping.

Rosin: After the break, the case for boom, not bubble: how the AI companies say they actually plan to make money.

[Break]

Rosin: I find it hard to believe that it's this level of magical thinking, like, that the real answer people have in their heads is superintelligence. What does that mean, and what does it have to do with making money? Even if they did build a superintelligence, how would that be a return on investment?

Warzel: It's a good question. The idea of superintelligence is completely changing the paradigm of what humans are capable of doing, right? It changes the ways that every single hedge fund will be able to do predictive modeling. In terms of scientific discovery, right, if you are a pharmaceutical company, a superintelligence that creates other superintelligences is sort of this exponential amount of research and brainpower that hopefully can come up with a miracle cancer drug that then you can then go out and sell.

Rosin: Okay, so that's real. That's real--

Warzel: There are real ideas here with this. The problem is, right now, we have--you've played around with ChatGPT, right? Is that worth rewiring the entire world and global economy around that? I'm not sure, right? And that's where we get this, I think, real unease and confusion with people.

Rosin: Yeah, it does also feel to me that the difference between this and some of the other speculative-technology moments in history is that everyone sees it, and everyone's talking about it. That was not true of the housing bubble, for example--it was a fairly elite group of people who could see that one coming. But it feels like a lot of people are talking about this, and no one really has an answer.

Warzel: I think that the best cases for "We are not in a bubble right now" from the AI industry that I've heard--the first is: Everyone says we're in a bubble, and everyone's watching it. It's just what you said, right? There are so many eyes on this thing that how can it get so out of hand, right? This is happening sort of in public, so all the exposure is there. People know what they're getting into. We're talking about this all the time. That's the first one.

Rosin: Interesting.

Warzel: The second one is the notion that there is this physical component, right, this infrastructural component, this data-center component. There's only so many construction workers and construction companies. There's only so many chips. There's only so much land. You can only get these things up and operating quick enough. And that all of that physical infrastructure will moderate some of the investment and some of the spend, right? This notion that we can't scale up as fast as the companies want, and that will be a moderating influence. It will allow the technology to sort of meet the expectations a little bit better. The gap will dwindle.

But the concern, though, is there are dynamics at play here that are starting to get a little bit weird and complicated in, like, a 2008-financial-crisis way.

[Music]

Warzel: There's a couple complicated dynamics. There's just the notion of the--if the tech stocks fall, right, there's a lot of exposure there; there's a lot of contagion in the sense of: Highly leveraged hedge funds are invested in these companies. They could be forced into fire sales, which could cause this vicious cycle with financial damage in pension funds, mutual funds, insurance companies, everyday investors, right? It's bad news for anyone who's trying to play it safe.

But then there's this other component that we found in our reporting that, really, it kind of made the hair on the back of my neck stand up a little bit.

It's this notion of debt investing. So, essentially, building these data centers is very expensive, and these tech firms don't necessarily want to take on that debt, right? They don't wanna ask for loans to build these data centers because it looks bad on their balance sheets, and they're worried about shareholder returns.

So to get around this, some of these tech companies are partnering with private equity. And they're doing this financial engineering, right? The private-equity firms will put up money, or they'll raise money, to build a data center, and then the company, the tech company, will pay the private-equity firm through the rent that they get renting out the data center.

So what is happening is you're having a company repackaging their data-center leases into a financial instrument--basically, a bond that people can sell--and there are examples of this happening. And then they are combining that with others into these securities that are based off of tranches, that are based off of how risky they are in terms of default. And if any of those words sound familiar to anyone listening, it's because that's a little bit similar to some of the financial engineering of the 2008 crisis, right, with subprime mortgages.

It's not the same thing. Data centers are not subprime mortgages at all. These tech companies are blue-chip companies that make a lot of money. But there is this really interesting financial-engineering situation that is going on that's starting to just--it's getting overly complicated, and it's getting harder to know where some of this money's going.

What feels telling to me about this is less the idea of tranches and repackaging, and more this idea that the money is not going in a way that is very easy to track.

Rosin: Right. But I guess, at the same time, like you said earlier, we're sort of smarter than we were in 2008, so we can see a lot of these dynamics, and maybe that makes some kind of a difference.

One thing that strikes me as possible is a lose-lose situation, where your one option is: AI is a bubble, and it bursts, and we're in trouble for the reasons you described. The other possibility is that it succeeds in some spectacular way, and then unemployment skyrockets as a result. What do you think about that dilemma?

Warzel: I see this a lot. This is the thing that I think about quite a bit, right? It seems to me like you--there aren't a lot of amazing options at the moment, because the way that I look at this is that the amount of investment is so historic, it is so massive in this technology that the people who are pouring this money into it are expecting something huge, right?

Maybe the money's not rational. Maybe there is this hype. Maybe there is this--it's just driven by FOMO and all kinds of whatever. But these companies also--they're not full of idiots, right? They have this notion of what the technology could do sometime down the line. And I think that the only way that these investments make sense is that they are paradigm-shifting for society, in the way that the internet wired us all, connected us all, and sort of weirdened the world. I think that's what they're hoping that artificial intelligence does, and we can already see that it has had a disruptive impact, even in its more rudimentary form.

So it does frighten me to imagine, What is enough to satisfy that investment? I think it would be a massive amount of job loss--or just of reorganization and kind of chaos.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. It sounds like you're saying it's chaos either way, like there's a bubble that brings pain, like the kind of pain we had in the financial crisis, or a true breakthrough that brings disruption and possibly mass unemployment.

Warzel: Yes. I think that, absolutely, we are in a position where, if these companies create the thing that is worthy of this much investment, it is going to cause an extreme amount of societal rewiring and probably financial pain. And if they don't manage to pull it off, I think it's going to cause an extreme amount of financial pain.

Rosin: So pretty much bad either way. But I guess there's a scenario where we could just live inside the bubble, or this fear of the bubble, for the next 10 years, but it never actually crashes?

Warzel: There is a really interesting, I guess, debate or controversy--however you wanna say it--around the notion of, Will these companies be put in a too-big-to-fail bucket? Right?

There was an executive at OpenAI who mentioned in an interview something about the United States government "backstopping" the company, right, if there was a bubble. And they had to walk that back. There was this big controversy. They said, No, no, we don't--we're not expecting a bailout for no reason. We want the free market to do its thing, etc., etc.

But there is this really interesting thought experiment here, right, with this amount of investment, and that's why I mentioned earlier that there's these geopolitical stakes. Donald Trump, to the extent that he knows anything about artificial intelligence, knows that he doesn't want China to have anything resembling a superintelligence before the United States, right?

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Warzel: There have been these data-center partnerships through the White House, right, that have been facilitated by that. Donald Trump, one of the first things he did was bring Sam Altman to the White House and announced this Stargate investment partnership, right, with OpenAI.

So there is this potential notion of, Maybe these investments can't be made allowed to fail. Maybe it is seen as this geopolitical imperative, that it becomes very clear that the government's not going to allow these companies to fail--or change the parameters of it or underwrite some of the losses in some way.

And I think that is going to be a very interesting thing, if it ever did come to pass, because these companies have acted like they are building the second coming. And if, all of a sudden, they ended up in a situation where they had to get a bailout, I think there would be an intense cultural backlash to that.

[Music]

Rosin: Thanks again to Charlie Warzel. Starting Friday, November 14, you can listen to Charlie host his own show. It's a weekly video podcast called Galaxy Brain, where Charlie is gonna talk to people who know a lot about our hectic information ecosystem. And Charlie is gonna try and give us back our sanity.

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/2025/11/ai-bubble-us-economy/684906/?utm_source=feed
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The Great Canadian Ostrich Standoff

How the plight of a few hundred birds in Canada became an all-out fight for freedom

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 12 Nov 2025


Karen Espersen with ostriches at her farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay



The police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.

Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, with signs and walkie-talkies, gathered on the property. They'd set up a barricade to slow the cops' advance: several logs laid across the dirt near the turnoff from the highway.

The activists had been camping out for months; their numbers sometimes reached into the hundreds. They knew the government was saying that the ostriches had bird flu, but they were convinced that this was cover for some other, bigger scheme. The feds were conspiring with the United Nations and Big Pharma, they said. Small farmers' rights were being trampled. But Dave and Karen's birds had other, more powerful friends. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was making calls to Canadian officials; Dr. Oz had offered to evacuate the ostriches to his ranch in Florida.

Canada "respects and has considered the input of United States officials," the nation's deputy chief veterinary officer had said. But rules were rules, and birds were birds--even if they were the size of refrigerators. And so a convoy of police had been sent to occupy the farm. Law-enforcement drones were flying overhead. The electricity was cut off.

The farm's supporters had already threatened local businesses that were renting equipment to the cops, saying they would shoot employees. Then someone claimed that they'd placed a bomb somewhere on the property.

At 7 a.m., while the police were stuck behind the logs near the highway, a man slipped out of sight, donned a balaclava, and grabbed a jerrican of fuel. He crept over to the next-door neighbor's house and doused its front with gasoline. Not more than 50 yards away, a group of ostrich activists stood around a bonfire, streaming from their phones as they sang "The Battle Hymn of the Republic." When the neighbor came outside and tried to chase the would-be arsonist away, her screams for help were broadcast live on social media, above the sound of "Glory, glory, hallelujah."


Karen's home on the farm. Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, have raised hundreds of ostriches for decades. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



For decades, Karen and Dave had been raising hundreds of ostriches on a 58-acre plot in the small town of Edgewood, British Columbia. They'd earned a living from the meat and hide and feathers, and from a moisturizing lotion that they made from rendered ostrich fat. They'd also welcomed tourists to the property, bused in through the Monashee Mountains on a farm safari. But in mid-December of last year, the flock at Universal Ostrich Farms was overtaken by disease. The young birds in particular were having trouble breathing. Mucus leaked from eyes and beaks. Some were clearly feverish: They were roosting in puddles, even in the cold.

Over the next few weeks, the birds began to die, one by one, and then in groups. Dave hauled their carcasses across the property and buried them in 10-foot holes. The vet was out of town, so Karen did her best to nurse the sick. But more than 20 died, so many that they didn't fit into the pits. Dave had to stash the rest beneath a tarp.

Locals noticed what was going on; you could see ravens feeding on the carnage from the highway. On December 28, someone notified the sick-bird hotline set up by the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, which monitors and manages agricultural diseases. Now the government was asking questions. Was there standing water on the property? Were the ostriches outdoors? Had Dave been aware of any wild birds nearby?

In fact there was some standing water, and the ostriches were never not outdoors, and lots of wild ducks had alighted in their pond and now were poking in the flock's straw bedding and leaving droppings by the food bowls. To the CFIA, it sounded like a recipe for bird flu. A pair of government inspectors showed up two days later, in masks and Tyvek suits, and swabbed a couple of the carcasses. Their test results came back on New Year's Eve: The birds were positive for the "H5" part of H5N1, the deadly strain of avian influenza that has raged through North America in recent years. According to the Canadian authorities, and in keeping with the nation's agricultural-trade agreements, the outbreak had to be stamped out. The birds would have to die.


Ostriches at Universal Ostrich Farms (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



An ostrich is of course a grand and silly thing: more than six feet tall with giant eyes, a 350-pound sedan on muscled stilts. It chirps and booms and honks and grunts. It wags its tail and pulls the threads from your sweater. Some ostriches on Dave and Karen's farm had names: Barney, Peter, Q-Tip, Sarah. One looked so much like Dave himself, with bushy white eyebrows, that it shared his name. Karen used to keep an ostrich as a pet--a Somali blue, the smaller kind--and she called it Newman because it liked to hop up on her couch and watch Seinfeld on TV. Her son remembers riding Newman like a pony.

Now Dave and Karen's flock of charismatic megapoultry was a threat to public health. They tried to bargain with the government. They said the illness was subsiding. They argued that their older birds had never even gotten sick and might already be immune. They noted that the compensation they would receive for a cull--up to $3,000 per animal--wouldn't be enough to cover their losses. And then Karen started spinning out a stranger story. Universal Ostrich Farms wasn't just a farm, she told the CFIA; it was the site of cutting-edge research. She and Dave were working on a novel class of ostrich-based pharmaceuticals--medicines that could one day help rid the world of many different ills, including cholera, obesity, and COVID. The drugs might even put an end to bird flu itself.

H5N1 doesn't pose a major threat to human beings--or, one should say, it doesn't yet. The virus has not adapted to our airways. But a current strain has already made the jump from birds to dairy cattle, and more than 70 people in North America have contracted it through exposure to infected animals. Most human cases have been very mild. But around the time that Dave and Karen's ostriches were getting sick, a teenage girl in their province was rushed to a pediatric ICU with failing lungs and kidneys. She had bird flu and nearly died.

Dave and Karen maintained that their birds were not a danger but a cure. Now that the survivors had been exposed to bird flu, Karen told the government by email, they'd be laying eggs that were full of bird-flu antibodies. That could be the key to something extraordinary: If those ostrich antibodies were extracted and sprinkled into feeders, she said, then wild ducks might inhale them and develop their own immunity. Treat enough birds this way, and the entire epidemic could be stopped.

Karen's plan did not impress the experts at the CFIA, and to be clear: It isn't sound. Extensive tests have not been run to show that ostrich antibodies protect other animals when they're eaten or inhaled. Even if the antibodies were effective in some way, to stop the spread of H5N1 you'd have to load enough of them in feeders to shield the 2.6 billion migratory birds that cross the border into Canada each year. And CFIA scientists found no reason to believe that Dave and Karen's ostriches would be a special source of antibodies, an agency spokesperson told me. The farm's request for an exemption was denied.

But Karen's email wasn't entirely deluded, not in every detail. She and Dave had been in touch with Yasuhiro Tsukamoto, a scientist and the president of Kyoto Prefectural University, who has for years been pushing the idea that ostriches, and their powerful immune system, could be the basis for an industry in biomedicine--that the birds' enormous eggs are factories for mass-producing antibodies in response to almost any pathogen. A single ostrich hen can make about a cup of these a year, Tsukamoto says, which might in turn be layered onto ventilation screens, painted into face masks, or used in ointments, sprays, and pills. A few such products have already been marketed in Japan, among them a soy sauce with ostrich antibodies for E. coli and a cosmetic line with ostrich antibodies for the germs that can lead to pimples.

Dave and Karen first learned about Tsukamoto's work in March 2020, when he was inoculating ostriches with SARS-CoV-2 antigens. They did the same and hoped to sell their antibodies to a company producing masks. But they couldn't land the deal, and ended up with freezers full of SARS-CoV-2-resistant egg yolks. A few years later, they'd moved on to something bigger: an ostrich diet pill, made from antibodies for the enzymes that digest sugar and starch. This could be a natural rival for Ozempic, they believed, sold as "OstriTrim."

In November 2024, just around the time when all those wild ducks began to settle in their pond, Dave and Karen were finishing their business plan. They would partner with Tsukamoto's licensee in North America, a company called Ostrich Pharma USA, and begin inoculating birds in early March. After that, the money would start pouring in. Within five years, the farmers' business plan predicted, they'd clear $2 billion in annual sales.

But then an ostrich got a bloody nose and another one began to wheeze, and more were plopping down in icy water.

Katie Pasitney, Karen's oldest child, grew up among the ostriches. She describes them as her family. So when Katie heard that the CFIA had ordered their destruction, she set out to raise hell. The birds themselves--those "big, beautiful babies," she calls them--were natural mascots for a social-media campaign. In one early plea for help on Facebook, Katie put up a picture of a favorite ostrich from the farm. "Meet Sarah [?]," Katie wrote atop the post. "PLEASE HELP SAVE ME BEFORE I'M KILLED BEFORE FEB 1ST."

By the end of January, Sarah's fate had been taken up by right-wing media and online activists. Supporters began to gather at the farm. They built a campsite in the freezing cold and posted signs for Katie's website, saveourostriches.com. People stopped by for the day and never left. A field kitchen was set up, porta-potties were installed, and volunteers were given jobs. They put up pictures of the ostriches, or wore them on their shirts and hats. At least one walked around in a full-body, feathered suit. At times there were 200 people in the field, just across the road from the ostrich pens.

The group was there to save the animals, but by and large, they weren't PETA types. They knew Universal Ostrich Farms had long been in the killing business; in the mess tent, supporters were not averse to eating meat. They were less concerned with harm to living things than with the threat to human liberty. These were freedom activists--people who had joined the convoy protests that swept through Canada in 2022 to oppose vaccine mandates. What brought them back together in the valley of the ostriches was a trailing fury over government intrusion, and suspicion about the aims of public health.


In interview after interview, Katie Pasitney has come to tears while talking about the ostriches. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



In the front room of her mother's house, Katie set up a makeshift media center, with seven laptops on the table and cords everywhere. A handwritten ON AIR sign was posted whenever she was being interviewed live. Reporters started showing up in person, too. In one conversation after another, Katie and the farmers argued that the virus had already run its course. By their accounting, the 69th and final bird had died from the disease on January 14. The remaining ostriches were healthy, they insisted, and their location was remote--85 miles from the nearest city. What benefit would come from killing them?

Meanwhile, Dave and Karen brought their case to court and won a stay of execution for the birds until they finished their appeal. As winter turned to spring, the conflict reached a stalemate. The CFIA announced that no more inspectors would be coming to the farm, because of the risk of infection by the birds, and of interference by the protesters. Its staffers were getting threats by phone and email.

Then one night at the end of March, someone showed up with a gun. The birds were sleeping in their pens, some with upright necks, in the ostrich way. In the hours before sunrise, Katie and the farmers said, one was shot just below the ear. Dave and Karen found the carcass in the morning, lying in a pool of blood. The assassinated bird was Sarah, the one from Katie's Facebook post.

A couple of days later, one of the farm's supporters posted a musical tribute to the fallen ostrich on social media, called "Feathers of Resistance (Sarah's Song)."

Out in the fields 'neath Edgewood skies,
She walked with grace with ancient eyes.
Not just a hen but hope in stride,
Her blood held truth they tried to hide.


"A sniper's bullet ended her life, but not her story," the poster wrote.


The greeting booth for the encampment on the farm. Supporters built their campsite in the freezing cold, installed porta-potties, and took on jobs. At least one supporter walked around in a feathered suit. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



After Sarah's death, a deeper sense of dread overtook the valley. The farm began to fortify. Trip lines were laid around the ostrich pens and hooked up to bear bangers to scare away intruders. Supporters equipped themselves with walkie-talkies. And Dave and Karen started sleeping in the ostrich pens.

Katie's interviews and Facebook streams grew more conspiratorial. The supporters had been seeing government drones flying overhead at night, she told a podcast host in May. Karen, too, was obsessing over hidden plots. The farm's website had malfunctioned in December, out of nowhere, even though she was sure that she'd set up the domain to auto-renew. Could it have been a government-associated hack? Could all of this have been a plan to stop her antibody business--to "squish our science," as she later put it to me? Could it be that certain institutions were trying to hide the fact that H5N1 bird flu wasn't really all that dangerous?

Two months after the shooting, a second bird was murdered in its pen. Karen said she heard a drone flying overhead between 1 and 2 a.m., and then she saw an "Army-sized" device flying overhead, as big as the hood of a vehicle. Some folks from the encampment said they saw it too, while sitting by the fire. There was a silent flash of light, and moments later, Karen found one of the biggest roosters on the farm, an ostrich called Joey, with a hole through its head. This time the wound was vertical, starting near the crown and ending 18 inches down the neck. The drone may have been equipped with a gun, Karen told me. Maybe a silencer, too. Dave wondered if it might have been a laser.

John Catsimatidis, a billionaire supermarket magnate and New York City radio personality, took a particular interest in the story of the ostriches. Toward the end of April, he invited a special guest onto the air: his old friend Bobby Kennedy. The secretary of Health and Human Services had come to talk about his plan for fighting autism, but near the end of the segment, Catsimatidis grabbed the chance to bring up the "awstriches," as he calls them in his thick New York City accent. "Mr. Secretary, one last thing," he said. There were these special birds in Canada, with a "natural healing process," and now they were in danger because Big Pharma wanted them dead.

"I support you 100 percent," Kennedy responded. "I'm horrified by the idea that they're going to kill these animals."

The cause was a natural fit for Kennedy. The anti-vaccine organization that he once chaired, Children's Health Defense, had already aired an interview with Katie on its video channel in March. And Kennedy himself has often railed against government overreach in efforts to control potential outbreaks. Earlier that spring, Kennedy had declared that the U.S. and Canada's policy of stamping out H5N1-infected chickens should be stopped. The survivors--the ones with naturally acquired immunity--could be used to repopulate poultry farms with hardier stock, he said. (Experts warn about the dangers of letting the virus spread unchecked; vaccinating poultry makes a lot more sense, two bird-flu scientists told me.) Kennedy also seems to have an affinity for large, flightless birds. He has kept at least one emu as a pet on his property in California.

One late night in May, Katie awoke to a call. At first she was confused, she said, but then she heard Kennedy's raspy voice; the secretary was on the line with Catsimatidis. Some days later, as the sun set across the Monashees, Katie stood among the farm's supporters in the field and choked back sobs as she prepared to read from a letter that Kennedy had written to her government. "We are respectfully requesting CFIA to consider not culling the entire flock of ostriches at Universal Ostrich Farm," it said. The letter was signed at the bottom by three of the most important public-health officials in America: not just Kennedy but also FDA Commissioner Marty Makary and National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya. (HHS did not respond to questions for this story.)

Katie's "Save the Ostriches" campaign had until this point attracted hippies, libertarians, and anti-vaxxers, as well as local politicians in her province. Now it had the U.S. government.

I arrived in Edgewood a few weeks later, having come along the same twisting highway that the CFIA inspectors had used when they first drove out to test the ostriches almost six months earlier. As I pulled into the driveway, I could see the birds peering at my rental car from inside their large enclosures.

I checked in with a volunteer in a makeshift booth, and he handed me an Ostrich Sheriffs sticker. A Canadian flag hung from the fence at the edge of the encampment, along with handmade posters: STOP the MURDER of 399 OSTRICHES. Save Ostrich Science (S.O.S.). If your child got sick in your family, would you kill the whole family?

Jim Kerr, an ostrich-farm supporter with a long beard, took me on a tour of the premises. Kerr is known among right-wing activists in Canada for his livestreamed protest videos, and for the soap-bubble-blowing art car that he drives to freedom convoys. Kerr explained that the supporters had an action plan for when the feds arrived. Dave and Karen would go into the pens and stand among the birds. Volunteers would block the road and send up drones to document everything that happened. They'd had a dry run just a few weeks before I came, when someone thought they saw a line of SUVs, all white, coming down the road. The sentries notified the camp; barricades went up; three women lay down on the highway. It turned out to be a false alarm.

When I sat down with the farmers in the kitchen, Karen put out plates of sandwiches and cookies, and then she, Dave, and Katie launched into the story that they'd told so many times before, to politicians and supporters and the press. Katie, in particular, sometimes seemed to speak about the farm on autopilot, winding back to certain formulations about "giving small farmers a seat at the table" and the need to protect the "future of farming." But still her voice would catch and the tears would flow, even in what must have been her thousandth telling.

Her connections with right-wing and extremist figures were expanding. She told me that she would soon be headed to a "Truth Movement" conference down in West Palm Beach, where she would share a stage with several noted anti-vaxxers, as well as Enrique Tarrio, the former Proud Boys leader. And she let me scroll through a run of texts that she'd received in recent weeks from Mehmet Oz, who, like Kennedy, had gotten drawn in to her cause by Catsimatidis. Oz, the celebrity doctor who is currently the head of the U.S. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, had suggested that he could bring the ostriches to Florida, but that wasn't possible on account of the cull order. "I have spread the word widely and cannot understand why they cannot let me take these beautiful birds," he wrote to Katie in one message. (Oz did not respond to a request for comment.)

Again and again, the farmers said the Canadian government's response to their outbreak made no sense. Plainly they were right in some particulars. Why couldn't the CFIA just test the birds again, to see if the virus was still present? The government had claimed that this was impossible, that its inspectors would have no way to gather swabs from several hundred dangerous animals that can run at the speed of a moped, without handling facilities of any kind on-site. But I'd heard otherwise from independent experts. Adriaan Olivier, an ostrich-industry veterinarian in South Africa, told me that high-volume testing could be done. South Africa has been dealing with bird-flu outbreaks on ostrich farms for years, he said, and could manage the screening of even several hundred adults in one day.

Then again, I could also see--really, anyone could see--that Dave and Karen had been flouting basic rules of biosafety on the farm. At first, they hadn't told the government that their birds were sick. And their "quarantine" was barely that. The same farm dogs that nosed around my feet inside the kitchen were also running in and out of ostrich pens. After Dave and Karen fed the birds, they sprayed each other down with disinfectant, but they didn't change their clothes or remove their shoes. And the volunteers were clearly handling the eggs and feathers.

Those who had been around the farm the longest hadn't simply been exposed to H5N1--they'd been infected. The farmers mentioned this offhandedly. Not long before my visit, Katie had tested positive for H5N1-specific antibodies. Dave and Karen had also turned up positive, as had one of their earliest supporters, a woman who'd arrived at the farm in January. No one could remember having any symptoms, though, and Katie wasn't willing to concede that she or any of the others had caught the virus from the ostriches.

The conversation circled back to the phone call from December that had prompted the government's investigation--the tip-off to the sick-bird hotline. The farmers said it must have come from the woman who lives next door, Lois Wood. If it hadn't been for her, none of this would have happened.




I spoke with Lois, a 72-year-old widow and volunteer firefighter, by phone a few days later. She lives just up the road from the ostrich farm. She can see the pens from her front yard. She said the situation had gotten out of hand. For months, the activists had been tormenting her: shining headlights in her yard, yelling out her name, tailing her when she was on her way to fire practice. "Finally--finally--somebody wants to hear the other side," she told me.

Lois claimed that she never reported the sick birds to the CFIA: She'd tried to call, but no one answered, and she didn't leave a message. But everyone could tell that the ostriches were dying, she said, and the CFIA was right to get involved.

Elsewhere in the town of Edgewood, the fight to save the ostriches has brought out skeptics of the cause. Jim McFarlane, a local cattle rancher who has known Dave since they were kids, told me that, like Lois, he'd had enough. Dave has been "a total fucking bullshitter all his life," he said. He asked me what I thought about the story of the murdered ostriches--the ones that supposedly were shot in the head in the middle of the night. "I mean, come on," Jim said. "I'm a hunter, and you're going to go out there in the middle of the night and shoot at a little fucking ostrich head when you've got a 300-, 400-pound body there?"

It's true: An ostrich head is like a Q-tip protruding from a very large pinata. The idea of aiming for it, at least while sneaking in the dark, seemed preposterous. Yet Dave and Karen insisted that not one but two birds had been killed like this. Jim thinks that Dave and Karen might have killed the birds, that maybe they were trying to draw attention to the farm for the sake of more donations. Lois had another theory: What if the birds were still sick? What if the outbreak hadn't ended, and the farmers didn't want the government to know? (Both ostrich murders are still under investigation, according to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. When I brought the claim to Dave that he'd shot the birds himself, he told me, "That's insane.")

The matter of the ostrich shootings is one of many that's been taken up by a local Facebook group, "Edgewood--Uncensored," in which a group of grumpy neighbors and others in British Columbia debate the ostrich farm and what they deem to be its hidden motives. They obsess over every open question and apparent inconsistency, such as who really called the CFIA about the sick ostriches, and how many birds were really in those pens. Some even wondered if the so-called standoff was a piece of theater, concocted by the government and its contacts in Big Pharma. Maybe no one ever really planned to cull the birds. After all, hadn't Dave and Karen been involved in biotech? Hadn't they injected ostriches with COVID?

If Katie, Dave, and Karen had built their movement from the bricks of outrage and suspicion, then those bricks were also being hurled against their walls. Paranoia had sustained them to this point, but paranoia was a force that they couldn't quite control.


Dave Bilinski leaves the ostrich pens to avoid arrest on September 23. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



I drove out to the farm again in late September. The line of police cruisers had snaked into the valley just a few days earlier, and I could see the marks of occupation. The property was divided at the edge of Langille Road. Yellow tape stretched across the northern side, at the entrance to the pens, and officers were taking shifts on guard. Just across from them, the farm's supporters had put up a set of wooden bleachers so they could try to watch and record everything that happened. An inscription had been carved into the top row: In Appreciation: Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. Some of the birds had been dedicated too: There was now an ostrich Charlie Kirk, an ostrich Dr. Oz, an ostrich Donald Trump.

I'd arrived at a moment of uneasy calm. Not so long before, every sign had suggested that the standoff was about to end. After many hours' worth of yelling and negotiations, the police had seized the pens; Karen and Katie were driven off in handcuffs, and briefly held. The CFIA had put up a wall of hay bales in the field, presumably to hem in the flock and hide the coming slaughter. But hours later, just as Dave and Karen were finishing a group prayer, their lawyer called to say that the Supreme Court of Canada had intervened. The justices were considering whether they would hear the case, and that meant the ostriches would not be killed just yet. Everyone agreed that this intervention was divine.

Now the camp was far more crowded than it had been in June. No one took my name and phone number, or handed me a badge, when I arrived. Near one corner of the pens, I met a man named Thomas, who was taking footage of the Mounties with a camcorder. "I hate cops," he said. "If one of those guys got a bullet to the head, I wouldn't shed a tear." Thomas told me that he'd been incarcerated for assault and fraud, but that his days as a criminal were over. "I don't condone violence," he said, "but I've started to think some violence might be necessary when there's no other way to make people pay attention."

Over at the house, Dave and Karen were meeting with the police department's liaisons. Dave looked as though he hadn't slept for days. His ears were bloody from the ostrich pecks that he'd sustained during his vigil in the pens. When I asked him what he'd do if the cull was carried out, he cried into his hand. If the ostriches were killed, Dave and Karen would have nothing left. They may no longer be eligible for compensation for the loss of the birds, according to the CFIA rules. They also owe tens of thousands of dollars to the government in fines and legal expenses. In the meantime, they'd been deprived of revenue for months, and the farm had already been facing heavy debts when all of this started. "There's no recovery from this," their lawyer, Umar Sheikh, told me.

Next door, in the grass outside Lois's double-wide trailer, the smell of gasoline still lingered. When she came outside to say hello, I saw that she had bruises on both arms, cuts on her face, and a black eye. She'd only stopped the would-be arsonist by chance, she said: She'd come out to feed one of her cats and there he was, reaching into his pocket, as if to grab a lighter. She'd lunged at him, bit him on the elbow, and kicked him in the groin. Then he punched her in the face and fled. The police identified their suspect by the tooth marks on his arm.

The man was a freedom-convoy veteran, Karen's son told me, who'd warned the others in the group that he planned to go to jail before this all was over. Both Katie and her mother claimed, at least at first, that the attempted arson never really happened--that the whole thing was a setup by the members of the local "hate group" who had criticized the farm online.

I asked Lois if she felt unsafe. She told me that she'd gone to stay with a friend on the night after the attack, but had come back to the farm to tend to her cats and her tomatoes. She said that there were a lot of cops around for protection, but also that she didn't see herself as having many options. "People say, 'Well, you should do a civil suit against them for slander, libel, whatever, harassment,'" she told me. "I say, 'I could not bear to do that. Can you imagine going up against Katie? You wouldn't win.'"

Moving out of Edgewood didn't seem to be an option, either. Lois's property, her 120 acres in the valley, was all she had, and who would ever buy it now? She was living on the site of a bird-flu quarantine. Fair or not, she was just as trapped as Dave and Karen. "I keep thinking it's going to be over," she said. And then it never is.


Karen Espersen and a supporter embrace after Karen's release from arrest for refusing to vacate the ostrich pens. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



An end did come at last, six weeks later. On November 6, the Supreme Court decided not to hear the farmers' case. The Notice of Requirement to Dispose of Animals issued by the CFIA more than 10 months earlier was reinstated for the final time. Shortly after nightfall, once the police had cut their floodlights and sealed off Langille Road, gunshots started ringing out behind the hay bales. At first there were a dozen, then many dozens more, as hired marksmen fired on the flock from platforms.

Katie squatted at the border of the pens, pulling at the fence and screaming, "Make it stop." Karen stood beside the line of officers who blocked the road. "They're killing my babies," she said.

By the next morning, the cull was over. All of the ostriches--314 of them, by the government's final count--were dead.

It was gray and it was cold in the valley. Autumn had returned: one full cycle of the seasons from the day Dave and Karen's birds first began to falter in the slush. Waves of wild ducks were passing overhead once more. Since the start of fall, the bird-flu virus has again been spilling over into poultry flocks in North America. Another 8 million birds have been killed on U.S. farms in recent months, and 3 million more in Canada.

While construction vehicles shoveled up the ostrich carcasses and dumped them into trucks, the farm's supporters gathered for a vigil, in person and online. It had been 297 days, they claimed, since any of the birds were sick. Whether this was true no longer mattered. The outbreak on the Universal Ostrich Farms had reached its end; yet even now, no one could agree about the nature of the threat. Had the poultry been a risk to public health? What about the farmers, who never thought the rules applied to them? And what about the government, which chose annihilation over compromise? Any middle ground was now awash with blood. Some kind of danger had been present in those pens; that was clear enough. Now that danger is stamped out.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/11/ostriches-canada-bird-flu-rfk/684836/?utm_source=feed
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The Criminal Enterprise Behind That Fake Toll Text

Beware the smishing triad

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




Early last year, Grant Smith received an alarmed message from his wife. She had gotten a text notification about a delayed package, clicked the link, and paid a fee. Then she realized that it was not, in fact, the United States Postal Service asking for her credit-card information--that she had no idea who had just collected her payment info. She quickly canceled the card.



The Smiths had been smished. Short for "SMS phishing"--cyberattacks that arrive via text message--smishing refers to a particular type of spam message that you've probably received once or twice, if not dozens of times. They impersonate brands or federal agencies, such as Citigroup or USPS, in the hopes of getting people to hand over their personal information.



Smith, it so happens, is a sort of hacker himself--he works in cybersecurity. He opened the fake USPS website that the scammers had sent and began rooting around in its code, ultimately landing on multiple vulnerabilities. It turns out that the criminals had pretty bad operating security, Smith told me. He was able to log in to the hackers' system and download information for more than 400,000 different credit cards that they had collected, he told me, which he reported to USPS and several banks.



Smith had unwittingly hacked his way into a node of the "smishing triad": an elaborate criminal enterprise built on these fraudulent texts that several cybersecurity experts told me is mainly based in China (hence the name--triads are notorious organized-crime syndicates in China). The smishing triad does not directly con everyday people. Instead, it sells software packages to anyone who'd like to do their own scamming. For some $200 a month, the triad's customers can get a scam rolling, even if they have no technical savvy themselves. Think of it as Squarespace for scams.

Read: Scammers are coming for college students

Over the past few years, these texts have become a sort of background annoyance, white noise that accompanies smartphone ownership. They reach people in at least 121 countries. The messages themselves usually have some clear tells--strange phrasings, suspicious numbers or sender addresses, misspellings. Even so, they're effective: The USPS scam alone, which typically requests a small fee to redeliver a package, may have been responsible for defrauding victims of anywhere from $3 billion to $28 billion during a recent 16-month stretch, according to one research group's estimate. Calculating the total amount stolen is hard, because tracing who fell for these texts and how much they lost is hard by design. And smishing scams are only becoming more common, Zach Edwards, a senior threat analyst at the cybersecurity company Silent Push, told me.



The smishing triad has been so effective that some of the biggest companies in the world are taking notice. This morning, Google announced litigation against 25 individuals or entities it has identified as members of the smishing triad, all of which it alleges are in China. (Various Google logos, including those of Gmail and YouTube, have been imitated in these scams.) Prior to this announcement, Google had reached out to talk about the lawsuit with me. One of the company's cybercrime investigators (whom I am keeping anonymous by request, so that they are not compromised in future investigations) told me that their team at Google was clued in to the smishing triad earlier this year by external researchers, whom I then began contacting. This led me to a much wider group of cybersecurity experts--a sort of anti-smishing league--that has been tracking this criminal syndicate for years.



Five independent cybersecurity researchers, including Smith, walked me through the smishing enterprise: the inner workings, both brilliant and shockingly obvious, through which these fraudulent messages are sent and monetized. That reporting left me with the impression that this problem may never be completely solved, that we may be forever doomed to receive sketchy DMV texts warning us to "pay now to avoid irreversible consequences."



Smishing has become popular as email providers' spam filters have improved. Text messages have far weaker filters and, in the case of services such as iMessage, are end-to-end encrypted and thus even harder for companies or authorities to track. Around 2023, both the scale and sophistication of these attacks increased dramatically: the relentless spam texts informing you about a supposed unpaid highway toll, late package, or unexpected tax rebate. By analyzing these fraudulent domains, as well as dark-web activity, cybersecurity experts have traced much of the smishing to services advertised on public Telegram groups and YouTube channels, almost all in Chinese.



The most popular and advanced smishing program sold on Telegram is "Lighthouse," and this is the target of Google's lawsuit. Lighthouse, the cybersecurity experts told me, is the key entry point through which someone who wants to devise a scam can set up a false operation. There are many ways to operationalize a smishing scam--SecAlliance, a part of CSIS Security Group, believes tens of thousands of Chinese-speaking individuals are using these smishing kits--but here are the contours. Inside the Lighthouse interface, a typical dashboard allows you to select the company you want to impersonate, perhaps Citi or PayPal, or even to spin up your own, entirely fraudulent e-commerce websites. Once the fake site is live, you can go to one of these Telegram group chats to find a data broker, from whom you purchase contact information of people to spam, and then you connect to a spammer, someone who will send texts to all those phone numbers. In some cases, spammers can operate as one-stop shops, procuring contact information and sending the messages. (One of the Telegram accounts that Google identified as part of the triad, "Kunlun," told NPR, "What does this have to do with me? I'm not familiar with this.")



Here, the scam gets low-tech. The spammer may have dozens of stolen iPhones and Android devices arranged in racks in a room overseas. A program can automatically compose a message (Dear Jane, This is your bank ...), and each of those stolen phones can send it to perhaps hundreds or thousands of targets a day. Or, perhaps, they have an SMS blaster--a big box that acts as a fake cell tower; the spammer drives it around a neighborhood and the blaster sends texts to every phone in its radius. Some people will open the link--Silent Push has documented, on average, at least 50,000 page visits a day to these smishing websites--and some will type in their username and password or their credit-card number. One study found that nearly 17 percent of participants potentially fell for a simulated smishing attack.

Annie Lowrey: When the bitcoin scammers came for me

Without the victim even formally clicking "Submit" to send through their personal information, the Lighthouse software can pull their credit-card number or password from the text field and store it, Ford Merrill, a security researcher at SecAlliance, told me; if there is multifactor authentication, that passcode will be hoovered up and bypassed, too. The Lighthouse software can identify if the credit card is from a bank with sufficiently weak digital security, and if not, request the victim input another. Then comes the money laundering, which Merrill described to me as "ingenious." The Lighthouse software helps load the stolen credit-card information onto digital wallets, he said; crates of smartphones loaded with stolen cards, as many as 10 per phone, can be sold and shipped via air freight. Then a laundering expert can help the scammers pay themselves by, for instance, setting up a fake merchant and buying nonexistent items or services from it.



A fraudster used to have to know how to do all of this on their own. "Now criminals just subscribe to the services that they need to conduct the attack," Shawn Loveland, the chief operating officer at the cybersecurity firm Resecurity, told me. "They may not have any technical knowledge on how it actually works." And as with any supply chain, specialization allows for sophistication: better spoofs of a wider range of websites, more languages, less-detectable money laundering, and so on. One recent development, Loveland said, has involved using generative AI to write more personalized and deceptive phishing texts. A growing number of data breaches provide a large amount of personal information linked to phone numbers and emails, which a chatbot can use to compose texts that impersonate, for instance, your bank or your boss. "The whole process is really heavily automated and industrialized," Merrill said.



Despite the triad's overall sophistication, the cybersecurity experts told me, the scammers have made a number of fumbles. "Their operational security is terrible," Merrill said; instructions and photos from smishing-as-a-service providers are all over Telegram. When Smith was poking around the USPS smishing link, he found admin usernames including "admin0," "admin1," and "admin2," and passwords also including "admin0, "admin1," and "admin2." Google was able to identify a YouTube channel (now suspended) with smishing tutorials, one of which included several Gmail addresses in a screenshare, an investigator with Google's cybercrime group told me. Using those email accounts, the investigator said, Google was able to tie the criminal activity and online usernames to several people and entities, although it does not yet know the defendants' true names or identities.



Google, Apple, Visa, and other companies have all been enhancing their anti-phishing protections. All the experts I spoke with told me that Google's lawsuit is an important step: The hope would be for Google, or potentially other companies or government agencies with deep visibility into web activity, to eventually use a ruling on its lawsuit to request other actors take down the websites, accounts, IP addresses, and the like associated with these scams. But really stopping these smishing operations will require a broader, coordinated effort (and an unlikely international one, at that, given that the triad appears to be outside the U.S.). "There's no magic bullet," Loveland said. Google also announced today that it is supporting three bills that could enable further actions against digital scammers.



As ever, when companies and law enforcement ramp up their efforts, so do the scammers. Newer phishing kits, such as Lighthouse, are more robust and harder for cybersecurity experts to study or find ways into. The smishing triad has "too much resources and too much time to spend on it," Smith told me. Physical arrests could require cooperation from the Chinese government. And new smishing kits are popping up all the time, Merill said, as apprentices develop and sell their own services. The battle against phishing is not just uphill--the terrain isn't even fully mapped out.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/11/smishing-scams/684905/?utm_source=feed
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The President's Most Annoying Buddy

Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick remains in his position, despite a series of blunders.

by Vivian Salama, Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




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

Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick went on CNBC this fall to promote a deal so great that he deemed it "off the rails." The government of Japan, he explained, had brought down its tariff rate by giving President Donald Trump $550 billion to spend on whatever he wants. "They are going to give America money when we ask for it to build the projects," he said with a grin.

The president himself had been describing the agreement similarly--and was dismayed to later learn that the billionaire businessman turned bureaucrat, his longtime friend, had misunderstood the terms.

Japanese leaders--who typically favor quiet diplomacy--made clear that they had not given Trump the blank check that Lutnick described. They would have a say in how the money was invested, and maintained the right to reject proposals. Making matters worse, the Trump administration had initially increased tariffs on Japan in August, during the rollout of the broader deal, an error that its chief negotiator described as "extremely regrettable." Taro Kono, a member of Japan's House of Representatives, told reporters that month, as the confusion was playing out in public: "Washington is just randomly shooting, and they are shooting some like-minded countries from behind."

Trump was irritated by public skepticism over the agreement's terms, as were top White House aides, five officials with direct knowledge of the discussions told us. "Howard is telling the president things that just aren't true," a Trump confidant said, referencing the Japan deal. "You just can't do that." A senior administration official clarified that Trump's "ire wasn't just directed at Howard, but also at the Japanese negotiators." The White House declined to comment on the miscommunication.

It was not the first Lutnick blunder to frustrate the president, White House officials and others told us. We talked with more than a dozen people familiar with Lutnick's approach, who all requested to speak anonymously so as not to anger Lutnick or the president. They say that the commerce secretary--a key player in executing the president's economic agenda--lacked a basic understanding of his negotiations with foreign trade partners, held up deals, berated allies, and openly bickered with other members of Trump's team. One administration official told us that Lutnick "will actively move the goalposts with foreign countries days after Trump says we have a deal." Another described him as the "bottleneck" among the president's economic advisers because "he doesn't understand the issues" and is a micromanager relying on a small group of advisers who don't help him learn.

And there are growing worries within Trump's inner circle that activities at Lutnick's former company, now run by his sons, could ethically, financially, or legally compromise him as a member of the Cabinet. (The White House told us that Lutnick has completely divested from his business interests and adheres to ethics requirements. The Commerce Department added that he will continue to do so.) Top White House officials have expressed their concerns about some of these issues directly to Lutnick.

Yet the commerce secretary is still in his position. Part of the reason is the president is trying to avoid the Cabinet shake-ups that were a defining feature of his first administration, one person in Trump's inner circle explained to us. But Lutnick is also the president's trusted friend who is executing a key campaign promise--negotiating reciprocal trade deals--that many within the administration view as the highest-stakes portfolio for the country and, ultimately, the president's legacy. For all his stumbles on the details, Lutnick shares Trump's overarching belief in the utility of tariffs, something that few of his peers in the financial world can say--and he isn't afraid to take a hard-knuckle approach, even with allies. Jason Miller, a longtime aide to the president, summed it up to us this way: "The president has never criticized or admonished or sought to rein in someone on trade matters, because that's one of the core philosophical planks of his administration."

The low point for Lutnick may have come last month following comments he made about Jeffrey Epstein, which some thought would surely end his government career. In a video interview with the New York Post, he recalled living next door to Epstein's Upper East Side mansion, stopping by for a tour with his wife, and quickly leaving after the billionaire financier showed off the massage table in the middle of his house. "In the six to eight steps it takes to get from his house to my house, my wife and I decided that I will never be in the room with that disgusting person ever again," Lutnick said. His claim that Epstein's creepiness was obvious called into question efforts by the White House to assert that Trump couldn't have known that Epstein, his former friend, was a sexual predator who abused young girls. Lutnick also suggested that Epstein probably had recordings of many of his associates who'd gotten massages at his home, calling the late convict the "greatest blackmailer ever."

The interview made the president and his top aides "go nuclear," another Trump confidant told us, because it brought renewed attention to an issue that the White House has been trying to bury amid bipartisan calls for greater transparency. Even some of Trump's most devoted backers have demanded that the Justice Department turn over what it knows about the identities of Epstein's high-profile clients.

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Since then, even in Trump's far more disciplined and discreet second term, it has become especially easy to find officials and other Trump allies willing to criticize Lutnick. ("You're not going to believe what he said to the Japanese!" a U.S. official recently told us. We happened to mention Lutnick's name in passing at a recent meeting to discuss military operations and were surprised when another official started venting about a mistake the secretary allegedly made involving Brazil. In a different meeting, with a top administration official, the mere mention of Lutnick made the official visibly, if almost involuntarily, flinch.) Even those who spoke well of Lutnick described him as "unorthodox," a "character," or "a bit intense."

Nearly everyone we spoke with conceded that Lutnick still holds sway with the president, the most valuable asset in this administration. The White House spokesperson Kush Desai didn't answer specific questions about Lutnick but in a statement called him an "invaluable member of the Trump administration" and said he played a "key role securing historic trade deals with Japan, the EU, and South Korea." He added that Lutnick "has been one of the President's most forceful advocates."

The Commerce Department, responding to questions about this story, highlighted the secretary's record in delivering "major trade deals for the American people" and advancing the president's "America First trade agenda."

Like many in Trump's second administration, Lutnick has no previous government experience. As a former CEO of Cantor Fitzgerald, a financial-services firm, Lutnick is accustomed to making decisions based on his own instincts, not the input of others. Even with the Trump administration's lax approach to bureaucratic processes, his style makes for an awkward fit with a senior government role.

The bond between Lutnick and Trump was forged from tragedy. On September 11, 2001, 658 of Lutnick's Cantor Fitzgerald colleagues, including his 36-year-old brother, perished in the World Trade Center's North Tower. Lutnick's life was spared because he was taking his son to his first day of kindergarten that morning. He sobbed on national television, endearing himself to a nation in mourning. Cantor Fitzgerald, like most of Wall Street, resumed its work two days after the attacks--and for five years, it paid a quarter of its profits to the families of the workers who were killed. It also covered their health care for 10 years.

Lutnick and Trump had long known each other from the New York City rubber-chicken charity-dinner circuit, although they weren't particularly close at the time. As Lutnick described it, they would often hit the town together when events wrapped. "We chased the same girls, okay?" Lutnick told the All-In DC podcast in March. After Cantor Fitzgerald was decimated by 9/11, Trump reached out to Lutnick more frequently to check on him and offer support. Lutnick appeared on Trump's reality show, The Apprentice, and their relationship deepened. Lutnick said Trump "still tortures me" for donating to Hillary Clinton, whom he got to know after 9/11 when she was a senator. "He's just sassing me, okay? Because I gave him tons of dough. He knows I love him."

That love for Trump continued after the January 6, 2021, Capitol riot, when many former backers distanced themselves from the president. In 2023, Lutnick's lifelong indifference to politics took a turn when Trump called him asking for help. "I gave him 10 million bucks right then and there," Lutnick told All-In DC. He went on to raise an additional $75 million for Trump by leaning on his Wall Street connections. "Steve Witkoff and I, we arm wrestle for who's the best friend of the president in the administration," Lutnick told NewsNation in September, referring to Trump's envoy for the Middle East and Russia.

"Lutnick offers two things that President Trump values most--loyalty and money," a confidant to both Lutnick and Trump told us. (The donor list for Trump's new White House ballroom includes the Lutnick family.) Another took a less charitable view of their relationship, complaining that Lutnick has a tendency to linger near Trump and "invites himself everywhere."

Read: Nancy Walecki's quest to find the East Wing rubble

Late last year, Trump tapped Lutnick to help build his second administration, with a focus on personnel selections and vetting. Lutnick credits himself for recruiting Elon Musk and coining the name of the Musk-led Department of Government Efficiency, or DOGE. (After Musk's exit, Lutnick told Axios that Musk got it "backwards" and should have first focused on cutting spending and waste, not mass firings.) Lutnick prides himself on being someone Trump trusts, whom the president can use as a sounding board for some of his most offbeat ideas--like annexing the Panama Canal. Earlier this year, the two men also conjured up a "gold card" that would grant legal residency to wealthy foreigners for $5 million.

Lutnick had angled to become Trump's Treasury secretary, a role that ultimately went to another wealthy hedge funder, Scott Bessent. Multiple people told us that Lutnick still wants the job. "Trump wouldn't do it, and everyone would make it their sole mission in life to prevent that from happening, and it would be a disaster," another person who knows both men told us. "The Treasury secretary has to project calm, stable competence, and Howard is the furthest thing from calm, stable, competence."

A person close to Lutnick told us he doesn't want the role and is "very happy" serving as commerce secretary.

Sometimes, Lutnick's cavalier style has made him a target for criticism, even for things that are not entirely his fault, a U.S. official told us. In April, Trump unveiled a universal 10 percent import tax--an event he dubbed "Liberation Day"--in retaliation for what he has long said are unfair trade barriers on U.S. products. The tariffs were so sweeping and hasty that a group of barren, uninhabited volcanic islands near Antarctica that are home to glaciers and penguins was among their targets. It was "clearly a mistake," Australia's trade minister, Don Farrell, told the Australian Broadcasting Corporation at the time, underscoring a "rushed process" by the United States.

"That was Lutnick," one administration official told us, eager to blame him for the error. The U.S. official countered that the Commerce Department was not responsible for producing the data that slapped the Heard and McDonald Islands with tariffs. But Lutnick, ever the cheerleader for the president's priorities, defended punishing the poor penguins, telling CBS it was meant to close the "ridiculous loopholes" in trade.

Lutnick is among the most outspoken disciples of Trump's aggressive trade strategy, which is controversial even within his own party. Many Republican lawmakers worry that his tariffs on allies and foes alike are inflicting economic pain on the average American. (A Federal Reserve report in October confirmed that tariffs are pushing inflation generally higher as companies are caught between absorbing the costs and passing them on to customers.) At Trump's boisterous Madison Square Garden rally just days before last year's general election, Lutnick, who shouted his remarks to the point that his voice cracked, argued that America's heyday was at the turn of the 20th century, when the country had tariffs and no income tax.

Read: "I run the country and the world"

The Commerce Department is sometimes referred to as the broom closet of the federal bureaucracy because of the vast--and unrelated--functions that it oversees. That portfolio includes both promoting economic growth through creating jobs and monitoring trade, and overseeing the Census Bureau and the National Weather Service.

But according to several U.S. and foreign officials, Lutnick assumed the role with a significant deficit in his grasp of trade, how to negotiate with foreign partners, and how to execute the president's agenda. "He doesn't understand tone, diplomacy, or even what he told the same country a few weeks prior," one administration official, who has sat in several meetings with Lutnick, told us. "Many countries have come and said they don't know how to engage Lutnick, since he seems unsure of his position week to week."

Multiple officials detailed episodes with foreign counterparts that underscored some of Lutnick's broader shortcomings--but most of the countries involved in the episodes they detailed were eager to praise him on the record when we gave them the chance. Three officials told us that Japanese leaders have expressed a desire to deal with Bessent, the Treasury secretary, who is less likely, in their view, to throw negotiations into disarray. (A senior Japanese official told us that Bessent was the original negotiator in their trade talks, but when he became busy working on the president's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, Lutnick took over, and they welcomed his involvement. Japan's top trade negotiator, Ryosei Akazawa, told us that working with Lutnick is the "greatest pleasure.") Lutnick threatened Canadian negotiators with tariffs, but wasn't able to provide details as to which goods would be targeted, leaving Canadian negotiators stumped as to how to proceed, officials with knowledge of the exchange told us. (Those negotiations fell apart last month, after Trump was triggered by an anti-tariff television ad from a Canadian province that aired in the U.S. during the World Series.) The Canadian government declined to comment.

Read: The Elon Musk and Scott Bessent shouting match

And Lutnick berated European Union officials over the bloc's stance on trade, an approach that one European official described as "hostile" and uninformed. Lutnick later resumed discussions with a more receptive tone when Trump decided he wanted a deal with the EU. (Another top European official disputed this characterization of their talks, while a top U.S. official conceded that Lutnick can sometimes "come in hot, but he means well.") The European Commission's lead trade negotiator, Bjorn Seibert, told us his talks with the Trump administration were "by no means easy," but he said Lutnick played a "constructive role." The United Kingdom's top negotiator, Varun Chandra, said Lutnick is "tough" but "direct and fair as a counterpart."

Lutnick's allies say he's not trying to please everyone. "The president chose him because he knew Howard wouldn't take their bullshit," the confidant of both men told us. "Sometimes you have to piss people off to get deals done."
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America's Best Pasta Is Slipping Away

Stock up on fancy noodles now.

by Yasmin Tayag

Wed, 12 Nov 2025

Load up on linguine and stock up on spaghetti. In the new year, high-quality pasta may be a lot harder to come by in American stores. Several weeks ago, the U.S. Commerce Department announced that, starting in January, most pasta imported from Italy could be subject to a preliminary 92 percent tariff--on top of the 15 percent blanket duty on goods from the European Union. Outraged Italian pasta manufacturers are threatening to pull their products from American shelves.

The proposed tariff, the result of a year-long investigation into the pasta industry, targets 13 Italian companies that have allegedly undercut U.S. manufacturers by selling underpriced pasta. Pasta tensions between the United States and Italy have been simmering since the 1990s, but this new proposal has turned up the heat. White House Press Secretary Kush Desai told me that some of the companies "screwed up" their initial response to the probe by providing the U.S. government with incomplete data, but if they comply going forward, the Commerce Department may yet recalculate its tariff. The pastifici insist that they're being unfairly targeted, and an Italian agricultural industry group has said they won't give in to pressure. That could leave American noodle connoisseurs in an impastable situation.

The affected companies, which include La Molisana, Pasta Garofalo, and Rummo, manufacture the usual penne and rigatoni as well as fancier shapes: tubular bucatini, spiraling elicoidali, and delicate rings of anelli siciliani. Notably, all of them specialize in "bronze-cut" pasta. This term refers to the tool, known as a die, used to extrude the pasta dough into shapes. Using a bronze die gives the pasta a slightly sandpapery texture, which clings better to sauce and results in a more satisfying bite. (Indeed, I have tasted bronze-cut pappardelle, and it is spectacular.) Bronze-cut pasta imbues the water in which it is boiled with extra starch, and ladling some of that water back into the pan while mixing pasta and sauce--nonnegotiable for pasta enthusiasts--creates a silky dish, the chef J. Kenji Lopez-Alt told me.

Most of the pasta made and sold in America is not bronze-cut, but extruded using plastic molds coated with Teflon, according to Tom Sheridan, president of sales and international development at the U.S.-based Kensington Food Company, which makes bronze-cut pasta. A pasta die is about the size of a car tire, dotted with 40 to 60 inserts that extrude the dough, Scott Ketchum, a co-founder of the American bronze-cut-pasta brand Sfoglini, told me. Bronze inserts aren't as durable as plastic ones, so they need to be replaced more often. Ketchum said that he spends roughly $4,000 every two years to buy new inserts from Italy. Each shape requires a different insert, Tony Adams, the owner of Mill Valley Pasta, told me. And a major downside of making more textured pasta is that it produces huge amounts of pasta dust, necessitating even more equipment and labor to clean up the machinery, according to Dan Pashman, who hosts the Sporkful podcast and created his own pasta shape that launched with Sfoglini in 2021. Teflon pasta is cheaper to make because the dough simply glides out of the die, resulting in a faster and more streamlined process--and pasta that is gummier and less adherent to sauce.

These days, the average American is likely more concerned with price than the mouthfeel of their macaroni. Still, over roughly the past decade, demand for better-quality pasta has grown. Barilla, known in the United States for its inexpensive American-made products, launched its Al Bronzo line of imported Italian pasta in 2022. Even midrange stores such as Target and Wegmans sell their own bronze-cut pasta. House-brand pastas are usually imported from Italy, so they too may be affected by tariffs, Ketchum said.

From the July 1986 issue: Pasta

Bronze-cut pasta's popularity is growing in part because Americans are becoming more savvy about their food. "Pretty much all the pasta was Teflon" until people started learning that there were tastier alternatives, Pashman told me. Recently, the appetite for bronze-cut pasta has also been whetted by health fears. In wellness circles, Teflon is basically synonymous with poison because it comes from a family of chemicals, called PFAS, that have been linked to certain cancers and reproductive issues. On TikTok, lifestyle influencers encourage viewers to seek out bronze-cut pasta because it is supposedly healthier than its Teflon-extruded kin.

The concerns are largely a nonissue. Teflon cookware can release harmful chemicals when it's overheated, but extruding pasta is a room-temperature affair, Sheridan told me. Teflon bits could flake off into the pasta, but the health effects of this are unclear, and the company that makes Teflon maintains that those particles are inert. As I have written previously, the health consequences of using PFAS-coated cookware are generally not well studied.

If the pasta tariff goes into effect, bronze-cut pasta will almost certainly be rarer on U.S. shelves. More than half of America's pasta imports--much of which is bronze-cut--come from Italy. Historically, and even more so now, companies don't have much incentive to start making it domestically: "It's gonna cost you a quarter of a million dollars or more to get into the game," Sheridan said. Bronze-cut-pasta equipment from an Italian company called Fava Storci, which he called the Ferrari of pasta machinery, can cost upwards of $500,000. Such machines are hard to come by in the U.S., so they're usually imported from Europe--and subject to their own tariffs.

Read: A great way to get Americans to eat worse

If the pastifici accept the Trump administration's proposed tariffs, Americans who are fussy about their pasta--for culinary or health reasons--may soon have to make tough decisions: stomach another meal of slippery, Teflon-extruded penne, or pay extra for ridged radiatori? The alternative--that bronze-cut noodles simply won't be available--is scarier still. After a decade of growing accustomed to the chewy, high-friction delight of bronze-cut shapes, many American foodies may find that they can't get their teeth on them at all.
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What Really Happens After the Shutdown Ends

Congress's deal to reopen the government won't immediately bring life back to normal for Americans.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 13 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.

This past weekend, as I prepared to board a flight from Toronto to New York City, I looked down at my phone to find two pieces of news. One was that the Senate was readying a deal to end the ongoing government shutdown. The other was that my flight was delayed.

I was lucky. Amid the broader chaos enveloping air travel in the United States these days, a delay of a couple of hours is manageable. Air traffic controllers have now gone without pay for 43 days, leading some to reportedly take a second job when they're off the clock; to account for  fatigue and compensate for the controllers who have left their job, the Federal Aviation Administration has deployed an emergency order mandating major reductions in daily domestic flights at 40 high-traffic airports. What began as a 4 percent reduction over the weekend is now a 6 percent reduction. Thousands of flights have been outright canceled.

All government shutdowns produce a sort of hangover period once they end, as federal employees return from furlough and attempt to triage their accumulated work. This shutdown, the longest in U.S. history, is no different. Now that the House has passed legislation to end it, certain services will return immediately--some national parks, for example, have remained open at limited capacity throughout the shutdown in spite of staffing shortages. But flights in particular won't be running smoothly for a while. "I'm hoping that if we get this shutdown resolved this week that the airlines and the FAA can get back to normal in time for the start of the Thanksgiving travel period," Henry Harteveldt of Atmosphere Research Group told me yesterday.

So far, the FAA's emergency order remains in place, and there's no guarantee that it will be lifted at the precise moment that the shutdown comes to an end. Even once airlines are operating at full capacity, they will need to pull off the complicated logistical project of repositioning crews and planes across the country. There's also the question of back pay. The federal government is required, per a 2019 law called the Government Employee Fair Treatment Act, to send out paychecks at "the earliest date possible" after a shutdown ends, regardless of regular pay schedules. But even after employees receive their paychecks, it can take a while for their financial situation to return to normal. Some of this has to do with new burdens that workers take on during shutdowns, such as managing their kids' child care, Rachel Snyderman, the managing director of economic policy at the Bipartisan Policy Center, told me.

Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy said yesterday afternoon that air traffic controllers will receive 70 percent of their pay within 48 hours of the government reopening, and that he expects the rest to come within a week. Duffy also echoed Donald Trump's exhortation that workers continue to work without pay. For these true "PATRIOTS," the president wrote on Truth Social, "I won't be able to send your money fast enough!" Trump added that those who don't show up to work risk having their pay "substantially docked," in apparent contravention of federal law.

The shutdown's effects are rippling throughout much of the country's fundamental infrastructure. Because some cargo planes have been grounded, packages have experienced delays too. SNAP benefits, which the Trump administration said it would fund only in part this month, could be retroactively paid "upon the availability of federal funding," according to an October memo from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, although there is no clear timeline for that disbursement.

There is no timeline yet either for the many blue-state infrastructure projects that were canceled or put on hold by the Office of Management and Budget during the shutdown (clean-energy groups have teamed up with the city of St. Paul to sue the government over funding cuts to energy programs; the OMB did not respond to a request for comment). And anything that needs an application or an approval from the federal government--say, housing developments involving government-backed loans, or payments for fuel deliveries as part of the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program, which subsidizes heating bills and other weather-related expenses--will likely take some time to ramp back up. In Pennsylvania, LIHEAP won't reopen until early next month. In New York State, applications for those heating subsidies will not be accepted until November 24 at the earliest. And it's already snowing.

"Let's get the job done, and let's do it fast," Senator Susan Collins said on Sunday of the shutdown's prospective end. But despite the rhetorical victory lap from congressional Republicans about having bested their Democrat rivals, there is a bipartisan reality to the shutdown's aftereffects. Voters in all states, of both parties, rely on the services that will soon creak back to life.

Plus, the resolution that the House voted on this evening funds the government only through January. Air traffic controllers might need to hang on to those second jobs.

Related:

	Why the Democrats finally folded
 	The moral cost of the Democrats' shutdown strategy




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Inside the Sandwich Guy's jury deliberations
 	Donald Trump is a lamer duck than ever, Mark Leibovich argues.
 	Why Maduro probably can't count on Putin




Today's News

	House Republicans released 20,000 pages of documents from the estate of the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein after months of delay. This took place just hours after Democrats released emails obtained by the House Oversight Committee showing that Epstein mentioned President Donald Trump multiple times over the past 14 years, suggesting that Trump "knew about the girls" and spent time with a woman Republicans identified as the Epstein victim Virginia Giuffre.
 	The House returned from a 54-day recess and voted on a Senate-approved bill this evening to end the longest government shutdown in U.S. history.
 	October's jobs and consumer-price-index reports are unlikely to be released because of  the government shutdown, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said during a news briefing.




Evening Read


Karen Espersen with ostriches at her farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay Alana Paterson for The Atlantic



All the Ostriches Must Die

By Daniel Engber

The police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.
 Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, with signs and walkie-talkies, gathered on the property. They'd set up a barricade to slow the cops' advance: several logs laid across the dirt near the turnoff from the highway.
 The activists had been camping out for months; their numbers sometimes reached into the hundreds. They knew the government was saying that the ostriches had bird flu, but they were convinced that this was cover for some other, bigger scheme.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	America's best pasta is slipping away.
 	What the climate establishment missed about the Bill Gates memo
 	The David Frum Show: MAGA has repulsed young women.
 	Well, that's definitely Frankenstein.
 	What democracy in Venezuela would require
 	The patches that want to fix your sleep, sex, and focus




Culture Break


Steven Garcia / NurPhoto / Reuters



Take a look. These photos show the aurora borealis, or northern lights, on display in night skies across the Northern Hemisphere.

Read. A new book about Chernobyl's child victims shows the human cost of seeking technological dominance, Anastasia Edel writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Patches That Want to Fix Your Sleep, Sex, and Focus

Supplement patches are blurring the line between wellness and beauty.

by Yasmin Tayag

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




Last Thursday, in lieu of my afternoon coffee, I placed a sticker on the inside of my wrist. It was transparent, about the size of a dime, and printed with a line drawing of a lightning bolt--which, I hoped, represented the power about to be zapped into my radial vein. The patch had, after all, come in a box labeled Energy Boost.

So-called wellness patches have recently flooded big-box stores, promising to curb anxiety, induce calm, boost libido, or dose children with omega-3s. Their active ingredients are virtually indistinguishable from those of the many oral supplements already hawked by the wellness industry. Whether the skin is a better route for supplements than the stomach isn't entirely clear. But the appeal of wellness patches seems to have less to do with their effects and more to do with how they look.

Wellness patches are generally pitched as an easier, safer way to take supplements. The website for The What Supp Co., a British brand that launched in the United States this year, describes its products as "super convenient" because users don't have to take a pill or mix a drink--plus, they're extra portable. That brand, like many patch sellers, laments the filler ingredients (such as corn starch and gelatin) that can show up in oral supplements, plus their digestive side effects; patches, it says, come with no such risks. The slogan for Kind Patches, which rolled out across Walmart locations last month, is "No pills. No sugar. No nonsense." Half Past 8, a patch company that launched last week, says that its products sidestep the crash and comedown associated with some pills and gummies by offering a slow drip of wellness. Some brands also advertise that, unlike a pill, you can take a patch off when you've had enough. But that cuts both ways: I put another patch on my wrist yesterday morning, and it had fallen off by the time I got to the office.

Most of the products are labeled as remedies for common complaints. Stickers from The Good Patch include Nite Nite for better sleep, Think for boosting focus, and Rescue for hangovers. Several brands sell patches that purport to mimic the appetite-reducing effects of GLP-1 drugs; you can buy them on the fast-fashion website Shein. And whereas traditional oral supplements tend to be marketed as vectors for specific compounds, leaving users to mastermind their perfect mix, patches are usually cocktails that advertise their active ingredients less prominently. Putting on The Friendly Patch Co.'s Relax and Let Go sticker really is easier than consuming supplemental forms of its seven key components, which include the herb ashwagandha, the neurotransmitter GABA, and magnesium. (Neither The Good Patch nor The Friendly Patch Co. responded to a request for comment.)

Read: The return of snake oil

Whether those ingredients will actually help you chill out is an open question, as is whether they can pass from a sticker into the bloodstream. The whole point of skin is to keep most things out of the body, and although some compounds are known to pass through the skin--nicotine and birth-control patches have been used for decades--little is known about the permeability of the many ingredients used in wellness patches. Some basic principles are well established: For compounds to pass through the skin, they need to be both tiny and fat-soluble; caffeine and vitamins A, D, E, and K all meet those criteria, says Jordan Glenn, the head of science at SuppCo, an app that helps supplement users optimize their intake.

But other common wellness ingredients--such as coenzyme Q10, vitamin B12, folic acid, and zinc--require extra processing to permeate the body's exterior, Glenn told me. My lightning patch was made by Barriere, whose co-founder Cleo Davis-Urman told me that the company uses a process called micronization to break down large molecules into particles small enough to enter the bloodstream. Micronization is a real technique used for pharmaceutical drugs, transdermal or otherwise, so it's certainly possible that it could help big compounds pass through the skin. Yet this assurance, together with claims that patches offer a gentler and more sustained release than oral supplements, simply isn't backed up by independent research; Meto Pierce, a co-founder and the CEO of Half Past 8, told me that the industry is "still developing in terms of published data." "There might be claims of skin patches being more effective or more consistent, but we can just ignore that at this point because there's no proof," Elise Zheng, a health-technology researcher at Columbia University, told me. Dietary supplements aren't regulated for safety or effectiveness by the FDA, and patches can't even be regulated as dietary supplements, because they're not ingestible.

Read: Everything is a multivitamin

Wellness patches seem most useful for people who are already supplement enthusiasts--not only because they've already bought into the idea that ashwagandha works but because they take so many oral supplements that their mouth needs a break. "Pill fatigue" is a common complaint among the wellness set, Glenn said, though patch users notably still need to remember to apply their supplements. (Glenn also pointed out that patches might be more convenient for people who have digestive problems or difficulty swallowing.)

An hour after I put on my sticker last week, I thought I felt marginally less groggy than usual. Maybe micronization really did make its B12 and folate particles tiny enough to seep into my skin. Or maybe the source of my energy was the sunny 15-minute walk I'd taken to acquire the sticker. By far the most noticeable impact of my thunderbolt was that I kept admiring it, as if it were a tattoo I'd gotten on a whim.

Wellness patches are meant to be seen, as their fun colors and designs suggest. Ads for Kind Patches show wrists adorned with pepperoni-size stickers whose color matches their claim: Dream patches are a dusty blue, Energy is electric yellow, and Period Patches are, of course, bright red. The What Supp Co.'s patches are shaped like a w and come in lavender (for chilling out), kelly green (for detoxing), and pink (for beautifying). "We want the experience to feel joyful and intuitive, not clinical," Ivana Hjorne, the founder of Kind Patches, told me. Kelly Gilbert, the founder of The What Supp Co., suggested that a patch on your skin could remind you to make other healthy choices throughout the day. It's also free advertising for the company. Davis-Urman, Barriere's founder, told me that with patches, customers are "elevated to brand ambassadors, because the product sparks conversation."

Before the rise of social media, personal wellness was a more private endeavor. These days, people post their run stats, sleep scores, and workout selfies; they wear fitness trackers and brand-name athleisure to the gym. This shift has reordered the priorities of personal health. It's not just about taking care of yourself; it's about taking care of yourself in a visible and socially sanctioned way, Marianne Clark, a sociologist at Acadia University who studies wellness culture, told me.

Read: The perilous spread of the wellness craze

Accordingly, wellness has also become a notably aesthetic pursuit--it's no surprise that you can find patches to release skin-firming collagen or strengthen hair and nails. Conspicuous consumption has been part of the beauty industry since at least the 1920s, when Chanel No. 5 first hit shelves and became synonymous with wealth and luxury. (Wellness patches, too, don't come cheap: My pack of 36 was $15, and other brands charge significantly more.) Social media has made the labor of beauty all the more visible. The online beauty community is rife with selfies glamorizing branded sheet masks and under-eye depuffing patches, photos called "shelfies" that showcase collections of expensive cosmetics, and images of celebrities sporting pimple patches in public. Brightly colored vitamin stickers similarly glorify the work of wellness. Not all wellness patches are beauty products, but many are meant to enhance appearance nevertheless.

By 11 p.m. last Thursday, seven hours into the eight that my sticker journey was supposed to last, I was not sure whether I was less tired than usual. (Davis-Urman assured me that, although the effects of the patch differ for everyone, "cellular-level benefits" were occurring whether or not I felt them.) But I did get a tiny hit of dopamine when my husband noticed it and said, "Cute tattoo." My lightning bolt also nudged me toward self-reflection, a pillar of modern wellness. Whenever I glanced at it, I asked myself: How do you feel? The answer was the same every time: Tired.
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The Coolest Girl on Earth Seeks God

Rosalia's new album mirrors the modern quest for salvation, in all its thrilling and frustrating contours.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




On the subway in Brooklyn the other day, I spotted yet another Gen Z person dressed in the predominant queer-chic style: a brown mesh top and baggy pants, with a tuft of tight and shiny curls, and a handbag lolling from their wrist. What caught my eye was their bag charm--a picture of Pope Francis.

Christianity is hot again, pundits have repeatedly declared throughout the 21st century, whether during the purity-ringed Bush years or Kanye West's gospel reboot in the late 2010s. But signs of a true revival have been piling up lately. After years of decline, church attendance has leveled and might even be climbing. TikTok brims with "Christiancore" aesthetics and tradwives. An administration whose Millennial vice president converted to Catholicism just six years ago is pushing explicitly theological policy crusades. And the musical middle has gone megachurchy, filling the Billboard Hot 100 with country-tinged redemption tales and actual worship songs.

Now, Rosalia's awe-inspiring new album harkens back to an older tradition of Christian art: the symphony written for the glory of God. Known for fusing traditional flamenco with experimental pop, the 33-year-old Catalan superstar has, for a while now, been the model of internet-enabled, cosmopolitan cool. Her smash 2022 album, Motomami, was a feast of earthly delights--reggaeton, hip-hop, hyperpop. But her fourth album, Lux, adopts the sound and ambitions of a classical oratorio to mirror the modern quest for salvation, in all its thrilling and frustrating contours.

Recorded with the London Symphony Orchestra and arranged with conservatory luminaries such as Caroline Shaw, Lux builds from strings, vocal choirs, and enough timpani to simulate a fracking expedition. Throughout, Rosalia continues her own tradition of pairing handclaps and melisma with bleeps and bangs. Employing 13 languages--including Catalan, Mandarin, and Ukrainian--she reinterprets historical tales of holy women, including Hildegard of Bingen, the monastic musical innovator of the 1110s, and Sun Bu'er, the Taoist poet who scarred her own face for her faith.

The undertaking, Rosalia has said, is meant to challenge dopamine-depleted listeners craving easy kicks. The truth, however, is that Lux might be her most broadly appealing effort yet. Though she's often tagged as avant garde, Rosalia really is a mainstream fusionist, following the model of Beyonce, West (now called Ye), and Frank Ocean. And classical music--especially as interpreted here--is hardly outre. She's drawing from a canon more popular than pop music, the elemental material from which wedding processions and video-game scores are made. Even when Lux dips into regional styles such as fado or whips up computer-generated chaos, the album's dynamic maneuvers--its crescendos, its denouements, its harmonic choices--skew familiar.

But the singing--Dios mio and holy shnikes, the singing. Flamenco has the unique ability to create operatic feelings on an intimate scale, and Rosalia has only further honed her instrument--plush and warm, with parchment edges--as she's conquered arenas and headphones. She uses her voice as both emotional artillery and a conversational character, maintaining ferocity and nuance either way. On the slowly unfolding showstoppers, such as "Magnolias," her refrains climb both up and out, as if she's ascending to the heavens while giving a political speech. Catchier, more upbeat cuts like "Reliquia" bring her close to the mic, delivering each word with attitude, calling to mind a kid gossiping in the confessional.

Read: The army of God comes out of the shadows

Given the linguistic polyphony, even Spanish speakers will need to consult translations to understand her litanies. The gist is that she's fretting about the heaven-versus-Earth dilemma, torn between "sparkles, doves, and saints" and "sex, violence, and tires" (she's a certified jalopnik). Though the songs allegedly channel bygone saints, some of whom died for righteousness, she's mostly telling contemporary tales of sacrifice, replete with references to bad boyfriends and AI girlfriends. Rosalia, like many of us, is asking herself what she'd be willing to give up to save her soul and thereby, in some small way, the world. Her autonomy? Her convenience? Her Jimmy Choos?

She's probably not ready to do any of that, and the album ends with a compromise: "When God descends / I ascend / we'll meet halfway." The music, perhaps accordingly, sometimes languishes in a middle zone of wistful genre exercises. The pizzicato trembling of "Divinize" never quite shakes the feeling of indie twee; "La Yugular" plods a bit too long before locking into a fantastic, processional outro.

But the highs and lows, the moments when she considers going all the way into sin or salvation, explode out of the speakers and grip the gut. The lead single, "Berghain," opens with violins whirling at helicopter speed while Rosalia plays a Wagnerian diva, sad and stuck. The storm slows and Bjork--that goddess of truly confrontational pop--emerges to huff, offbeat, "This is divine intervention." It's the most terrifying moment on the album, and an example of the yet-more-daring Lux that Rosalia might have made.

Had she done that, though, she'd have risked leaving behind her congregants: an interconnected global generation looking for a meaning in the mess it's inherited. In a cultural milieu in which cool now amounts to assembling the most cunning collage of references, Rosalia has given her stylish postmodernism a powerful bass note of purpose. The question of what we believe about our souls and what that belief demands is more serious than lifestyle fads or partisan politics allow for. Embracing the search, Rosalia preaches, can be as significant as having an answer.
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Well, That's Definitely <em>Frankenstein</em>

Guillermo del Toro's new adaptation is a feat of design but not of story.

by David Sims

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




Guillermo del Toro has spent his filmmaking career finding sympathy for monsters. His best-known stories balance compassion and edge. He won the Oscar for Best Picture for The Shape of Water, an aching if gory ballad of an aquatic creature falling in love with a human; his superhero movies focus on fringe characters such as Blade (half-man, half-vampire) and the demonic Hellboy, both outcasts operating in society's shadows. It's hardly a surprise, then, that he's been trying to get an adaptation of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein off the ground for many years. The final result of that endeavor, now on Netflix, is a handsome, burnished production with gorgeous sets, colorful costumes, and the deep well of compassion that runs through all of del Toro's work. So why does it feel so inert?

The answer may lie with del Toro himself. The director, it seems, is prone to becoming almost too enamored of his source material. Frankenstein is del Toro's third take in a row on a classic novel, after his remake of Nightmare Alley and his Oscar-winning, stop-motion version of Pinocchio. I walked out of each dazzled by the design elements; in a cinematic era reliant on CGI-rendered locations and cheap technological embellishment, the director has a distinct commitment to practical effects. He refuses to skimp on the creativity of his art direction, no matter the scale of the project. For Frankenstein, Netflix handed him a massive budget to play with, and the money is all up on the big screen, if you can catch the movie on one. But just like del Toro's previous reverent adaptations, all of that sumptuousness is hamstrung by his apparent desire to remain faithful to the original tale.

Read: Why Guillermo del Toro made Frankenstein

The film begins, as Shelley's novel does, on a giant ship that's trapped in the Arctic ice--one that is clearly a physical, colossal prop. When the hulking Creature (played by Jacob Elordi) shows up and starts throwing sailors around, the stunt work is stunningly tactile. Del Toro captures the action beautifully and always knows where to throw in a surprising spine crunch to prove to his audience that he's not serving up a staid period piece. Despite the on-screen spectacle, however, I was soon fidgeting in my seat, waiting for the story's pathos to catch up. Yet the cast members are never able to match the grandiosity of del Toro's vision, drowned out by the wonderful sets around them.

Oscar Isaac plays Baron Victor Frankenstein--the man responsible for animating del Toro's latest lovable monster--with as much Gothic panache as he can summon. His hair is lustrous and flowy, his brow eternally furrowed; he spits out every vaguely European-accented line, emphasizing the scientist's arrogance. As the Creature, Elordi is tremendous. He uses his exaggerated physique to communicate otherworldliness, but his gaze is deep and childlike. Because the character can barely speak for most of the movie, Elordi's eyes have to do the talking, and they do an impressive job of it. Watching him, I began to long for a simpler, leaner adaptation that truly puts Frankenstein's monster front and center. Del Toro, like Shelley, changes up the protagonists; the film focuses on Frankenstein before switching in the second half to the Creature's point of view. Although that shift works in the book--an epistolary novel written in the first person--here, it means there's less time to develop either character's perspective.

The audience likely already knows that Frankenstein's controversial science experiment is doomed to fail: The Creature will come to life and then turn against his cruel master, seeking freedom and, eventually, revenge. Del Toro and Isaac can't quite explain why Frankenstein becomes such a base villain, locking his life's work in a dungeon and treating him like an animal. The viewer gets a taste of backstory in flashbacks to the doctor's unforgiving father (Charles Dance) and the tragic death of his young mother (Mia Goth), but these scenes unfurl like stylish window dressing atop the foreboding world del Toro constructs. Frankenstein simply can't understand his creation's humanity--that's the folly driving this narrative, no matter how slowly.

I was frustrated by del Toro's inventiveness being largely limited to the film's look. The director's dedication to honoring Shelley's writing, paired with Netflix's huge investment, doesn't allow for any additional experimentation. What could have been the kind of bittersweet monster movie del Toro has excelled at instead feels shackled by its opulence, trudging through a two-and-a-half-hour run time to arrive at its expected conclusion. His efforts to wash his movies in splendor are beautiful--even novel--but these innovations cannot always outweigh familiarities. Sometimes, they make them even more glaringly apparent.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: An Impastable Situation

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 13, 2025.


The famed 18th-century lexicographer Samuel Johnson was a lover of learning. As the dictionary maker once wrote, he dedicated his life "wholly to curiosity," with the intent "to wander over the boundless regions of general knowledge." (He was additionally a lover of getting bored and moving on, writing of how he "quitted every science at the first perception of disgust." Respect.)
 
 Perhaps Johnson's greatest legacy, though, was his ardent belief that one didn't have to know all the answers so long as one knew where to find them. For Johnson, that place was usually in his reference books. For you and this trivia, it's right here 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.

Thursday, November 13, 2025

	Whereas many U.S.-produced pasta shapes are extruded from dies made of Teflon-coated plastic, the Italian dies that produce a more gourmet, rougher-textured pasta are made of what alloy of copper and tin?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "America's Best Pasta Is Slipping Away"
 	Those SMS phishing--or smishing--texts you get about unpaid tolls or late packages likely originate with a criminal operation that shares what name with China's infamous organized-crime syndicates?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "The Criminal Enterprise Behind That Fake Toll Text"
 	What is the music-theory term for the technique of singing a single syllable over multiple notes?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's "The Coolest Girl on Earth Seeks God"




And by the way, did you know that you--yes, you!--could be an expert maker of pasta without even knowing it? Pay no mind to the fact that the particular shape is called maltagliati, from the Italian for "badly cut." Nor that it's typically made from the scraps of more desirable pastas and frequently ends up so ugly that it just goes into stews. It has its own respectable name, and that's what matters; those of us with no nonna to learn from have got to start somewhere.

See you tomorrow!



Answers: 

	Bronze. Italian producers are threatening to pull their products off U.S. shelves in retaliation against newly announced pasta tariffs, Yasmin reports, which could leave Americans with our sad plastic-cut pasta from which the sauce slips right off--as she says, an "impastable situation." Read more.
 	Triad. Matteo reports that the smishing triad itself is not directly scamming everyday folks with phones. Rather, it is selling software packages to anybody who would like to text you that your credit-card bill is overdue. Read more.
 	Melisma. The technique is foundational to the Catalan superstar Rosalia's repertoire, along with flamenco-flavored handclaps and plenty of "bleeps and bangs," as Spencer puts it. They make her album Lux feel familiar, but both her vocals and her sense of purpose are more intense than ever before. 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.



Wednesday, November 12, 2025

	Elon Musk and other critics have taken to deriding the internet's most popular encyclopedia by altering one letter of its name. What do they call the site? (Add a few more letters, and it becomes the online encyclopedia for Star Wars knowledge.)
 -- From Renee DiResta's "The Right-Wing Attack on [REDACTED]"
 	The Soviet city of Pripyat was known in local parlance as an atomgrad, given its purpose of supporting what nearby facility?
 -- From Anastasia Edel's "The Accidental Trailblazers of a New Global Condition"
 	What fragrance launched in France in 1921 got its simple name from the position it occupied in a lineup of sample scents presented to the perfume's creator?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "The Patches That Want to Fix Your Sleep, Sex, and Focus"




And by the way, did you know that Harry S. Truman's middle name is not Stephen or Samuel or Sullivan but just S?

For this fact, I must thank Atlantic Trivia reader Jeff A., who additionally argues that the letter technically shouldn't be followed by a period: "Harry S. Truman" would be like writing "Franklin Delano. Roosevelt."

You'd think that the double-named George H. W. Bush with his two middle names could have donated one to round out Truman's S ... though that would have made him Harry Sherbert Truman--a bit too sugary-sounding for a commander in chief.



Answers: 

	Wokipedia. The dig comes from "woke," of course; those critics accuse Wikipedia of progressive partisanship. DiResta argues that the real reason Musk and his crew want to kneecap Wikipedia is because AI relies so much on the site for its training. Manipulating Wikipedia, therefore, is akin to "working the referees." (And for what it's worth, that Star Wars site is Wookieepedia.) Read more.
 	Chernobyl. The survivors of the nuclear disaster there--especially the children--were failed by the Soviet state in the aftermath. A new book explores how that generation became worldwide symbols of the "shared peril" of all humanity in a borderless world, Edel writes. Read more.
 	Chanel No. 5. Yasmin writes that the beauty world has traded in conscious consumption since at least the 1920s when Coco Chanel's pick became synonymous with wealth and luxury. She worries that the wellness industry's new supplement patches might have more to do with appearance than anything else. Read more.




Tuesday, November 11, 2025

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

	What book written by then-Facebook chief operating officer Sheryl Sandberg is frequently used as shorthand for the "girlboss" flavor of feminism that peaked in the 2010s?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert's "All's Fair Is an Atrocity"
 	The memoir of the scientist James Watson took its name from what shape that Watson and his partner, Francis Crick, identified as the physical form of DNA?
 -- From Kathryn Paige Harden and Eric Turkheimer's "The Paradox of James Watson"
 	What software company co-founded by Peter Thiel has the same name as the magical crystal ball of the Lord of the Rings series?
 -- From Adam Serwer's "Why Elon Musk Needs Dungeons & Dragons to Be Racist"




And by the way, did you know that Veterans Day--observed on the 11th day of the 11th month to honor the World War I armistice that occurred in the 11th hour--was for a few years in the 1970s commemorated on, oh, the 24th day or the 27th day (or really any day from the 22nd to the 28th) of the 10th month?

Federal law in 1971 bumped Veterans Day, Memorial Day, and Washington's Birthday to always-on-a-Monday status. The travel industry was thrilled by the jump in three-day weekends; veterans were not thrilled by the loss of the 11/11 significance. The vets won out, and the observance returned to November 11 in 1978.



Answers: 

	Lean In. The dream is alive at the divorce-law firm depicted in Ryan Murphy's new All's Fair, which Sophie says is less a television show than it is an episode-length Instagram Reels session, where scenes of dazzling moving images pass fleetingly and almost incoherently. Read more.
 	Double helix. The discovery was the greatest achievement of Watson, who died this week. Harden and Turkheimer ask: How does one hold that brilliance next to the bigotry directed at women, gay people, and Black people? Read more.
 	Palantir. Adam explores how J. R. R. Tolkien (consciously or not) set the fantasy genre down a path of reinforcing racial and gender stereotypes--which appears to be no problem at all for many right-wing figures in government and tech. Read more.




Monday, November 10, 2025

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


The film Bugonia takes its name from the ancient belief that a cow's carcass could spawn what pollinators, whose numbers have declined dangerously in recent years?


	-- From Shirley Li's "An Intimate Portrait of Humanity at Its Worst"
 	Hours before the government shutdown caused millions of Americans to lose their food stamps, Donald Trump hosted a decadent Halloween party at Mar-a-Lago with what F. Scott Fitzgerald novel as its theme?
 -- From Jonathan Chait's "Senate Democrats Just Made a Huge Mistake"
 	Mark Twain once said that when a speaker of what language dives into a sentence, you won't see him again until he reaches the other side of the ocean, carrying in his mouth the verb--which this language frequently places much later in a sentence than where it would occur in English?
 -- From Ross Benjamin's "The Costs of Instant Translation"




And by the way, did you know that interpreting by whispering real-time translations into someone's ear is known as chuchotage? The word is French, so soften those ch's into sh's, make that g into a velvety zzzhh, and recognize just how whispery the word itself sounds; that's why the French formed it that way in the first place.



Answers: 

	Bees. The word bugonia is never uttered in the Yorgos Lanthimos project, Shirley notes, but the idea of life from death--on a planetary scale--is central to his study of a moribund civilization. Read more.
 	The Great Gatsby. I can't say for sure that this was a reason public polling on the shutdown looked so bad for Trump, but I have a hunch, old sport. Jonathan writes that Democrats were likely surprised that the shutdown they'd forced was drawing political blood, and that they made a huge mistake in withdrawing the knife. Read more.
 	German. Benjamin writes that German's delayed-verb structure invites uniquely collaborative conversations for learners; his partner would often supply at the very end of the sentence the verb that Benjamin was grasping for. That sort of beauty gets lost when learners rely on machine translation. Read more.
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Why Maduro Probably Can't Count on Putin

Bogged down in Ukraine, Russia has shown little interest in helping distressed allies in Venezuela--or anywhere else.

by Simon Shuster, Nancy A. Youssef, Gisela Salim-Peyer

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Nicolas Maduro sounded remarkably chipper last week for a man about to face off with a United States armada. In his weekly television show--an hour of Maduro as host, lecturer, and interviewee--the Venezuelan president welcomed a question about his foreign allies. He singled out one in particular: Russia.

"We are like this," he gushed, interlocking his fingers to show the closeness of the bond. "More united than ever."

"Russia," the interviewer said--"that great power, right?"

Maduro nodded.

Vladimir Putin's Russia may seem like an obvious place for Maduro to turn as he scours the world for well-armed friends willing to help him withstand a U.S. pressure campaign that threatens his 12-year reign. Russia considers Venezuela its closest ally in the Americas and has deep military, commercial, and cultural ties there. Earlier this year, Maduro signed what he called a "historic and strategic" pact with Putin to expand trade and military cooperation.

But the Kremlin's response to Maduro's existential crisis has been underwhelming for a country that considers itself a great power. Putin has said nary a word about Maduro or Venezuela lately. Nor has any senior Kremlin official suggested that Russia would come to Venezuela's aid if the U.S. broadens its targets from alleged drug boats to the mainland. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov told Russian media this week that Venezuela hasn't requested military help from Moscow. He added that, according to the terms of their cooperation deal, the Kremlin is under no obligation to defend Venezuela from foreign attack.

Indeed, Maduro may be about to learn the same difficult lesson absorbed by the governments of other Russian allies, including Armenia, Syria, and Iran. They all recently appealed to the Kremlin for help only to discover that the war in Ukraine has taken such a toll, and remains such a priority, that Russia's ability to come to the rescue is severely diminished.

Read: How Ukraine turned the tables on Russia

"As a result of the events in Ukraine, the capabilities of Russia have changed," Armenian President Nikol Pashinyan told Politico after his country's defeat in a 2023 war against Azerbaijan. Under a collective security pact that Putin signed more than two decades ago with a handful of former Soviet countries, Russia was treaty-bound to come to the defense of Armenia, its southern neighbor. Instead, Putin looked away.

Vladimir Putin and Hugo Chavez, the presidents of petrostates 6,000 miles apart, shared a dislike for U.S. influence over world affairs and an affinity for the authoritarianism of Fidel Castro's Cuba. In 2006, Chavez, Maduro's predecessor and mentor, signed an arms deal with Russia, buying helicopters and fighter jets. More purchases ensued. "The deals will guarantee the sovereignty of Venezuela, which is being threatened by the United States," Chavez said when he arrived in Moscow for what The Guardian called an "arms spending spree."

Russia's ties to Venezuela showed up in other ways. Chavez's government built public housing in the style of Soviet blocks; the tiny windows, meant for frigid weather, stood out in the tropical heat. In Saint Petersburg, a monument was erected to honor Francisco de Miranda, a Venezuelan independence hero who was received in Catherine the Great's 18th-century court. Graffiti murals of the two countries' flags adorn buildings across Caracas. Russian firms often win concessions for gold mining in Venezuela, and Venezuela's state-owned oil company buys supplies from Russia. Russian equipment forms the backbone of Venezuela's military.

Russia's heightened presence in Latin America has only amplified the threat that successive U.S. presidents saw in Chavez and then Maduro. President Donald Trump has said that he wants to see Maduro gone, but he has not committed to negotiation or military force.

Read: Why Venezuela?

The USS Gerald R. Ford aircraft carrier and its accompanying ships are on their way to join the roughly 10,000 American troops, eight warships, and at least one nuclear-powered attack submarine already in the Caribbean. U.S. forces have obliterated 19 alleged drug boats in the Caribbean and eastern Pacific since September 2. Venezuela's defense minister said yesterday that Maduro had ordered a "massive mobilization" of active-duty military and reserves for the defense of the nation.

Even if Putin wanted to bolster Venezuela's military and weaken the U.S. in its own neighborhood, he may not get the chance. Trump has favored long-range strikes elsewhere this year, and it seems likely he'd do so again if he opts for force, keeping U.S. troops and military assets out of reach.

In March, he approved a barrage of missile strikes against Yemen, carried out by Navy fighter jets from a U.S. carrier in the Red Sea and from nearby military bases. In June, U.S. bombers struck Iran's nuclear program, six months after Iran and Russia signed a pact to strengthen military and economic ties. When Iran's foreign minister flew to Moscow to appeal for help, the Kremlin offered little beyond statements of concern.

The temptation for Putin to intervene in Venezuela may prove greater. If the U.S. military approaches the coastline or attempts to land forces onshore, Russia could supply Caracas with cheap drones to harass U.S. forces, a tactic both sides in the Ukraine war have used to devastating effect. Putin and his generals may see turning those weapons against the U.S. as poetic justice, given Washington's support of Kyiv.

If U.S. planes or sophisticated drones entered Venezuela's airspace, Russian tools of electronic warfare could potentially jam GPS and radio signals, Francisco Mora, the Obama administration's deputy assistant secretary of defense for the Western Hemisphere, told us. Even one of Russia's older air-defense systems, such as the S-300, could cause trouble for F-18 fighter jets and possibly others in closer combat if Venezuela has properly maintained them. "That would be a challenge and the risk level would go up," Mora said.

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

Putin's greatest opportunity to bog down the U.S. would come if Trump orders a land invasion, a very remote prospect for now. Even then, the kinds of weapons Venezuela would need are the ones the Kremlin can least afford to offer.

Russia's air-defense batteries are designed to shoot down U.S. fighter jets and bombers. But Ukrainian drone strikes on oil refineries and other energy installations across Russia this summer and fall have strained its defenses. The attacks forced the Kremlin to extend a temporary ban on gasoline exports.

Faced with a choice between helping Venezuela and protecting one of its own refineries, Putin would surely prioritize the infrastructure that keeps Russia's economy running. After almost four years of war, he has sacrificed hundreds of thousands of his own troops, spent down most of his national liquid reserves, and shifted Russia's industrial base to the production of weapons. Yet he has still failed to subjugate his much smaller neighbor. Achieving that goal would require all the military assets Russia can muster, leaving little to give his allies on the other side of the world.

So far, a Russian cargo plane that landed in Caracas in late October is the only evidence that Moscow has sent fresh supplies. A few days later, Alexei Zhuravlev, a Russian lawmaker, notorious warmonger, and television pundit, told a Russian news site that the Kremlin had delivered two advanced air-defense systems, the Pantsir-S1 and the Buk-M2E. That claim could not be independently verified.

Those weapons would be a formidable addition to Venezuela's arsenal; a variant of the Buk-M2E was used by Russian proxy forces to shoot down a Malaysian airliner over eastern Ukraine in 2014, apparently by mistake. Zhuravlev also suggested there would be "no obstacles" to giving Maduro a supply of Russia's newest ballistic missile system, the Oreshnik. "Information about the volumes and exact types of Russian supplies is a secret," Zhuravlev said. "So the Americans could be in for surprises."

Maybe so. But the fact that Russia has used the Oreshnik only once in Ukraine suggests that Putin may not have many of these weapons to spare.

Read: Putin and Xi are holding the West together

In many ways, Putin faces a similar calculation to the one Ukraine's allies did in the days after Russia invaded in 2022. The U.S. and other backers refused to provide heavy weaponry, such as artillery and armored vehicles, in part because they expected Russian forces to overrun Ukraine with ease. Any equipment from NATO countries would then have ended up in Russian hands. If Putin figures Maduro is doomed, he may be reluctant to risk gifting Russian weapons to a new regime in Caracas.

All of this suggests that Maduro, despite his public demonstrations of affection for Putin, may be left largely on his own, much like Russia's former closest ally in the Middle East. Starting in 2015, the Russian military spent years propping up the regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria. Last winter, with Russia and Ukraine locked in a war of attrition, an Islamist militia marched on Damascus. The Kremlin offered Assad an evacuation flight to Moscow, where he now resides.
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Inside the Sandwich Guy's Jury Deliberations

Can a flung sandwich cause bodily harm?

by Ashley Parker

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




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

The jurors in the case of The United States of America v. The Sandwich Guy (as Sean Charles Dunn is better known) sized one another up before the final group had even been selected, asking, "Did you attend the 'No Kings' march?"

"It's like, You're damn right I went," one juror told me, referring to the anti-Trump protests throughout the country last month, including in Washington, D.C. (The juror, who spoke with me several days after she and 11 of her peers found Dunn not guilty of assault, did so anonymously because, as she explained, Donald Trump's administration is "very vengeful," and she fears retribution.)

The facts of the incident are ostensibly simple: In the early days of Trump's militarization of the nation's capital, Dunn--a 37-year-old Air Force veteran and, at the time, Justice Department employee--screamed at federal officers stationed in a popular nightlife corridor, repeatedly calling them fascists, and then hurled a Subway footlong at a Customs and Border Protection agent, hitting him squarely in the chest. "I did it. I threw a sandwich," Dunn confessed to law enforcement upon being apprehended--a sort of modern Williams Carlos Williams ("I have eaten the plums that were in the icebox ...") for the more carnivorous, angrier set. Although it was widely reported at the time that the sandwich was salami, Dunn later said it was turkey.

Four days later, despite Dunn offering to surrender to the police, at least half a dozen law-enforcement officials in tactical gear staged a nighttime raid on his apartment, bringing him out in handcuffs--footage of which the White House blasted out in a highly stylized video, reminiscent of a Netflix FBI thriller. Finally, after a federal grand jury failed to indict him on a felony charge, prosecutors attempted to get him on misdemeanor assault.

Like nearly everything involving Trump, the episode became polarizing, absurdist, stripped of nuance--a Rorschach test for both one's politics and one's life experience. (As someone who in my early 30s lived just off the nightlife corridor near 14th and U Streets where the hoagie histrionics occurred, I initially assumed: Drunk dude, egged on by drunk people, does drunk thing.)

Read: Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know.

And so, in an escapade to which everyone brought a deeply personal perspective--the government that dubbed Dunn an "example of the Deep State"; the D.C. residents who turned him into a Resistance folk hero memorialized in street art and Halloween costumes; the sandwich thrower himself, whose lawyers portrayed him as unfairly targeted by the Trump administration--the 12 jurors found themselves simply trying to do their jobs, as fairly and impartially as possible.

The juror I spoke with told me that the jury--three men and nine women (roughly an equal mix of Black and white)--included an architect, a professor, an analyst, and some retirees whom she described as probably "100 percent anti-Trump" and protective of their city. She went into the trial thinking it was "bullshit," she told me, "but I did enter it trying to be objective."

She knew from the start that any verdict could be weaponized: A guilty verdict would be a victory for the Trump administration as it tries to stifle criticism of federal overreach in D.C. But a not-guilty verdict could signal that it's okay to attack federal agents who are trying to do their jobs (or, more picayune, that urban sandwich flinging is an acceptable pastime).

The group was careful to avoid politics, she said, and instead focused on several key questions: Had the sandwich actually "exploded all over" CBP agent Gregory Lairmore, as he'd testified? (Specifically, they analyzed--and at times mocked--Lairmore's claim that "I had mustard and condiments on my uniform, and an onion hanging from my radio antenna that night.") What was Dunn's intent in flinging the grinder? And what actually constitutes "bodily harm"?

On the first question, several jury members struggled to stifle laughter as Lairmore expanded on the hoagie's alleged explosive properties. "It was like, Oh, you poor baby," the juror told me. But the group observed that photos of the sandwich at the scene showed it fully intact, still in its Subway wrapper. "So how did it explode?" the juror wondered. She said they also discussed the fact that law enforcement had not retrieved or bagged the sandwich as evidence, the way they would have done with an actual weapon, like a gun.

The jurors also debated Dunn's motivation in transforming his turkey sub into a projectile. Was he just an overgrown toddler, having a tantrum? Would it have been different, they wondered, had he flung a rock, rather than deli meat on a soft baguette? Was this free speech or assault? Did it matter if his goal was to protect a vulnerable community?

Dunn's lawyers presented a version of this explanation in court: Dunn said he had seen the officers standing outside a gay club, Bunker, that was hosting a "Latin Night." He worried they were about to stage an immigration raid, so he got in their faces, calling them "racists" and "fascists" and repeatedly bellowing: "SHAME! SHAME! " His goal had been to draw them away from the club. ("I succeeded," Dunn said, referring to the officers who left their perch in front of the club to swarm him as he ran away.) And the defense had likened Dunn's act to a harmless "punctuation," an "exclamation mark at the end of a verbal outburst"--an argument the juror told me that several of her peers found resonant.

But the biggest sticking point was whether Dunn had caused bodily harm. At one point, the jury sent a note, asking how "injury" is different from "bodily harm." "The definition of injury isn't just bodily harm--it's offensive touch--and we struggled with that because we all said we'd be offended if a sandwich hit us, but then this agent was standing with about 14 other agents on the corner of 14th and U, all kitted out," the juror told me.

Read: Trump's dreams for D.C. could soon hit reality

Especially compelling, she added, was the defense's argument that Lairmore himself did not seem to have ever felt truly threatened, pointing to several gag gifts--a plush-toy sandwich, a Felony Footlong insignia--from his co-workers that he displayed proudly. Her sense that Lairmore didn't find the incident offensive, the juror explained, "was really a slam dunk."

In her mind, she told me, the prosecution's strongest argument was, essentially, that civilized people don't throw sandwiches. "We teach our kids not to throw things when we're angry," she said. "We all struggled with that because he admitted he threw that sandwich. It was not respectful or smart to throw the sandwich."

The juror told me that she personally did not know much about the case before being selected--just that it had initially been dismissed as a felony, and that "the sandwich man was kind of an icon around town." But she said she "totally wanted to serve" because she thought it posed an interesting legal question: "Not a felony but a misdemeanor?"

Interesting legal questions aside, the trial took on a dadaist sheen, befitting the act itself. The juror told me that she and her fellow jurors used words like absurd, laughable, and waste of government money. "We're supposed to be looking at the evidence, but a clear majority felt it was nonsensical, like Don't waste our time or money," she said.

At one point, sandwiches were served for lunch, an irony not lost on a jury spending hours contemplating the many possible uses of the breaded form (nutrition, satiety, projectile). "Then we had lots and lots of jokes about the condiments," the juror told me, noting that lunch was, however, not subs but "more traditional sandwiches, sadly" (chicken salad, tuna salad, ham, and turkey, specifically).

At another point, two jurors happened to be wearing pink--the same color of Dunn's shirt the night in question--and someone suggested everyone wear pink the next day, or perhaps "D.C. Statehood" shirts, in a small act of resistance. (The motion was rejected.)

Ultimately, the juror said the group decided the case on its merits, deliberating for seven hours over two days, before declaring Dunn not guilty. "We probably could have gotten the thing resolved on the first day, but there were two holdouts, and we really didn't want to steamroll them," she said. "We wanted them to come to the conclusions on their own and see if they could be convinced to switch their position based on the facts and evidence."

Still, the juror I spoke with said that as she learned more about the case, she had come to view Dunn with complicated admiration. "If he was trying to lure law enforcement away from innocent people, I think he's a hero. He was trying to do the right thing, and he was getting very, very angry and frustrated, and I think a lot of people can relate to that," she said. "He's an unlikely hero, maybe, but he stood up for his beliefs, and I respect that."

At a news conference last week following his acquittal, Dunn appeared outside the courtroom in a suit, looking thinner than he had in the August sandwich-throwing video. (The juror told me that she thought he looked "like a stick insect," surmising he'd lost weight from the stress of the ordeal, and also agreed "100 percent" with my observation that whereas the artistic depictions had transformed Dunn into a Banksy-style vigilante--black-clad, hat backwards, arm cocked--in real life he looks ... far more nerdy.)

After thanking his legal team, Dunn said he had acted to protect the "rights of immigrants," and quoted the unofficial Latin motto of the United States: e pluribus unum. "That means 'From many, one.' Every life matters, no matter where you came from, no matter how you got here, no matter how you identify. You have the right to live a life that is free," he said, before turning away from the assembled media.

"Sean, what does that have to do with throwing a sandwich?" a reporter called after him, not unreasonably.

Yet the question missed the point. From almost the moment the sandwich left his hand--before it either did or did not explode on a border agent's bulletproof vest--the incident had transcended the act of simply hurling a hoagie.

The juror's decision to speak with me anonymously felt rooted in the current moment, informed by her views about this administration, and its penchant for retribution, as much as Dunn's act was informed by his view of the threat that gay people and immigrants face in this new Trump era. After all, if you fear your country is slipping toward authoritarianism, isn't sacrificing your late-night Subway snack the least you should do?

"Even the fact that I am reluctant to give you my name--in any other situation, I probably wouldn't mind, but I feel like somebody might come after me," the juror told me. "Would I have felt that way in the Biden administration or the George W. Bush administration? No way."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/dc-sandwich-guy-jury-trump/684898/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Photos: The Northern Lights Put on a Show

A powerful geomagnetic storm brought spectacular light displays to night skies across the Northern Hemisphere, with sightings of pink, red, and green lights as far south as Florida and Oklahoma.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 12 Nov 2025


The aurora borealis, or northern lights, visible over Minneapolis, Minnesota, on November 11, 2025 (Steven Garcia / NurPhoto / Reuters)




The northern lights glow in the sky over St Mary's Lighthouse in Whitley Bay, England, on the North East coast, in the early hours of November 12, 2025. (Owen Humphreys / PA Images / Getty)




In Oklahoma, a photographer sets up at Hulah Lake to capture the northern lights on November 11, 2025, during a rare aurora display. (Andy Dossett / Examiner-Enterprise / USA Today / Reuters)




West of Cocoa, Florida, spectators observe the aurora borealis as it appears over the St. Johns River, on November 11, 2025. (Craig Bailey / Florida Today / USA Today / Reuters)




The aurora borealis lights up the night sky over Monroe, Wisconsin, on November 11, 2025. (Ross Harried / NurPhoto / Getty)




The northern lights stretch out above Minneapolis, Minnesota, on November 11, 2025. (Steven Garcia / NurPhoto / Reuters)




The aurora borealis lights up the sky above Monroe, Wisconsin, on November 11, 2025. (Ross Harried / NurPhoto / Getty)




A car crosses Hulah Dam under the glow of the northern lights on November 11, 2025, during a rare aurora sighting in northern Oklahoma. (Andy Dossett / Examiner-Enterprise / USA Today / Reuters)




The northern lights light up the sky east of Denver, Colorado, on November 11, 2025. (Trevor Hughes / USA Today / Reuters)




The night sky over Monroe, Wisconsin, glows during a geomagnetic storm on November 11, 2025. (Ross Harried / NurPhoto / Getty)
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Inside the Sandwich Guy's Jury Deliberations

Can a flung sandwich cause bodily harm?

by Ashley Parker

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




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

The jurors in the case of The United States of America v. The Sandwich Guy (as Sean Charles Dunn is better known) sized one another up before the final group had even been selected, asking, "Did you attend the 'No Kings' march?"

"It's like, You're damn right I went," one juror told me, referring to the anti-Trump protests throughout the country last month, including in Washington, D.C. (The juror, who spoke with me several days after she and 11 of her peers found Dunn not guilty of assault, did so anonymously because, as she explained, Donald Trump's administration is "very vengeful," and she fears retribution.)

The facts of the incident are ostensibly simple: In the early days of Trump's militarization of the nation's capital, Dunn--a 37-year-old Air Force veteran and, at the time, Justice Department employee--screamed at federal officers stationed in a popular nightlife corridor, repeatedly calling them fascists, and then hurled a Subway footlong at a Customs and Border Protection agent, hitting him squarely in the chest. "I did it. I threw a sandwich," Dunn confessed to law enforcement upon being apprehended--a sort of modern Williams Carlos Williams ("I have eaten the plums that were in the icebox ...") for the more carnivorous, angrier set. Although it was widely reported at the time that the sandwich was salami, Dunn later said it was turkey.

Four days later, despite Dunn offering to surrender to the police, at least half a dozen law-enforcement officials in tactical gear staged a nighttime raid on his apartment, bringing him out in handcuffs--footage of which the White House blasted out in a highly stylized video, reminiscent of a Netflix FBI thriller. Finally, after a federal grand jury failed to indict him on a felony charge, prosecutors attempted to get him on misdemeanor assault.

Like nearly everything involving Trump, the episode became polarizing, absurdist, stripped of nuance--a Rorschach test for both one's politics and one's life experience. (As someone who in my early 30s lived just off the nightlife corridor near 14th and U Streets where the hoagie histrionics occurred, I initially assumed: Drunk dude, egged on by drunk people, does drunk thing.)

Read: Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know.

And so, in an escapade to which everyone brought a deeply personal perspective--the government that dubbed Dunn an "example of the Deep State"; the D.C. residents who turned him into a Resistance folk hero memorialized in street art and Halloween costumes; the sandwich thrower himself, whose lawyers portrayed him as unfairly targeted by the Trump administration--the 12 jurors found themselves simply trying to do their jobs, as fairly and impartially as possible.

The juror I spoke with told me that the jury--three men and nine women (roughly an equal mix of Black and white)--included an architect, a professor, an analyst, and some retirees whom she described as probably "100 percent anti-Trump" and protective of their city. She went into the trial thinking it was "bullshit," she told me, "but I did enter it trying to be objective."

She knew from the start that any verdict could be weaponized: A guilty verdict would be a victory for the Trump administration as it tries to stifle criticism of federal overreach in D.C. But a not-guilty verdict could signal that it's okay to attack federal agents who are trying to do their jobs (or, more picayune, that urban sandwich flinging is an acceptable pastime).

The group was careful to avoid politics, she said, and instead focused on several key questions: Had the sandwich actually "exploded all over" CBP agent Gregory Lairmore, as he'd testified? (Specifically, they analyzed--and at times mocked--Lairmore's claim that "I had mustard and condiments on my uniform, and an onion hanging from my radio antenna that night.") What was Dunn's intent in flinging the grinder? And what actually constitutes "bodily harm"?

On the first question, several jury members struggled to stifle laughter as Lairmore expanded on the hoagie's alleged explosive properties. "It was like, Oh, you poor baby," the juror told me. But the group observed that photos of the sandwich at the scene showed it fully intact, still in its Subway wrapper. "So how did it explode?" the juror wondered. She said they also discussed the fact that law enforcement had not retrieved or bagged the sandwich as evidence, the way they would have done with an actual weapon, like a gun.

The jurors also debated Dunn's motivation in transforming his turkey sub into a projectile. Was he just an overgrown toddler, having a tantrum? Would it have been different, they wondered, had he flung a rock, rather than deli meat on a soft baguette? Was this free speech or assault? Did it matter if his goal was to protect a vulnerable community?

Dunn's lawyers presented a version of this explanation in court: Dunn said he had seen the officers standing outside a gay club, Bunker, that was hosting a "Latin Night." He worried they were about to stage an immigration raid, so he got in their faces, calling them "racists" and "fascists" and repeatedly bellowing: "SHAME! SHAME! " His goal had been to draw them away from the club. ("I succeeded," Dunn said, referring to the officers who left their perch in front of the club to swarm him as he ran away.) And the defense had likened Dunn's act to a harmless "punctuation," an "exclamation mark at the end of a verbal outburst"--an argument the juror told me that several of her peers found resonant.

But the biggest sticking point was whether Dunn had caused bodily harm. At one point, the jury sent a note, asking how "injury" is different from "bodily harm." "The definition of injury isn't just bodily harm--it's offensive touch--and we struggled with that because we all said we'd be offended if a sandwich hit us, but then this agent was standing with about 14 other agents on the corner of 14th and U, all kitted out," the juror told me.

Read: Trump's dreams for D.C. could soon hit reality

Especially compelling, she added, was the defense's argument that Lairmore himself did not seem to have ever felt truly threatened, pointing to several gag gifts--a plush-toy sandwich, a Felony Footlong insignia--from his co-workers that he displayed proudly. Her sense that Lairmore didn't find the incident offensive, the juror explained, "was really a slam dunk."

In her mind, she told me, the prosecution's strongest argument was, essentially, that civilized people don't throw sandwiches. "We teach our kids not to throw things when we're angry," she said. "We all struggled with that because he admitted he threw that sandwich. It was not respectful or smart to throw the sandwich."

The juror told me that she personally did not know much about the case before being selected--just that it had initially been dismissed as a felony, and that "the sandwich man was kind of an icon around town." But she said she "totally wanted to serve" because she thought it posed an interesting legal question: "Not a felony but a misdemeanor?"

Interesting legal questions aside, the trial took on a dadaist sheen, befitting the act itself. The juror told me that she and her fellow jurors used words like absurd, laughable, and waste of government money. "We're supposed to be looking at the evidence, but a clear majority felt it was nonsensical, like Don't waste our time or money," she said.

At one point, sandwiches were served for lunch, an irony not lost on a jury spending hours contemplating the many possible uses of the breaded form (nutrition, satiety, projectile). "Then we had lots and lots of jokes about the condiments," the juror told me, noting that lunch was, however, not subs but "more traditional sandwiches, sadly" (chicken salad, tuna salad, ham, and turkey, specifically).

At another point, two jurors happened to be wearing pink--the same color of Dunn's shirt the night in question--and someone suggested everyone wear pink the next day, or perhaps "D.C. Statehood" shirts, in a small act of resistance. (The motion was rejected.)

Ultimately, the juror said the group decided the case on its merits, deliberating for seven hours over two days, before declaring Dunn not guilty. "We probably could have gotten the thing resolved on the first day, but there were two holdouts, and we really didn't want to steamroll them," she said. "We wanted them to come to the conclusions on their own and see if they could be convinced to switch their position based on the facts and evidence."

Still, the juror I spoke with said that as she learned more about the case, she had come to view Dunn with complicated admiration. "If he was trying to lure law enforcement away from innocent people, I think he's a hero. He was trying to do the right thing, and he was getting very, very angry and frustrated, and I think a lot of people can relate to that," she said. "He's an unlikely hero, maybe, but he stood up for his beliefs, and I respect that."

At a news conference last week following his acquittal, Dunn appeared outside the courtroom in a suit, looking thinner than he had in the August sandwich-throwing video. (The juror told me that she thought he looked "like a stick insect," surmising he'd lost weight from the stress of the ordeal, and also agreed "100 percent" with my observation that whereas the artistic depictions had transformed Dunn into a Banksy-style vigilante--black-clad, hat backwards, arm cocked--in real life he looks ... far more nerdy.)

After thanking his legal team, Dunn said he had acted to protect the "rights of immigrants," and quoted the unofficial Latin motto of the United States: e pluribus unum. "That means 'From many, one.' Every life matters, no matter where you came from, no matter how you got here, no matter how you identify. You have the right to live a life that is free," he said, before turning away from the assembled media.

"Sean, what does that have to do with throwing a sandwich?" a reporter called after him, not unreasonably.

Yet the question missed the point. From almost the moment the sandwich left his hand--before it either did or did not explode on a border agent's bulletproof vest--the incident had transcended the act of simply hurling a hoagie.

The juror's decision to speak with me anonymously felt rooted in the current moment, informed by her views about this administration, and its penchant for retribution, as much as Dunn's act was informed by his view of the threat that gay people and immigrants face in this new Trump era. After all, if you fear your country is slipping toward authoritarianism, isn't sacrificing your late-night Subway snack the least you should do?

"Even the fact that I am reluctant to give you my name--in any other situation, I probably wouldn't mind, but I feel like somebody might come after me," the juror told me. "Would I have felt that way in the Biden administration or the George W. Bush administration? No way."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.
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Donald Trump Is a Lamer Duck Than Ever

Even though he doesn't want you to think so

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




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

For a president who wants to project vigor and command at all times, Donald Trump made the worst possible spectacle of himself in the Oval Office last Thursday.

It came in the form of two images captured during a press event to announce cheaper weight-loss drugs. The first materialized when a participant fainted and several officials on hand rushed over. Not Trump, however, who, after turning to look at the fallen man, stood a few feet away at the Resolute Desk with his back to the action, wearing an indifferent expression. This was pointedly reflected in news photos that instantly went viral.

The second image, less noticed but possibly more damning, was memorialized just beforehand: As Mehmet Oz, the administration's head of the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, delivered remarks, Trump appeared to be nodding off at his desk. The Washington Post, in keeping with its dogged Watergate-era traditions, undertook a thorough "analysis of multiple video feeds" and confirmed that, indeed, the 79-year-old president had "spent nearly 20 minutes apparently battling to keep his eyes open."

"He put his hand on his temple," the Post investigation concluded. "He slouched in his chair."

Brian C. Kalt: The solution to the third-term threat

The White House denied that the president had been asleep, echoing Trump's past sensitivities toward perceived somnolence. But there was something else going on here. The administration has sought to portray Trump as the main driver of all events at all times--potent, essential, and fully engaged. If there has been one unified message coming out of this White House, it's been that of a presidency in perpetual motion. Yet Trump has looked much less daunting and invincible in recent days. He has been criticized for appearing checked out and oblivious to the economic hardships facing Americans, a sentiment reinforced by voters last Tuesday. Above all, Trump, who is not eligible to run for reelection in 2028--at least that's what some people think--is loath to be seen as a lame duck. And yet, he is a lamer duck now than he was just a short while ago.

Last week was rough for Trump in that regard. Republicans suffered election routs in the Virginia and New Jersey governor's races, as well as in a statewide ballot initiative pushed by California Governor Gavin Newsom. It wasn't only that Democrats prevailed by massive margins or that the results confirmed that Trump's second-term act was playing terribly with a critical mass of Americans, including many of those who'd voted for him. The GOP's losses suddenly made Trump look vulnerable. By my informal estimation (without the benefit of "multiple video feeds"), "lame duck" was applied more often to Trump last week than in any prior stretch of his second term.

"Donald Trump Enters His Lame Duck Era," declared one post-election headline in Politico. The accompanying article cataloged recent signs of Republican defiance of Trump. It led with a scene in which the president summoned Senate Republicans to the White House and demanded that they eliminate the filibuster. "Upon returning to the Capitol, the senators made it very clear: they planned to blow Trump off," according to Politico. (Mike Rounds of South Dakota apparently "laughed out loud.")

No officeholder welcomes being labeled a lame duck. From its earliest adoption, the phrase has never been meant as a term of flattery. Senator Lazarus Powell of Kentucky is credited with the first political usage, in 1863, when he described the U.S. Court of Claims as "a receptacle of 'lame ducks' or broken down politicians." Over time, lame duck evolved into more of a time marker, referring to an elected official completing their final phase in office.

That's the clinical definition, at least. But lame duck also carries deeper connotations of diminishing cachet, relating to a leader's lost status and creeping powerlessness. These notions are especially toxic to Trump. Since returning to the White House, he has governed with unchecked abandon, enjoying the total compliance and indulgence of his party. Nowhere has this been more evident than among Republicans in Congress, who have given every impression of living in abject fear of Trump, his loyalty enforcers, and his voters.

It is not difficult to see how being discussed as a weakened short-timer would inflict particular psychic injury upon Trump. Such a status represents an intolerable affront not only to his own grandiosity but also to his political power. Trump and his allies have worked to foster a sense of unquestioned authority and even permanence. Whether or not he is serious about running for a third term, he has been happy to publicly entertain the prospect. "Most any Republican is too intimidated to suggest he might not run again," Ed Rogers, a longtime GOP lobbyist and former aide to Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, told me. Having this unconstitutional gambit in circulation became a strategic taunt after a while, "to keep people glancing at each other, asking, 'Could he do it?'" Rogers said. "This has caused a pause on the traditional creep of lame-duckedness."

Trump was more definitive when the third-term prospect came up last month, admitting that he wouldn't be allowed to run. But Tuesday's election results struck a blow against his sense of almighty armor. "Trump's Superman mythology just had 100 pounds of kryptonite shoved down its throat," Mike Murphy, a vehemently anti-Trump Republican media consultant, told me.

Beyond the undertones of lost influence, being a lame duck can also suggest a president distracted, disengaged, and biding time. Again, these notions would seem anathema to everything Trump wants to convey. Theoretically, at least.

Voters keep identifying the high cost of living as their chief concern. Trump, meanwhile, has displayed a Marie Antoinette-like indifference to the economic struggles that so many Americans keep mentioning. He has recently devoted time to overseeing the construction of a new White House patio and ballroom, hosting a Great Gatsby-themed party at Mar-a-Lago, and reportedly trying to have the future home stadium of the Washington Commanders named after him.

"His gold-leaf excess and 'Let 'em eat cake' tone-deafness will likely wear ever thinner," Mark Updegrove, a presidential historian and the head of the LBJ Foundation, told me. Updegrove, the author of a book titled Second Acts: Presidential Lives and Legacies After the White House, predicted that Trump would never "back off his ballroom ambitions," regardless of how they might be perceived. Trump clearly enjoys the idea that he can build and adorn as he pleases. He will insist on these projects, Updegrove said, "like a toddler unwilling to surrender a lollipop."

Tom Nichols: A confederacy of toddlers

Trump's Oval Office photo snafu notwithstanding, even casual observers would expect that he will do everything possible to keep himself at center stage for as long as he can. Histrionics are definitely possible. "Like the mob boss with terminal cancer" is Murphy's comparison, by which he means that Trump will be sure to make himself dangerous to anyone who questions his full authority and treats him as a lame duck.

This almost certainly will extend to the 2028 campaign. Trump almost certainly will insist on full deference from any Republican hoping to succeed him. He almost certainly will devote zero energy to things like "building the Republican bench" or "grooming his successor" or "extending gracious gestures to his worthy Democratic adversaries."

And the term lame duck will almost certainly remain verboten around the White House until the minute Trump departs the premises for good--assuming that he ever does.
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The Moral Cost of the Democrats' Shutdown Strategy

A party that champions government workers and the poor was willing to sacrifice them.

by Michael Powell

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




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

The longest-ever government shutdown has ended with a negotiated whimper rather than a glorious Resistance victory, and many Democrats are furious at their leaders. Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut argued on Bluesky that the Senate's vote to end the suspension leaves President Donald Trump stronger, not weaker. Representative Ro Khanna of California wrote on X that leaders must pay. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, he argued, "is no longer effective and should be replaced. If you can't lead the fight to stop healthcare premiums from skyrocketing for Americans, what will you fight for?"

There was, in fact, a strong moral case for ending this shutdown. The Democrats' decision to back down, however painful, will save tens of millions of poor and working-class Americans who had lost food stamps from going hungry. Millions more travelers will be spared chaos at airports. Federal employees will no longer have to pay mortgages and bills without their salary. Had Democrats refused to make this compromise, which passed on the Senate floor last night and now heads to the House, they would have forced some of the nation's most vulnerable to shoulder the greatest burden.

From the beginning of the shutdown, the Democrats' challenge was one of optics and substance. Democrats pride themselves on being the party that defends the role of government and fights for the impoverished. But now they were bringing the government and its services to a stop. Substantively, they bet that they could weaken Trump, forcing a nihilistic president to compromise and restore subsidies for the Affordable Care Act that are set to expire soon. Safe to say that the plan did not work out. Trump spoke in vengeful terms of the "radical" Democrats as he laid off federal workers and fought to withhold funding for food stamps, and as his transportation secretary announced a crisis in air-traffic control. And the president, of course, blamed the shutdown, rather than his own declining approval ratings, for the Republicans' electoral losses last week.

Jonathan Chait: Senate Democrats just made a huge mistake

Democratic politicians, as well as liberal writers and activists, insisted over the past weeks that the party's handling of the shutdown was a strategic success. Most polls showed that Americans, by a slender margin, blamed Republicans rather than Democrats for the stoppage. Many on the left argued that the Election Day victories of Democratic candidates in Virginia and New Jersey reinforced that advantage. "It would be very strange if, on the heels of the American people rewarding Democrats," Murphy said, "we surrendered without getting anything."

Some Democrats seemed to suggest that the suffering of American citizens might redound to the party's benefit. Stories of families going without food stamps would, they hoped, shame Republicans. Thanksgiving loomed, and GOP lawmakers would face constituents angry about airplane delays and cancellations. In October, the House Democratic whip, Representative Katherine Clark, went on Fox News and described the overarching logic candidly, if unartfully: "I mean, shutdowns are terrible, and of course there will be, you know, families that are going to suffer. We take that responsibility very seriously. But it is one of the few leverage times we have."

Democrats have framed their battle as grounded in principle. They wanted to extend Affordable Care Act premium subsidies that will otherwise terminate at year's end, resulting in sharp hikes in health-care costs for millions of Americans. But that goal was always a long shot. Jim Manley, who once worked for Senator Harry Reid, told The New York Times yesterday: "I never could figure out how you could ever get Republicans to vote for the health care extension."

For those many Democrats who claimed they wanted to battle on, what, then, was their end game? Too many of their arguments came to sound desperate, born of anger and frustration with their own impotence. When the deal to end the shutdown was announced, Representative Mark Pocan of Wisconsin, a former co-chair of the Congressional Progressive Caucus, posted what amounted to a tantrum on X: "What Senate Dems who voted for this horseshit deal did was fuck over all the hard work people put in to Tuesday's elections." But many Americans might wonder if it was okay for the Democrats to do the same to them. Few middle-class workers have enough money on hand to survive six weeks without a paycheck, and few poor and working-class families can easily withstand the loss of food stamps.

Read: Why the Democrats finally folded

Everett Kelley, the president of the American Federation of Government Employees, the largest federal-employee union, usually supports Democrats. But he sounded like a man who had long ago grown tired of either political party using his workers as sacrificial lambs. There is, he wrote on his union's website late last month, "no 'winning' a government shutdown." And it is "long past time for our leaders to put aside partisan politics and embrace responsible government."

For Democrats who opposed the shutdown deal, Schumer has become the ultimate symbol of fecklessness. When another shutdown loomed this past spring, he warned that to embrace it threatened chaos. "It's a Hobson's choice," he told the Senate Democrats. "Either proceed with the bill before us, or risk Donald Trump throwing America into the chaos of a shutdown." Schumer chose the former. Yet as the year went on, and his members hankered for a fight, Schumer changed course and embraced a shutdown.

Through careful messaging, he and other members of the party leadership managed to shift a measure of blame onto Republicans, and perhaps helped Democratic candidates succeed last week. As matters began to look apocalyptic, eight centrist senators--who say they remained in touch with Schumer throughout--opted yesterday to make a deal with Republicans. The agreement reverses the layoffs of federal workers that the administration tried to enact during the shutdown. Senate Republicans also agreed to a vote on the ACA subsidies, which could set up a difficult decision for GOP members.

All of this describes a reasonably adept bit of legislative handiwork, but a painful one.

The Democrats' anger and frustration with the Trump administration and the Republican Party is no doubt heartfelt. Trump has trampled democratic norms, gutted government programs, and insulted and intimidated his opponents. But the Democrats' grand problem is not that centrist senators--most of whom hail from battleground states and none of whom is up for reelection in 2026--cut a compromise. It's that they lost control of Congress and the presidency in the 2024 election and need to win back power again. Focusing on the 2026 midterm elections might not sound as emotionally satisfying as engaging in political war with Trump. But it offers the best and most productive path out of the party's current nightmare.
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The President's Most Annoying Buddy

Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick remains in his position, despite a series of blunders.

by Vivian Salama, Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




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

Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick went on CNBC this fall to promote a deal so great that he deemed it "off the rails." The government of Japan, he explained, had brought down its tariff rate by giving President Donald Trump $550 billion to spend on whatever he wants. "They are going to give America money when we ask for it to build the projects," he said with a grin.

The president himself had been describing the agreement similarly--and was dismayed to later learn that the billionaire businessman turned bureaucrat, his longtime friend, had misunderstood the terms.

Japanese leaders--who typically favor quiet diplomacy--made clear that they had not given Trump the blank check that Lutnick described. They would have a say in how the money was invested, and maintained the right to reject proposals. Making matters worse, the Trump administration had initially increased tariffs on Japan in August, during the rollout of the broader deal, an error that its chief negotiator described as "extremely regrettable." Taro Kono, a member of Japan's House of Representatives, told reporters that month, as the confusion was playing out in public: "Washington is just randomly shooting, and they are shooting some like-minded countries from behind."

Trump was irritated by public skepticism over the agreement's terms, as were top White House aides, five officials with direct knowledge of the discussions told us. "Howard is telling the president things that just aren't true," a Trump confidant said, referencing the Japan deal. "You just can't do that." A senior administration official clarified that Trump's "ire wasn't just directed at Howard, but also at the Japanese negotiators." The White House declined to comment on the miscommunication.

It was not the first Lutnick blunder to frustrate the president, White House officials and others told us. We talked with more than a dozen people familiar with Lutnick's approach, who all requested to speak anonymously so as not to anger Lutnick or the president. They say that the commerce secretary--a key player in executing the president's economic agenda--lacked a basic understanding of his negotiations with foreign trade partners, held up deals, berated allies, and openly bickered with other members of Trump's team. One administration official told us that Lutnick "will actively move the goalposts with foreign countries days after Trump says we have a deal." Another described him as the "bottleneck" among the president's economic advisers because "he doesn't understand the issues" and is a micromanager relying on a small group of advisers who don't help him learn.

And there are growing worries within Trump's inner circle that activities at Lutnick's former company, now run by his sons, could ethically, financially, or legally compromise him as a member of the Cabinet. (The White House told us that Lutnick has completely divested from his business interests and adheres to ethics requirements. The Commerce Department added that he will continue to do so.) Top White House officials have expressed their concerns about some of these issues directly to Lutnick.

Yet the commerce secretary is still in his position. Part of the reason is the president is trying to avoid the Cabinet shake-ups that were a defining feature of his first administration, one person in Trump's inner circle explained to us. But Lutnick is also the president's trusted friend who is executing a key campaign promise--negotiating reciprocal trade deals--that many within the administration view as the highest-stakes portfolio for the country and, ultimately, the president's legacy. For all his stumbles on the details, Lutnick shares Trump's overarching belief in the utility of tariffs, something that few of his peers in the financial world can say--and he isn't afraid to take a hard-knuckle approach, even with allies. Jason Miller, a longtime aide to the president, summed it up to us this way: "The president has never criticized or admonished or sought to rein in someone on trade matters, because that's one of the core philosophical planks of his administration."

The low point for Lutnick may have come last month following comments he made about Jeffrey Epstein, which some thought would surely end his government career. In a video interview with the New York Post, he recalled living next door to Epstein's Upper East Side mansion, stopping by for a tour with his wife, and quickly leaving after the billionaire financier showed off the massage table in the middle of his house. "In the six to eight steps it takes to get from his house to my house, my wife and I decided that I will never be in the room with that disgusting person ever again," Lutnick said. His claim that Epstein's creepiness was obvious called into question efforts by the White House to assert that Trump couldn't have known that Epstein, his former friend, was a sexual predator who abused young girls. Lutnick also suggested that Epstein probably had recordings of many of his associates who'd gotten massages at his home, calling the late convict the "greatest blackmailer ever."

The interview made the president and his top aides "go nuclear," another Trump confidant told us, because it brought renewed attention to an issue that the White House has been trying to bury amid bipartisan calls for greater transparency. Even some of Trump's most devoted backers have demanded that the Justice Department turn over what it knows about the identities of Epstein's high-profile clients.

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Since then, even in Trump's far more disciplined and discreet second term, it has become especially easy to find officials and other Trump allies willing to criticize Lutnick. ("You're not going to believe what he said to the Japanese!" a U.S. official recently told us. We happened to mention Lutnick's name in passing at a recent meeting to discuss military operations and were surprised when another official started venting about a mistake the secretary allegedly made involving Brazil. In a different meeting, with a top administration official, the mere mention of Lutnick made the official visibly, if almost involuntarily, flinch.) Even those who spoke well of Lutnick described him as "unorthodox," a "character," or "a bit intense."

Nearly everyone we spoke with conceded that Lutnick still holds sway with the president, the most valuable asset in this administration. The White House spokesperson Kush Desai didn't answer specific questions about Lutnick but in a statement called him an "invaluable member of the Trump administration" and said he played a "key role securing historic trade deals with Japan, the EU, and South Korea." He added that Lutnick "has been one of the President's most forceful advocates."

The Commerce Department, responding to questions about this story, highlighted the secretary's record in delivering "major trade deals for the American people" and advancing the president's "America First trade agenda."

Like many in Trump's second administration, Lutnick has no previous government experience. As a former CEO of Cantor Fitzgerald, a financial-services firm, Lutnick is accustomed to making decisions based on his own instincts, not the input of others. Even with the Trump administration's lax approach to bureaucratic processes, his style makes for an awkward fit with a senior government role.

The bond between Lutnick and Trump was forged from tragedy. On September 11, 2001, 658 of Lutnick's Cantor Fitzgerald colleagues, including his 36-year-old brother, perished in the World Trade Center's North Tower. Lutnick's life was spared because he was taking his son to his first day of kindergarten that morning. He sobbed on national television, endearing himself to a nation in mourning. Cantor Fitzgerald, like most of Wall Street, resumed its work two days after the attacks--and for five years, it paid a quarter of its profits to the families of the workers who were killed. It also covered their health care for 10 years.

Lutnick and Trump had long known each other from the New York City rubber-chicken charity-dinner circuit, although they weren't particularly close at the time. As Lutnick described it, they would often hit the town together when events wrapped. "We chased the same girls, okay?" Lutnick told the All-In DC podcast in March. After Cantor Fitzgerald was decimated by 9/11, Trump reached out to Lutnick more frequently to check on him and offer support. Lutnick appeared on Trump's reality show, The Apprentice, and their relationship deepened. Lutnick said Trump "still tortures me" for donating to Hillary Clinton, whom he got to know after 9/11 when she was a senator. "He's just sassing me, okay? Because I gave him tons of dough. He knows I love him."

That love for Trump continued after the January 6, 2021, Capitol riot, when many former backers distanced themselves from the president. In 2023, Lutnick's lifelong indifference to politics took a turn when Trump called him asking for help. "I gave him 10 million bucks right then and there," Lutnick told All-In DC. He went on to raise an additional $75 million for Trump by leaning on his Wall Street connections. "Steve Witkoff and I, we arm wrestle for who's the best friend of the president in the administration," Lutnick told NewsNation in September, referring to Trump's envoy for the Middle East and Russia.

"Lutnick offers two things that President Trump values most--loyalty and money," a confidant to both Lutnick and Trump told us. (The donor list for Trump's new White House ballroom includes the Lutnick family.) Another took a less charitable view of their relationship, complaining that Lutnick has a tendency to linger near Trump and "invites himself everywhere."

Read: Nancy Walecki's quest to find the East Wing rubble

Late last year, Trump tapped Lutnick to help build his second administration, with a focus on personnel selections and vetting. Lutnick credits himself for recruiting Elon Musk and coining the name of the Musk-led Department of Government Efficiency, or DOGE. (After Musk's exit, Lutnick told Axios that Musk got it "backwards" and should have first focused on cutting spending and waste, not mass firings.) Lutnick prides himself on being someone Trump trusts, whom the president can use as a sounding board for some of his most offbeat ideas--like annexing the Panama Canal. Earlier this year, the two men also conjured up a "gold card" that would grant legal residency to wealthy foreigners for $5 million.

Lutnick had angled to become Trump's Treasury secretary, a role that ultimately went to another wealthy hedge funder, Scott Bessent. Multiple people told us that Lutnick still wants the job. "Trump wouldn't do it, and everyone would make it their sole mission in life to prevent that from happening, and it would be a disaster," another person who knows both men told us. "The Treasury secretary has to project calm, stable competence, and Howard is the furthest thing from calm, stable, competence."

A person close to Lutnick told us he doesn't want the role and is "very happy" serving as commerce secretary.

Sometimes, Lutnick's cavalier style has made him a target for criticism, even for things that are not entirely his fault, a U.S. official told us. In April, Trump unveiled a universal 10 percent import tax--an event he dubbed "Liberation Day"--in retaliation for what he has long said are unfair trade barriers on U.S. products. The tariffs were so sweeping and hasty that a group of barren, uninhabited volcanic islands near Antarctica that are home to glaciers and penguins was among their targets. It was "clearly a mistake," Australia's trade minister, Don Farrell, told the Australian Broadcasting Corporation at the time, underscoring a "rushed process" by the United States.

"That was Lutnick," one administration official told us, eager to blame him for the error. The U.S. official countered that the Commerce Department was not responsible for producing the data that slapped the Heard and McDonald Islands with tariffs. But Lutnick, ever the cheerleader for the president's priorities, defended punishing the poor penguins, telling CBS it was meant to close the "ridiculous loopholes" in trade.

Lutnick is among the most outspoken disciples of Trump's aggressive trade strategy, which is controversial even within his own party. Many Republican lawmakers worry that his tariffs on allies and foes alike are inflicting economic pain on the average American. (A Federal Reserve report in October confirmed that tariffs are pushing inflation generally higher as companies are caught between absorbing the costs and passing them on to customers.) At Trump's boisterous Madison Square Garden rally just days before last year's general election, Lutnick, who shouted his remarks to the point that his voice cracked, argued that America's heyday was at the turn of the 20th century, when the country had tariffs and no income tax.

Read: "I run the country and the world"

The Commerce Department is sometimes referred to as the broom closet of the federal bureaucracy because of the vast--and unrelated--functions that it oversees. That portfolio includes both promoting economic growth through creating jobs and monitoring trade, and overseeing the Census Bureau and the National Weather Service.

But according to several U.S. and foreign officials, Lutnick assumed the role with a significant deficit in his grasp of trade, how to negotiate with foreign partners, and how to execute the president's agenda. "He doesn't understand tone, diplomacy, or even what he told the same country a few weeks prior," one administration official, who has sat in several meetings with Lutnick, told us. "Many countries have come and said they don't know how to engage Lutnick, since he seems unsure of his position week to week."

Multiple officials detailed episodes with foreign counterparts that underscored some of Lutnick's broader shortcomings--but most of the countries involved in the episodes they detailed were eager to praise him on the record when we gave them the chance. Three officials told us that Japanese leaders have expressed a desire to deal with Bessent, the Treasury secretary, who is less likely, in their view, to throw negotiations into disarray. (A senior Japanese official told us that Bessent was the original negotiator in their trade talks, but when he became busy working on the president's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, Lutnick took over, and they welcomed his involvement. Japan's top trade negotiator, Ryosei Akazawa, told us that working with Lutnick is the "greatest pleasure.") Lutnick threatened Canadian negotiators with tariffs, but wasn't able to provide details as to which goods would be targeted, leaving Canadian negotiators stumped as to how to proceed, officials with knowledge of the exchange told us. (Those negotiations fell apart last month, after Trump was triggered by an anti-tariff television ad from a Canadian province that aired in the U.S. during the World Series.) The Canadian government declined to comment.

Read: The Elon Musk and Scott Bessent shouting match

And Lutnick berated European Union officials over the bloc's stance on trade, an approach that one European official described as "hostile" and uninformed. Lutnick later resumed discussions with a more receptive tone when Trump decided he wanted a deal with the EU. (Another top European official disputed this characterization of their talks, while a top U.S. official conceded that Lutnick can sometimes "come in hot, but he means well.") The European Commission's lead trade negotiator, Bjorn Seibert, told us his talks with the Trump administration were "by no means easy," but he said Lutnick played a "constructive role." The United Kingdom's top negotiator, Varun Chandra, said Lutnick is "tough" but "direct and fair as a counterpart."

Lutnick's allies say he's not trying to please everyone. "The president chose him because he knew Howard wouldn't take their bullshit," the confidant of both men told us. "Sometimes you have to piss people off to get deals done."
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Why the Democrats Finally Folded

This is how the government shutdown was always going to end.

by Russell Berman, Jonathan Lemire

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




This is how the government shutdown was always going to end.

For the past 30 years, the party that has forced federal agencies to close their doors in a funding fight has never actually achieved the policy outcome it was demanding. Republicans did not successfully pressure then-President Barack Obama to defund his signature health-care law when they shut down the government in 2013. President Donald Trump, during his first term, failed to persuade Senate Democrats to authorize his border wall in 2019.

And over the past two weeks, a pivotal faction of Democrats abandoned their hope that Republicans would agree to extend insurance subsidies under the Affordable Care Act anytime soon. So late last night, they provided the key votes to begin the process of reopening the government after what has become the longest shutdown in United States history. (Final votes to end the impasse are expected in the coming days.)

"I came to the conclusion that they were not going to cave on that red line," Senator Tim Kaine of Virginia, one of five Democrats who flipped his vote yesterday after previously backing the shutdown, told us by phone this afternoon. He acknowledged that many of his colleagues disagreed. But when he would press them on whether they believed that Republicans might come around on health care, they could not say. "There really was no evidence to suggest that they would."

The decision to fold by a few senators infuriated other members of the Democratic caucus; indeed, it was hard to find an elected Democrat inside or outside Washington who praised the move today. These critics could not fathom why the party would yield after an election in which voters appeared to vindicate their fight against Trump. Why abandon a winning hand?

But even though polling had swung in the Democrats' favor, it was not enough to move the president or GOP leaders in Congress. They refused to negotiate on a proposed extension of insurance subsidies, which expire at the end of the year, as long as the government remained closed. For weeks, the Democrats' best hope for achieving their shutdown goals had been to persuade Trump to strike a deal on health care. Over the weekend, however, Trump dug in further. After earlier suggesting that he might be open to an eventual agreement, the president reversed himself and called on Republicans to forgo a subsidies extension in favor of a new plan for direct payments to consumers through health-savings accounts. Any chance of quick consensus on the Democrats' terms seemed to be dead.

"I understand that not all of my Democratic colleagues are satisfied with this agreement, but waiting another week or another month wouldn't deliver a better outcome," Senator Jeanne Shaheen of New Hampshire, another Democrat who switched her vote, told reporters.

Shaheen, Kaine, and their colleagues accepted terms similar to those that Republican leaders had been offering all along. Senate Majority Leader John Thune agreed to hold a vote within the next several weeks on a Democratic proposal to extend the subsidies, but that is widely expected to fall short. The deal clears the way for passage of a package of bipartisan appropriations bills providing full-year funding for the Departments of Agriculture and Veterans Affairs, as well as Congress. If approved by the House, those measures would ensure that food assistance continues for the next fiscal year and would limit the impact of another shutdown if the parties cannot agree on another spending bill by January 30. Democrats also secured GOP support for a provision forcing the Trump administration to reinstate federal employees laid off during the shutdown and preventing it from implementing another round of mass firings for the next three months.

Watch: How lawmakers are responding to the shutdown

Kaine disputed the idea that voters were endorsing Democrats' shutdown strategy in Tuesday's election. He pointed out that Abigail Spanberger, who coasted to victory in the Virginia governor's race, called after her win for the government to reopen. But Kaine argued that even though Republicans did not relent on health care, their electoral defeat prompted Trump to reengage in shutdown talks--and resulted in more protections for federal workers. "He knows he was getting blamed," Kaine said. "And as soon as he realized that, we found the off-ramp that does some good for some of the people he's been kicking around, like SNAP recipients or federal workers."

Yet Democrats won nothing on their core demand, except for the vague promise of future negotiations on health-care subsidies. Critics in the party were especially galled that the senators caved at a moment when Trump, who had lashed out after blaming the GOP's election losses on the shutdown, appeared to be spiraling. "I think a bunch of adults looked at a toddler's temper tantrum and came to the conclusion that you can't negotiate with a toddler who's going to pitch a goddamned fit in Toys 'R' Us," a Democratic aide, dismayed by the decision to fold and granted anonymity to speak candidly, told us. "They were like, 'Give him the Barbie and leave the store.'"

Inside the West Wing, Trump's aides greeted the end of the shutdown as evidence that the White House's take-no-prisoners approach to the crisis worked: Sure, it took longer than expected, but Democrats were always going to cave.

Beyond the bluster, there was some relief in Trump's orbit that the Democrats had offered a reprieve from a shutdown that was dragging down Republicans' poll numbers. It likely would have gotten worse had it continued into Thanksgiving and ruined holiday travel. Aides also worried that the issues at the heart of the shutdown--increased health-care costs--could flare up again next year. Predictably, Trump focused on claiming a win, believing that he had bested Democrats once more. He also reveled in the Democrats' divide, even though, people close to him told us, he was miffed that Senate Republicans rebuffed his calls to abolish the filibuster.

Jonathan Chait: How Trump wants to help Democrats 

Ultimately, Tuesday's elections were not the turning point in the shutdown; they served more as a temporary interruption in negotiations between Republicans and a group of wavering Democrats. But as bipartisan talks resumed, the impact of the shutdown spread from furloughed federal workers to SNAP beneficiaries, air travelers, and others. In recent days, the Trump administration ratcheted up the consequences of the shutdown by appealing to the Supreme Court to block a full payment of SNAP benefits to needy families, and by causing chaos at airports with an order to reduce flight volume because of staffing shortages. The Democrats who flipped their votes concluded that the shutdown wasn't worth the damage it was causing.



Historically, shutdowns have ended when the pain they cause becomes too much for the party that provoked them. Democrats may have been winning the political fight this time, but they had made little headway on policy. They are now vowing to keep up their push to extend health-insurance subsidies, this time with the government open. The next funding deadline will be in late January, and with it comes the risk of another shutdown. At the end of a press conference yesterday, Shaheen was asked whether she might again vote to shut down parts of the government if Republicans haven't relented by then. "That's certainly an option," she replied, "that I think everybody will consider."
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Why They Mask

Veteran ICE officers know face coverings are a bad look. But they're not coming off anytime soon.

by Nick Miroff

Mon, 10 Nov 2025




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

A few days after President Donald Trump took office, I got an invitation from ICE officials to observe the administration's new "surge operations" in New York City. They told me to show up at 4 a.m. at the downtown federal building where the agency has its holding cells. Officers in body armor huddled in the basement parking garage, then headed to the Bronx in a caravan of unmarked cars.

The trip wasn't particularly remarkable. Over the next few hours, officers made just one arrest. ICE officials were flustered that morning because Kristi Noem, the Homeland Security secretary, had shown up to join them, along with a CBS News crew. Noem began posting videos about arresting "dirtbags" before the sun was up. ICE officials had always insisted to reporters that social-media posts or any mention of ongoing operations would blow their cover and put officers in danger. But Noem was new, and eager to look tough, and the officers I talked with mostly just laughed it off. By mid-morning, the ride-along was over.

Looking back at the photos I took that day, one thing stands out. The ICE officers weren't wearing masks.

The face coverings and neck gaiters went up soon after. A mid-February viral video from York, Pennsylvania, showed five officers in masks hauling away a man who begs to call his wife. In March, ICE grabbed the Turkish graduate student Rumeysa Ozturk--whose visa was revoked for co-writing an op-ed about Gaza--and surveillance footage showed her surrounded by agents in plain clothes, some with hoods, who yanked up their masks as they dragged her away.

As Trump's deportation campaign escalated, the masks quickly turned officers and agents into a faceless, impersonal, undifferentiated goon squad. It's a look that has long been associated with authoritarian regimes and secret police, and the basic visual signifiers of American law enforcement--criminals wear masks; cops show their faces--were suddenly inverted. In videos of masked officers that have gone viral since then, it's often hard to tell who is speaking, let alone what agency they belong to. Some of the encounters are so rushed that they look like abductions, not conventional arrests, and activists have started calling the federal agents "kidnappers."

Face coverings are now a standard accessory for federal immigration enforcement, and a symbol of the mass-deportation campaign that is Trump's top domestic-policy initiative. Veteran ICE officials I spoke with view the use of masks as an unquestionably negative development. But most of them see an evil that is necessary.

The job, under Trump, has changed. Immigration enforcement has traditionally happened more quietly and administratively, in jails or at ICE check-in offices, where the work is more akin to case management. Trump officials ordered officers into the streets and pressured them to meet arrest quotas, while turning the job into a kind of public performance by bringing news cameras and the administration's own film crews to make Department of Homeland Security propaganda videos. Activist groups and protesters record everything too, trailing the agents and officers with cellphone cameras, berating them and broadcasting the ugliest moments. Every encounter carries the risk of a viral interaction and online infamy that could lead to doxxing or something worse.

The masks were a way for officers to opt out--to wall off the political complexities of their work or, for some, the moral ones.

Read: ICE's 'athletically allergic' recruits

"The excuse I have heard is, 'I signed up for this, my family didn't,'" one ICE official wrote to me. They described colleagues who say they've been "demonized" by their relatives and neighbors, or who say their children have been taunted in elementary school. The official, who was not authorized to speak with reporters, sympathized with colleagues who wear masks, but acknowledged that masking has an insidious effect on police work.

"People tend to be worse when they can be or think they are anonymous," the official told me. "You think about what you are doing and how you are doing it when you know a particular use of force can be tied to who did it."

The face coverings are not mandatory. Most federal agencies do not provide them, and not every officer and agent uses one. In February and March, when masks became more common, ICE leaders discussed whether to restrict their use, according to current and former ICE officials I spoke with. Some officers had grown accustomed to wearing masks and neck gaiters during the pandemic, and officials adopted a permissive approach to their use, leaving it to individual discretion. Officers typically remove the masks when they're speaking to one another away from the cameras, or performing other nonpublic duties, then pull them up once they're making an arrest or see that they're being filmed. "It's part of their uniform now," another ICE official told me. "It's second nature."

None of the dozen or so current and former officials I spoke with said they thought the masks would come off anytime soon. Not in the new era of online activism, facial recognition, and anonymous threats. Not with the Trump crackdown escalating and becoming more confrontational.

Todd Lyons, ICE's acting director, told CBS News that he wasn't a "proponent of the masks," but he would allow them if officers thought they would help "keep themselves and their family safe." Noem said that the masks help officers protect themselves "in dangerous situations," and that DHS agencies could set guidelines for their use. Tricia McLaughlin, a spokesperson for the department, told me in an email that federal law-enforcement officers are facing a rash of threats and assaults "including terror attacks, cars being used as weapons, bounties to murder them placed on their heads."

"That is why our officers wear masks," McLaughlin wrote. "Protecting their identity is one way to prevent bad actors from targeting their homes and threatening their families."

In September, three women were charged in California for following an ICE agent home and posting his address on Instagram. Two men in Georgia were indicted by a grand jury last month for threatening to harm an ICE agent in social-media posts that included images of the man and his spouse. And a Mexican man living illegally in Dallas was arrested on October 14 after offering $10,000 for killing ICE agents in posts on TikTok.

But sometimes, the masks are used as tools of intimidation. On Halloween, federal agents in Southern California were photographed heading out to make arrests wearing ghoul masks. When the news site L.A. Taco asked DHS about the costumes, McLaughlin sent a two-word response: "Happy Halloween."

Read: Trump loves ICE. Its workforce has never been so miserable. 

To speed up immigration arrests and deportations, DHS has pulled in help from the FBI, U.S. Marshals, and other Department of Justice agencies--and those federal agents have adopted masks, too. Natalie Baldassarre, a spokesperson for the department, did not respond to questions about department policies regarding face coverings and agency identifiers. "Protecting the safety and security of our federal law enforcement officers ridding our country of dangerous illegal aliens will continue to be a top priority for this Administration," Baldassarre wrote in a one-sentence response. One ICE official told me that DOJ agents sent to help them seem even more eager to hide their faces. "They mask up even more, because they don't love being out with us," he told me.

Some of the National Guard forces sent by Trump to protect ICE officers and buildings cover their faces, but the troops patrolling Washington, D.C.--and picking up litter--generally don't wear them. The National Guard does not have a uniform policy governing masks, and a spokesperson for the Guard told me their use can be set by whichever state or federal authority is in charge of their deployment.




The masks, which DHS insists are a means of keeping officers safe, have also served as a rallying point for protest and a spur to confrontation. They "immediately escalate things," another former ICE official told me, and reinforce an impression that agents and officers are ashamed of what they're doing. Officers and agents with faces covered have been confronted by local residents and protesters who denounce them as "cowards" for hiding their faces.

In Washington, Trump opponents have launched a street-art campaign, plastering the city with posters that say Take off your masks! and Why are you hiding your face? Public servants should face the public. D.C. Mayor Muriel Bowser has not opposed the National Guard troop deployment but has urged federal forces not to wear masks and to clearly identify themselves on city streets.

Democrats have introduced legislation that would bar federal agents from using masks during immigration arrests, but the efforts are mostly symbolic. "The United States is not a dictatorship," Representative Dan Goldman, a New York Democrat who introduced the "No Secret Police Act" in June, said in a statement. He called his proposal "commonsense legislation ensuring that our federal government's laws are enforced by identifiable human beings, not anonymous, secret agents of the state." California Governor Gavin Newsom has signed into law legislation with the same name. It's due to take effect January 1, but it's unclear how state authorities expect to enforce the law against federal agents and officers.

The legislation demands that federal agents and officers wear uniforms and insignia that clearly identify the agencies they work for. Many of the agents use ballistic vests with generic labeling that says Police or Federal Police. Others say ERO, which stands for Enforcement and Removal Operations--the deportation arm of ICE--but the acronym isn't well known to the public. Veteran officials I spoke with said the lack of clear labels isn't a deliberate attempt to evade responsibility. They offer a more humdrum explanation: bulk orders of protective gear made by different agencies, at different times, without a single standard.

Some ICE officials I spoke with said they would welcome clearer identifiers because they resent being blamed for violent incidents involving U.S. Border Patrol agents. Trump's crackdowns in Los Angeles and Chicago have been led by Border Patrol Chief Gregory Bovino, and many of the viral arrest videos on social media have involved his forces, not ICE officers. The White House signaled a preference for Bovino's tactics last month when the administration started replacing even more ICE leaders at regional offices with Border Patrol commanders. In DHS social-media videos promoting Bovino's commando tactics, he is often the only Border Patrol figure without a mask, a visual effect that enhances his performative role in Trump's campaign.

Read: The hype man of Trump's mass deportations

Border Patrol and ICE tend to have a different approach to immigration enforcement: ICE officers are used to working in U.S. cities and targeting specific individuals they're seeking to arrest. Border Patrol agents work in remote desert and mountain areas where they are trained to see anyone they encounter as a suspected illegal entrant. They don't hesitate to use force on suspects who run or resist arrest. But they've never been deployed to U.S. cities at this scale, hundreds of miles from any border crossing.

Jason Owens, who retired as Border Patrol chief in April, told me that he understands agents' decision to conceal their faces. "I'm having a tough time blaming our folks when I see what the crowds and extremists have been capable of," Owens told me. He said agents keep patches with their badge numbers clearly visible on their uniforms, and do not use masks with skulls or other "unprofessional markings."

When I worked as a reporter in Mexico covering the drug war in the early 2010s, the police and soldiers often wore masks, while the criminals went around with their faces showing. The cartels would learn the identities of officers and soldiers, and try to corrupt them. If they refused to take bribes, they were targeted for assassination. This offer was called plata o plomo--"silver or lead." A bribe or a bullet.

Those who did take the bribes and worked for the traffickers would continue doing so in their police or military uniforms, leaving no way for the public to tell who was who. It became safer to assume the cartels were everywhere. Trust in police, and public institutions more broadly, steadily eroded, allowing lawlessness--or unaccountable, arbitrary assertions of state power--to flourish.

The U.S. does not have a similar crisis of corruption in its law-enforcement agencies, but criminals in the United States have started using masks to impersonate federal officers, making it hard for ordinary citizens to know whether an armed masked man is there to enforce the law or to break it. There have been more cases of ICE impersonators this year than during the past four presidential administrations combined, according to CNN. In June, two masked men wearing vests that said ICE stopped a motorist and robbed him at gunpoint in Delaware. In August, a masked gunman robbed a grocery store in Colorado Springs after flashing a fake ICE badge. Masked men impersonating FBI agents robbed a home in Southern California last month.

Chuck Wexler, the executive director of the Police Executive Research Forum, which works with police agencies to promote best practices, said there has long been a divergence regarding transparency in the way state and local police departments operate compared with the feds. "Why do police officers have their names on their uniforms, and their badge numbers? All of those things have evolved over time because police officers work in the community, and the community pays their salaries," Wexler told me. "That is what trust and good policing look like."

When officers are involved in a shooting or another use of force, these departments typically release the name of the officer as a matter of accountability, he added.

Federal forces take orders from the White House, not the cities and communities where they're working. The masks, Wexler said, are partly the product of a wider trust gap brought about by Trump officials claiming to be targeting dangerous criminals--"the worst of the worst." Instead the public sees agents grabbing people not engaged in any obvious criminal activity: mothers walking children to school, landscapers coming home from work, families in the hallways of courthouses.

Wexler said police departments in some cities are getting 911 calls from community residents reporting the presence of armed masked men in their neighborhoods, hoping local officers can protect them. "I think most people who live in those communities want the worst of the worst deported," Wexler told me. "If ICE agents were arresting or deporting the worst of the worst, they probably wouldn't have to wear masks."
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Senate Democrats Just Made a Huge Mistake

The shutdown was hurting Trump. Ending it helps him.

by Jonathan Chait

Mon, 10 Nov 2025




The conventional wisdom about government shutdowns is that they always fail. Senate Democrats probably assumed as much when they shut down the government. Perhaps they thought they were giving partisan activists something to root for, even fleetingly, before eventually caving.

That was a reasonable, if somewhat cynical, calculation. The odd thing is that the shutdown was actually working for Democrats, but in a way that some Democratic senators did not fully internalize, and which makes their ultimate capitulation tonight much harder to understand.

The reason shutdowns always fail is that the public eventually turns against the party responsible, applying more and more heat until its most vulnerable members feel compelled to give in. Presidents have little reason to give concessions to end shutdowns, because the bulk of the political pain is typically felt by their congressional adversaries.

That did not happen this time. Polls found that the public narrowly but consistently placed the blame on Donald Trump and his allies, not congressional Democrats. The likely reason is that Trump has comported himself unlike any other president, flaunting his impunity in ways both important (refusing to fund programs authorized by Congress) and visible (a unilateral demolition of the East Wing). He hosted a decadent "Great Gatsby" Halloween party at Mar-a-Lago hours before millions of Americans lost food stamps.

Read: Why this shutdown is so dangerous

Trump's approval ratings have tailed off sharply during the shutdown. Indeed, Trump himself attributed the Republican Party's surprisingly dismal performance in Tuesday's elections to the shutdown.

What's more, Democrats' goal during the shutdown was to draw more public attention to health care, one of their strongest issues, and one where Republicans are engineering a social catastrophe. Democrats are demanding an extension of tax credits for people purchasing health insurance on the individual market. That is an issue where they command massive public support.

Republicans were unlikely ever to give in on the tax credits, because their ideological opposition to universal health care is so overwhelming that they would rather suffer defeat than surrender. But that is just the thing: They were taking the hit. Democrats had succeeded in drawing news coverage to health care, and had even baited Republicans into floating more of their toxic and radical ideas for changing the system.

The likeliest way out of the impasse wasn't that Republicans would make concessions on the Affordable Care Act, but rather that they would decide to end the filibuster, changing Senate rules to block minority parties from shutting down the government. Trump has demanded Republican senators do this, and his ask is completely reasonable. It makes no sense for Congress to require a supermajority vote merely to allow the government to stay open.

This outcome would ultimately have been a win for Democrats. The Senate would get fairer and more reasonable rules. Democrats would not find themselves in the unfair position of being asked to supply votes for a government-spending deal Trump feels free to violate at will. And the next time Democrats get full control of government but fewer than 60 Senate votes, they would have an easier time passing their own agenda.

Jonathan Chait: How Trump wants to help Democrats

Yet this may be the very possibility that caused a handful of Senate Democrats to defect. The substantive arguments for the filibuster are terrible, but they appeal to the senatorial ego. Senators in both parties cherish the filibuster as the thing that makes their chamber unique.

Democrats could have held the line on the shutdown, and spent weeks watching Trump's approval ratings fall while war breaks out between the pro-filibuster Republican senators and the president and his loyalists. This would have produced a better and more democratic ultimate outcome.

Holding out would have caused serious pain in the short run. "I think people were saying, 'We're not going to get what we want,' although we still have a chance," Senator Angus King, a Maine independent who caucuses with Democrats, told reporters. "But in the meantime, a lot of people are being hurt." If you truly believe that Trump poses an existential threat to the republic, however, this is the kind of ruthless maneuver you would undertake. Trump has already caused, and will continue causing, horrific outcomes for vulnerable Americans.

Democrats may have been more surprised than anybody to discover their shutdown strategy was actually drawing political blood. Their instinct was to withdraw the knife anyway.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/democrats-shutdown-mistake/684878/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Hundreds of Thousands of Anonymous Deportees

Amid the president's fast-moving deportation campaign, the stories of most people being swept up are missed.

by Caitlin Dickerson

Sun, 09 Nov 2025




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

One morning in March, as ICE was building momentum in carrying out President Donald Trump's mass-deportation campaign, dozens of people who had recently been detained throughout Virginia were being rushed through preliminary hearings. The government was using Zoom to save time, so Judge Karen Donoso Stevens sat in a mostly empty courtroom, adjourning some proceedings in less than two minutes each.

Donoso Stevens yelled at a man to "stop talking!" while his own case was being heard and became frustrated with another who got confused when she referred to him as "the man in the green jacket." (He wasn't wearing a green jacket.) When a father said he was scared to leave the country without his 5-year-old, she ignored the comment and asked if he had enough money to pay for his ticket home. I was in court that day hoping to see how Trump's new deportation mandate was playing out, but the hearings were moving so quickly that I was having trouble keeping up.

Some people said they needed more time to find lawyers or fill out applications. I was getting only snippets of people's stories, as one bled into the next. But time seemed to slow around noon, when Donoso Stevens called a man from El Salvador with pale skin and short curly hair, wearing an orange jumpsuit, with his hands cuffed behind his back. "I'm very worried about my three babies," he said in a slow, shaky voice. "The officers arrested me in front of the two littlest ones, who are 2 and 4." He began to cry, explaining that his youngest had been sick, and that his 4-year-old's first words to him since his arrest had been to ask if the officers who took him away had hurt him.

After the hearing, I asked an attorney to try to reach the man. (Only lawyers can directly call people who are in immigration custody. Detainees have to initiate calls with anyone else.) She tried several times but never heard back. He seemed to vanish, leaving me wondering for months what had happened to him.

Read: They never thought Trump would have them deported

Since then, I've often thought of that man while scrolling social media, where the stories of other people arrested by ICE have gone viral, turning some into minor celebrities: There was Ming "Carol" Li Hui, a waitress and mother from Missouri whose Trump-supporting neighbors and customers wore Bring Carol home T-shirts; and Marcelo Gomes da Silva, a high-school student in Massachusetts whose friends posted signs of his face in their front yards; and Narciso Barranco, the California landscaper whose three sons, all Marines, went on national television to decry their father's violent arrest. These stories have spread because they seem--due to the young age of the person arrested, their contributions to the country, or the fact that they have young children at home--like exceptions whose treatment was uniquely harsh.

Sitting in immigration court, I saw firsthand that they represent the norm. There was at least one deportation case that most Americans would likely support--a man who had been convicted of child sodomy--but most detainees were people without a criminal history who were worried about getting back to their families and their jobs.

I wondered if the crying father might have also become a household name if his story were online. Instead, like most people who are detained across the country right now, he remained unknown and unreachable.

Most of Trump's deportation campaign is inaccessible because after arrests are made, it is moving quickly, far from public view. And because it is targeting people who have spent an average of 16 years in the United States, trying, in many cases, to avoid public attention, rather than court it. That makes it difficult to fathom the full picture of what's happening. In the age of virality, our devices offer up individual case studies, allowing us to congregate around them virtually. Although this is useful in helping us understand what happens when a person is plucked from their home, it takes our attention away from the larger story--more than half a million people deported, millions more at risk--and focuses us instead on a tiny part of it.

More than 70 percent of people in immigration custody have no criminal past. Although ICE has not released data on how many of them left children behind when they were arrested, the fact that an estimated 6 million kids in the United States have at least one parent without legal status suggests that this is the case for many. And detention centers for children have been packed since Trump took office. But none of this is easy to witness.

The high-profile incidents have also helped a select few who are slated for deportation raise money for lawyers, or even be released. But they risk creating the impression that sharing stories on social media might somehow keep ICE's work at bay. It won't: Congress recently tripled the agency's budget, making it the highest-funded law-enforcement agency in the country, and allocated $45 billion to expand its detention centers.

Read: ICE's mind-bogglingly massive blank check

When Marcelo Gomes da Silva, the Massachusetts high-school student, was released, he held a press conference, surrounded by supporters. He seemed most troubled not by his own arrest, which took place while he was driving himself and some of his friends to volleyball practice, but by the prevalence of experiences like his. He said that he had told the other men he was detained with, "When I'm out, if I'm the only one who was able to leave that place, I lost," adding, "I want to do whatever I can to get them as much help as possible."

Amid the barrage of stories flooding our phones, da Silva was conveying something that's easy to miss. For every person arrested whose name and story we've learned, there are thousands we haven't heard about. Despite becoming famous for being treated harshly, da Silva is one of the lucky ones.

Most people detained by ICE are being housed in sprawling complexes in rural areas, where the land is cheap and the protests are few. Akiv Dawson, a criminologist at Georgia Southern University, has been conducting research at the Stewart Detention Center in Lumpkin, Georgia, which can hold up to 2,000 people at a time. She said that since Trump took office, courtrooms have been packed with immigrants whose experiences would, according to polling, trouble the average American--people who have lived in the U.S. for decades, have American-born children, and have never been convicted of a serious crime. She told me about a lawful permanent resident of 50 years whose child is a U.S. citizen and whose deceased wife was as well. The man explained in court that ICE agents had mistaken him for someone else when they arrested him. But he admitted in court to having a single criminal conviction--simple marijuana possession from 30 years ago--so the judge decided to let the deportation case against him proceed. The man told the judge that his belongings would soon be thrown into the street if he wasn't released; he needed to go back to work and pay rent. "He began to panic," Dawson told me. "He said, 'My people don't even know that I'm here. They came and took me from my bed.'" Dawson said the man asked the judge why this was happening after he had spent so many decades in the United States. She replied, "Sir, this is happening across the country."

Dawson also told me about a young mother from Ecuador who had followed the legal process for requesting asylum and pleaded to be released on bail so that she could be reunited with her 2-year-old son, whom she had left with a neighbor. "She begged," Dawson said, and recalled the woman saying, "Please, give me an opportunity so that I can do the process the right way." The woman said she wouldn't be able to continue with her asylum case if she was going to have to do it from inside a detention center. "I have a child. I can't be here too long without him," she said. With that, the judge said the woman had waived her right to relief, and continued processing her for removal from the country.

"Are you going to deport me with my son?" the woman asked. "I don't have anyone to keep him here."

"You would need to talk to your deportation officer," the judge replied, according to Dawson. "I'm only handling your case."

Dawson pointed out that neither of these people--like the significant majority of those who are being held in ICE custody--had an attorney to defend them, making them five and a half times more likely to lose their case and be deported. Unlike criminal defendants, immigrants who cannot afford an attorney are not legally entitled to a public defender--and even those who can afford to hire representation are hard-pressed to find it in the remote areas where they are being detained. There is one immigration lawyer based in Lumpkin full-time; for more than a decade after the facility opened, there was none. Some lawyers represent clients there virtually, but presenting a compelling case via a computer screen can be difficult, especially with temperamental technology and glitchy internet connections. More than nine in 10 people detained there lose their immigration case and are deported.

ICE is supposed to track when it arrests people who have minor children, and to ensure that their wishes for where children end up are carried out in the case of a deportation. But immigrant advocates say they worry, given how quickly new officers are being trained, that the agency may not be keeping adequate records, as was the case with families who were separated at the southwestern border the first time Trump was president. (Tricia McLaughlin, an ICE spokesperson, said the agency was in full compliance with requirements.) In the absence of clarity, it's become common to underestimate the scale of what is happening. In August, for example, a public outcry followed the arrest in a New York City courthouse of a 6-year-old, who was initially reported to be the first child detained in the city during Trump's second term. Soon after, however, journalists found that in the two months prior to that incident, 48 children had been arrested in the jurisdiction that includes the city. Data obtained through the Freedom of Information Act showed that 32 of those children had already been deported. Their stories were simply missed.

Chance has long played an outsize role in immigration courts. There are no juries, and a person's likelihood of winning can depend more on the judge they are assigned than the facts of their case. Social media has only exacerbated this phenomenon. Marcelo Gomes da Silva's lawyer, Robin Nice, told me that as the community rallied around her client, the chief ICE prosecutor called her directly to discuss the situation--a first in her 13-year career--and his bond hearing was scheduled faster than she had seen in any previous case. Although the administration appears more intent on deporting Kilmar Abrego Garcia, even after it erroneously sent him to a Salvadoran megaprison and had to bring him back under court order, because of the public attention to his case, his family has been showered with donations. And Trump's border czar, Tom Homan, personally inquired about a mother and three children from Sackets Harbor, New York, whose detention had prompted a publicity campaign led by local teachers. Homan grew up nearby and said the case was unfortunate because it brought undue attention to the town where he would like to retire. The family was quickly released.

But most unauthorized immigrants are likely to be uncomfortable broadcasting their deportation case--especially when the administration has shown that no location, age, illness, or disability guarantees a humanitarian reprieve.

Months after I sat in the Virginia immigration court, I managed to track down the father whose story had stayed with me. His experience was full of the kinds of details that have led most Americans to believe that Trump has taken his deportation mandate too far. But he asked not to be named in my story, for fear that drawing attention to his family could further harm them.

The man's lawyer, Vishrut Shelat, explained that his client has lived in the United States since 2018 and has no criminal record. The man landed in ICE custody after being arrested in January when a neighbor called the police and accused him of breaking into a car and of having a domestic dispute. Both charges were dropped when he and his wife denied having a fight and proved that the car he was trying to get into was their own.

Despite this, he wasn't eligible for bail, because he was arrested days after Congress passed the Laken Riley Act. The bill is named after a young woman who was raped and murdered by a man who was previously released from criminal custody on bail. It makes people who have been accused, but not convicted, of relatively minor infractions such as theft ineligible for pretrial release. Judge Donoso Stevens had explained that under the new law, her hands were tied. Even after the police acknowledged that he hadn't attempted to steal anything, the accusation alone meant that he would have to spend months in jail.

Shelat told me that his client's landlord has already begun eviction proceedings against his wife, who can no longer pay the rent. She and their three children have been buying food with donations from relatives and their church, but they are not sure how long those will last. Without any hope of release, the man agreed to be returned to El Salvador, leaving his wife and children behind. He hopes to file a petition when he arrives to return to his family as soon as possible. His application will land in a pile of many from people whose stories we'll never hear.
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The Limits of the Democrats' Big Tent

A convention showed that it's more medium-size.

by Elaine Godfrey

Sat, 08 Nov 2025




The Democrats finally have their groove back--or at least a semblance of a groove.

For the first time since Donald Trump was elected a year ago, the Democratic Party's general vibe is one of tentative celebration. And why shouldn't it be? On Tuesday, candidates from very different ideological wings of the party sailed to comfortable victories in three states. And residual excitement from that election was in the air yesterday at Crooked Con--an event brought to you by Crooked Media, which was brought to you by the Pod Save America guys, who were brought to you by the Obama White House--where party strategists and activists shared a stage and mingled over room-temperature soft pretzels.

The convention was held, somewhat awkwardly, at the Ronald Reagan Building in Washington, D.C., and was intended to be the first annual showcase for the Democrats' big-tent coalition. Gone are the days of choosing between a former intelligence officer and a democratic socialist; the party is now asking: Why not both? And at every panel, speakers repeated the week's key takeaway like a mantra: "Democrats don't have to agree on everything."

But on which issues will Democrats accept disagreement--and on which will they stand firm? No speaker at Friday's convention offered any real specifics. Meanwhile, the no-shows were notable. "John Bel Edwards is not here. Mary Peltola is not here. Jared Golden is not here," the panelist and Substack author Matt Yglesias told me about the past Louisiana governor, former representative from Alaska, and current Maine congressman, all of whom have won in red areas. Those lawmakers don't have a secret sauce--they simply "have more conservative voting records," Yglesias said. "And people just don't like that answer."

The attendees of Crooked Con are exactly the kind of people whom you might expect to buy a ticket to an all-day event in the basement of a D.C. federal building about the future of Democratic politics: progressive activists, Hill staffers, local pro-democracy lawyers, and a river--a flood!--of political reporters. In the main atrium, Crooked Media staff and Human Rights Campaign workers handed out decorative buttons--DEI Hire, Leave Trans Kids Alone, Bodily Autonomy--and asked attendees to use Post-it Notes to offer messages of queer allyship. (For a party newly focused on economic populism, Democrats had remarkably few products related to corruption, billionaires, or taxing the rich.)

Read: Is this how Democrats win back the working class?

The day's proceedings kicked off with a "big, beautiful breath" guided-breathing exercise, and involved appearances from an array of leaders and consultants, including former Federal Trade Commission Chair Lina Khan, Searchlight Institute's Adam Jentleson, Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona, and The Bulwark's Tim Miller and Sarah Longwell. Most of the panels were interesting or useful in some way, but only one--"Are We Having Fun Yet?"--was a perfect encapsulation of the Democratic Party's current reality. In it, the host, Jon Lovett, attempted to moderate a conversation that quickly went off the rails among Miller, the Fox News resident Democrat Jessica Tarlov, the far-left streamer Hasan Piker, and MSNBC's Symone Sanders-Townsend.

The panel started off well: Sanders-Townsend danced onto the stage like Ellen DeGeneres. Piker and Miller joked around, and Lovett made a well-received crack about former President Bill Clinton. They all agreed, to an extent, that a message of "affordability" had worked for Tuesday's candidates.

Read: The affordability curse

Quickly, though, the panelists' differences intruded: Zohran Mamdani, Piker said, is an example of a Democrat who had successfully centered a campaign on economic populism without compromising on any of the party's other important causes. Tarlov countered that a big tent means allowing for moderation on social issues: Democrats shouldn't dismiss concerns from people about trans women playing women's sports, for example. "I'm not talking about being bigoted," Tarlov said, but "the country operates differently in different places, and we give lip service to that but don't always behave that way."

The audience offered a few tepid claps. Then everything went downhill. Sanders-Townsend explained that such sentiments can make it seem like the party "wants folks to compromise on issues that, for me, are uncompromisable." Then she, Piker, and Miller argued about whether Trump had appealed to moderates with his MAGA agenda--or whether he'd simply energized his base to win--in 2024. (Maybe both? Lovett offered.) Piker, whose day job is as a long-form Twitch streamer, was soon rattling off his personal political priorities--social housing, a federal jobs guarantee, free college. Miller, a former Republican, rolled his eyes. For a change of pace, Piker asserted that America's police "don't do their fucking jobs ever" and fought with Miller about Israel's right to exist.

Eventually, Tarlov, who'd been conspicuously quiet for many minutes, chimed in, unsmiling: "I just want to say," she said, "that the last 10 minutes were the opposite of fun." The candidates who won on Tuesday "were affordability candidates," she said, and that is how the party should unite.

A big tent is messy and, apparently, loud. In some ways, it's a nice change of pace--at least for engagement purposes. I can't remember the last time that I was so entertained by a political panel. "That was a spicy one," Miller told me afterward. "It's important to be able to talk about how you can agree and row the boat in the same direction--while having differences." But did airing those differences help Democrats advance their goal of winning in red America? Miller was doubtful: "I don't know that a ton of progress was made."

That's frustrating for some Democrats, who worry that the party isn't serious about doing what it takes to actually win. Notably absent from yesterday's convention, for example, were leaders from centrist organizations and representatives from the Democrats' Blue Dog Coalition. "Jesse Jackson used to say the Democratic Party needs two wings to fly," one prominent, moderate Democratic strategist who did not attend the event texted me later. Crooked Con "was a flightless bird." It was more, Yglesias agreed, "like a medium-sized tent."

The Democrats are still in a tough position: To win back the Senate next year, their party must win a handful of seats in red territory, a feat that might involve backing candidates who are more conservative than some in the party might like. Democrats have decided to embrace a big-tent mindset. Now comes the hard part.
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What the Left Still Doesn't Get About Winning

Mamdani won by a modest margin in a deeply blue city not because of his radical commitments, but despite them.

by Jonathan Chait

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




Zohran Mamdani is an extraordinary political story: a generational political talent, an out-of-nowhere success, and--measured by the number of citizens he will soon govern--the most powerful elected democratic socialist in American history.

But his allies have tried to turn his victory into something different: a model for the national Democratic Party. "All across this country, people are sick and tired of seeing the billionaire class get richer and richer, and the billionaire class controlling to a significant degree both political parties. What Zohran Mamdani is showing is that a grassroots movement can take them on and defeat them," Senator Bernie Sanders, a fellow democratic socialist, told The Nation just before this week's election. "The take-aways may echo far beyond New York," Time's Philip Elliott concluded on Wednesday.

But the reality is that Mamdani's victory says absolutely nothing about the wider appeal of his priorities. If anything, the context of his victory reveals the limits of his platform.

Annie Lowrey: Can Mamdani pull off a child-care miracle?

Begin with the basic political geography of the city. New York is overwhelmingly Democratic. Last year, Kamala Harris beat Donald Trump in New York City by 37 points, which was quite low by historic standards--previous Democratic presidential candidates have carried the city by 50 to 60 points. In politics, making it in New York City says almost nothing about whether you can make it anywhere. A win is a win, but Mamdani's nine-point margin is deeply unimpressive in a city where Democrats usually win.

A recent poll found that his national favorability rating is a dismal 21 percent, lower even than Senator Chuck Schumer's 25 percent. Mamdani almost certainly would not win a statewide election in New York, and New York is a solidly Democratic state.

The fallacy seized upon by Mamdani's giddy supporters is that his victory overturns the conventional wisdom that voters punish extreme candidates. Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut wrote on X that Mamdani's election revealed "important lessons," such as "focus on shifting economic power," and that "the elites have little idea what's actually mainstream." Many have noted Mamdani's knack for mobilizing enthusiastic swarms of young voters, and the fact that he garnered more votes than any New York mayoral candidate since John Lindsay, in 1969.

The problem that extreme candidates tend to face is that, though they may mobilize supporters, they also mobilize voters against them. And what matters in politics is not how many votes you get, but how many more you get than your opponent. You may recall Trump insisting that he must have won the 2020 election because he pulled in more votes than any candidate in history--except for Joe Biden, who won more.

Mamdani's victory says less about how the party can beat Republicans than about how a democratic socialist can beat mainstream Democrats in deep-blue areas.

He is not the first democratic socialist to do so. In Chicago two years ago, Brandon Johnson, a county commissioner and union organizer, won by a slim majority against Paul Vallas, a conservative Democrat. Both Johnson and Mamdani had opponents whom most Democrats considered unacceptable. Vallas was a law-and-order candidate who had disparaged favorite son Barack Obama. Mamdani ran against an incumbent dogged by allegations of corruption and ties to Trump (Eric Adams, before he dropped out in September), and a politician sandbagged by allegations of corruption and sexual harassment whom Trump endorsed (Andrew Cuomo). Omar Fateh, a democratic socialist who had been dubbed the "Mamdani of Minneapolis," lost on Tuesday to Jacob Frey, a standard-issue, mostly scandal-free Democrat.

Read: Zohran Mamdani is about to confront reality

Despite running against despised opponents, Mamdani still had to make ideological compromises. He praised the centrist abundance agenda and promised to scrap needless regulations. He renounced the phrase "Globalize the intifada," apologized to the New York City Police Department for having called it "racist, anti-queer & a major threat to public safety," and promised to keep Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch.

Many leftists decried these moves as unnecessary or even counterproductive humiliations. "This is a bad idea," the Current Affairs editor Nathan J. Robinson wrote on X after Mamdani's NYPD apology in September. "Apologies don't appease bad faith critics. They just embolden them to ask for more, because now they realize they can bully you into groveling. If you show weakness they attack you harder."

We don't know how Mamdani would have fared without these moves toward the center. But his strategy suggests a keen awareness of his own weaknesses. Mamdani may well govern effectively and win over skeptics of his socialist ideals. But he ran like a candidate who understood what some of his fans wish to deny: He managed to win in an overwhelmingly Democratic city not because of his radical commitments, but despite them.
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Democratic Momentum Could Be a Mirage

<span>Big off-year wins in New Jersey and Virginia get the party no closer to taking back the Senate or the White House.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




Tuesday night could hardly have gone better for Democrats. They easily held the governor's mansion in New Jersey, flipped it in Virginia, and won voter approval to gerrymander California aggressively in their party's favor. In all three of these elections, they won by more than Kamala Harris did in the 2024 presidential election, and by a much larger margin than the polls had suggested they would. Perhaps Democrats' most impressive victory was in Georgia, where they ousted two Republican members of the statewide energy-regulation board by 25 points.

These are serious achievements for a party in the wilderness. But to conclude that Democrats have solved their electoral difficulties, or have even begun to, would be a mistake. They are still in deep trouble.

In the Trump era, Democrats have routinely dominated low-turnout elections. The more random the election date and the more under the radar the office, the better they seem to perform. Getting the highly engaged to vote blue has never been the problem. Democrats' weakness manifests in presidential elections, in which more people vote, and in elections for the Senate, where small, rural states hold disproportionate power. Persuading an ever more engaged slice of the electorate to vote for you by an ever higher margin is better than nothing, but it does very little to help rebuild a party at the national level.

Democrats' edge in low-turnout elections might even be growing. In special elections in 2017 and 2018, Democrats outperformed Hillary Clinton's 2016 numbers by an average of six points. In the first 30 special elections since President Donald Trump's inauguration, they outperformed Harris by an average of 13 points.

Maybe Democrats are overperforming because Trump has gone out of his way in his second term to infuriate and activate them. But these shifts also reflect changing coalitions. Since Trump was first elected, the Democratic base has gotten older, whiter, richer, more female, and more highly educated. For decades, those have been the voters that most consistently head to the polls. Early data do suggest that a small but meaningful portion of Democratic voters on Tuesday were Trump voters in 2024. That's an encouraging sign for Democrats if true. But it is also consistent with the possibility that the party has increased its lead only with highly engaged voters, without having fixed its irregular-voter problem.

Marc Novicoff: Democrats don't seem willing to follow their own advice

All things being equal, you'd rather have a high-propensity coalition. You don't have to worry so much about getting out the vote, and building power at the local level is easier, whether on the  school board or in the state legislature. But having the high-propensity coalition comes with risks. The most obvious is that it's less helpful in winning the presidency. Presidential elections attract many more voters, including the kind who don't vote in midterms or off-year governor elections. Those irregular voters broke for Trump in 2024. Neither party seems to have internalized this fact. Democrats keep working hard to make voting easier, and Republicans push paperwork requirements that at this point might keep more of their own voters from casting a ballot. (Whether irregular voters' rightward shift is a Trump-specific phenomenon is unclear, and will remain so until another candidate heads the Republican presidential ticket.)

The other risk of a high-propensity coalition is that you misread your voters' enthusiasm as evidence that you have a lot of them in a lot of places. In 2017, Democrats were overjoyed as their nominees for governor trounced their Republican opponents in Virginia and New Jersey. The next year, Democrats kept their momentum and took back the House in a so-called blue wave. But in the Senate, they lost seats: Democratic incumbents were defeated in North Dakota, Indiana, Missouri, and Florida. The Democratic base had certainly become more enthusiastic, but it had also become more concentrated. The dynamic has only accelerated since then. Democrats lost Senate seats in Montana, West Virginia, and Ohio last year, all three of which they had been able to keep in 2018.

This is the progression that Democrats must halt. If they'd like to ever stop the confirmation of a Trump appointee, they need to have the Senate. If they'd like to ever pass a law without Republican assistance, they need to have the Senate. Yet they have never in modern history looked further from winning it. In 2026, if Democrats manage to hold Senate seats in Georgia and Michigan, where Trump won last year, they will almost certainly still have to beat Susan Collins in Maine, win a Senate seat in North Carolina (a state that Trump has won three times in a row), and pick up two seats in states that Trump carried last year by more than 10 points. The map in 2028 is only marginally more hospitable.

Democrats might lament the unfairness of the fact that small states, which today are disproportionately white, rural, and conservative, hold disproportionate power in the Senate (and a little more power in the Electoral College). But the rules of the game have been in place for 250 years, and only in the past 10 has the Democratic base become so coastal, urban, and liberal that the party seems to have no chance in most of the country. That's their problem, and no off-year electoral sweep should make them think they've solved it.
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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.
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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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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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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 was 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 Democracy in Venezuela Would Require

Toppling a dictatorship is easier than building a functional state to take its place.

by Michael Albertus

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




A little more than 80 years ago, a group of young military officers joined with Venezuela's main opposition party to overthrow the country's ruling dictator. The man who took power, Romulo Betancourt, became known as the father of Venezuelan democracy. He quickly set to work expanding suffrage, carrying out social and economic reforms, securing oil revenue, and settling European refugees who had fled World War II.

Betancourt inherited a weak state, reliant on oil revenue, that had nominal institutions and limited experience with democracy. He stacked the government with partisans; other political parties cried foul; and the military got nervous. A coup toppled his government in 1948, and democracy would not reemerge in Venezuela for another decade. By then Betancourt had learned his lesson: He shared power with other major parties, a move that allowed democracy to take root and endure for decades, until its erosion and then collapse under Hugo Chavez after 1999.

Today there is again talk of regime change in Venezuela. The country's popular opposition leader, the recent Nobel Peace Prize winner Maria Corina Machado, calls President Nicolas Maduro's rule illegitimate and promises to return the country to democracy. The Trump administration seems inclined to act on her behalf. The administration cut off dialogue with the Maduro regime earlier this month. It then ramped up air strikes against alleged drug-trafficking boats off Venezuela's coast and offered a $50 million bounty for information that could be used to arrest Maduro. Meanwhile, Donald Trump has massed thousands of U.S. troops, warships, and other military assets off the Venezuelan coast and authorized covert CIA action on the ground. Officials privately concede that these moves are part of an effort to force Maduro from office.

Read: Why Venezuela?

Unseating an existing regime is hard enough; building a new one to replace it is even more bedeviling. Both Venezuelan and American history is stocked with cautionary tales of regime-change operations gone awry. In today's Venezuela, the military is dug into power and faces considerable risk if Maduro is ousted. It will be an obstacle to his removal--and even if such an operation succeeds, reestablishing democracy afterward will be very difficult.

For an outside power to topple Maduro would be a violation of international law and of Venezuela's sovereignty. But the humanitarian and political case for doing so is compelling on its face. The Venezuelan leader has ravaged his country's economy, causing it to shrink by an incredible 75 percent--the world's worst economic collapse in peacetime. The resulting poverty, misery, and health crises have driven nearly 8 million people, almost a quarter of the country's population, to emigrate. That has destabilized politics and fueled right-wing reactions against immigration across the hemisphere. Amid this wreckage, Maduro blatantly stole the country's most recent presidential election and forcibly cracked down on the political opposition. His regime is deeply unpopular, corrupt, and authoritarian.

Despite the escalating threats, Maduro and his military allies have steadfastly refused to step aside. For good reason: They may face severe consequences if they do.

Years ago, Venezuela's military could have plausibly sought an off-ramp from dictatorship through amnesties and constitutional protections that would afford its members a future under democratic rule. But such an arrangement is unlikely today. Maduro and several of his high-ranking military officials have been charged with narco-terrorism, drug trafficking, and other crimes in American courts. If they are captured, they could end up jailed for life, much as Panamanian President Manuel Noriega and several of his associates did in 1989. Maybe Venezuela's military elite could find a way to remain in the country--but then its years of mismanagement and human-rights violations would likely catch up with it, making it the target of an incoming government's retribution.

If any faction of the military is likely to move against Maduro, it would probably emerge among lower-ranking officers who don't face the same risks as the top brass. Indeed, some such factions joined a failed uprising against Maduro led by Juan Guaido in 2019. But U.S. sanctions, pressure for political opening, and even a Guaido-led parallel government failed to peel the military away from Maduro.

Still, suppose that a coterie of low-ranking military defectors gathers sufficient momentum to depose Maduro, or that the Trump administration authorizes military action: What would replace the Maduro regime, and how?

The political opposition, largely united under Machado's leadership, promises a new dawn for democracy. Machado has described a pathway to rapid economic recovery through privatization, foreign investment, market liberalization, and macroeconomic and regulatory reform. Her vision calls for an influx of capital to rebuild the country's broken health and education systems, and for investment in much-needed infrastructure improvements that could attract emigrants back to the country to help rebuild.

The plan is alluring, but democracy works only if institutions function and the civil liberties of citizens can be protected. That in turn requires a capable state apparatus and a degree of political order. Both have crumbled in Venezuela under Maduro and his predecessor, Chavez. Armed citizen militias, criminal governance, and illicit economies have mushroomed across the country as the state has been hollowed out. The government has completely upended the foundations of property rights, making secure investment nearly impossible. Corruption and black markets abound; even state agents participate in them regularly. The currency has little intrinsic value.

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

Against that backdrop, the institutions of government have withered. The judiciary is fully packed with pliable political allies of the ruling regime. The election authority and Congress are stacked with regime allies and no longer perform their most basic functions. Even local government, which remained somewhat competitive under Chavez and for a time under Maduro, has been undermined, as tax collection has plummeted and revenue sharing has dried up because of the economic contraction.

The Venezuelan state needs to be rebuilt almost from the ground up. That's a yearslong endeavor, and a new democracy would have to manage the expectations of citizens against the slow and rocky reality of state-building. In the meantime, it would have to contend with the gangs, criminal networks, and other powerful armed actors that have grown used to exercising local control. Even more Venezuelans may decide to migrate if they believe that opportunity is not being regenerated quickly enough, or if the state cannot rein in social violence.

Venezuela's first democratic revolution in 1948 and its subsequent democratic transition in 1958 hold lessons for today's proponents of regime change: Establishing a durable democracy is far harder than unseating a dictator.
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China's EV Market Is Imploding

Beijing's grand ambitions threaten to take down the global car industry.

by Michael Schuman

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




In China, you can buy a heavily discounted "used" electric car that has never, in fact, been used. Chinese automakers, desperate to meet their sales targets in a bitterly competitive market, sell cars to dealerships, which register them as "sold," even though no actual customer has bought them. Dealers, stuck with officially sold cars, then offload them as "used," often at low prices. The practice has become so prevalent that the Chinese Communist Party is trying to stop it. Its main newspaper, The People's Daily, complained earlier this year that this sales-inflating tactic "disrupts normal market order," and criticized companies for their "data worship."

This sign of serious problems in China's electric-vehicle industry may come as a surprise to many Americans. The Chinese electric car has become a symbol of the country's seemingly unstoppable rise on the world stage. Many observers point to their growing popularity as evidence that China is winning the race to dominate new technologies. But in China, these electric cars represent something entirely different: the profound threats that Beijing's meddling in markets poses to both China and the world.

Bloated by excessive investment, distorted by government intervention, and plagued by heavy losses, China's EV industry appears destined for a crash. EV companies are locked in a cutthroat struggle for survival. Wei Jianjun, the chairman of the Chinese automaker Great Wall Motor, warned in May that China's car industry could tumble into a financial crisis; it "just hasn't erupted yet."

Eric Schmidt and Selina Xu: China is building the future

To bypass government censorship of bad economic news, market analysts have opted for a seemingly anodyne term to describe the Chinese car industry's downward spiral: involution, which connotes falling in on oneself.

What happens in China's EV sector promises to influence the entire global automobile market. China's emergence as the world's largest manufacturer of EVs highlights the serious challenge the country poses to even the most advanced industries in the U.S., Europe, and other rich economies. Given the vital role the car industry plays in economies around the world, and the jobs, supply chains, and technologies involved, the stakes are high.

But the wobbles in China's EV sector demonstrate the downside of China's state-led economic model. China's government threw ample resources at the EV industry in the hopes of leapfrogging foreign rivals in the transition to battery-powered vehicles. The Center for Strategic and International Studies estimates that the government provided more than $230 billion of financial assistance to the EV sector from 2009 to 2023. The strategy worked: China's EV makers would likely never have grown as quickly as they have without this substantial state support. By comparison, the recent Republican-sponsored tax bill eliminated nearly all federal subsidies for EVs in the U.S.

The problem is that China's program encouraged too much investment in the sector. Michael Dunne, the CEO of Dunne Insights, a California-based consulting firm focused on the EV industry, counts 46 domestic and international automakers producing EVs in China, far too many for even the world's second-largest economy to sustain.

Dunne told me that the EV sector in China is consolidating; 11 Chinese companies now dominate the local car market. But the industry should probably shrink further. The capital-intensive car business relies on economies of scale, which is why the world has so few major automakers.

Yet China's auto industry is still nascent enough to attract new players, including major electronics companies. Xiaomi, which makes everything from smartphones to rice cookers, launched its first EV model just last year. To woo customers in this crowded market, China's EV companies have been slashing their prices, making profits slim.

In most economies, the market would sort out this mess by culling the weakest players. But China's leaders don't trust markets to achieve their national goals, so they readily intervene. In China, state support or ownership of automakers extends the life of struggling businesses. Local governments are also reluctant to lose the jobs they bring, so officials prop up unprofitable companies. The city of Wenzhou recently helped arrange financing for an EV maker called WM Motor, to get the company's local factory humming again. The city of Hefei rescued the EV start-up Nio in 2020, but the publicly listed company continues to lose money--$1.6 billion in the first half of this year.

China's EV woes are a direct consequence of these interventions, which have engineered an unsustainable glut of vehicles. But instead of addressing these market problems, China's leaders are cracking down on what they call "disorderly competition," such as the aggressive EV price war and the sale of zero-mileage "used" cars.

Beijing has its own reasons to avoid the economic reforms that would make its EV industry more viable. By keeping factories running, even at a loss, the government can shore up an economy plagued by sluggish consumer spending and a slumping property market. More important, EV makers are a key part of Beijing's plan to expand China's global power.

China's state-led EV program, by design, has been predatory. By subsidizing these companies, China sought to edge out more established automakers in the U.S., Europe, and elsewhere. Beijing's economic planners are willing to sacrifice something as frivolous as profitability to fulfill their dreams of building an internationally competitive car industry. China "sustains a lot of inefficiency at home in order to dominate industries and markets globally," Dunne told me.

Yet even the Chinese state may not be able to prop up its automakers indefinitely. The research firm Rhodium Group figures that Chinese policy makers spend the equivalent of 3 percent of the central government's fiscal revenues to subsidize car sales. Gregor Sebastian, a senior analyst at Rhodium, told me that this level is probably unsustainable, particularly if the Chinese government also hopes to develop semiconductors and AI. He recommends that Chinese policy makers "slowly take the foot off the gas pedal, but in a way that the sector doesn't collapse."

Patrick George: The American car industry can't go on like this

China's EV industry's gains in the international market are also under threat. President Joe Biden's administration imposed a 100 percent tariff on Chinese EVs last year, which President Donald Trump has maintained, effectively shutting these vehicles out of the U.S. market. The European Union, Canada, Turkey and Mexico have also hiked duties on Chinese cars. Restricted access to key international markets could make it even harder for Chinese EV companies to survive without aid from their government.

The international automobile industry is shaping up to be a test of wills between the Chinese leaders determined to dominate it and the global policy makers who hope to stop them.

This contest isn't all bad. By pushing down car prices, China's policies may benefit consumers worldwide. But China's state-led economic model still comes at a high cost, given the ways its huge subsidies and low prices are forcing governments around the world to use tariffs to meddle with the markets. China's distorted EV market now threatens to hoard industry jobs by making it impossible for any car company to turn a profit. In the end, China's EV industry may overrun its competitors, but still be a financial catastrophe.
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Why Trump's Ukraine Peace Efforts Keep Failing

Moscow doesn't want a transactional deal. Washington needs a better plan.

by Thomas Wright

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




Donald Trump is clearly frustrated with his failure to end the Russia-Ukraine war. He thought he could strike a deal with a simple transaction that recognized Russia's territorial gains and appealed to its economic interests. He did not understand how committed Vladimir Putin was to the destruction of an independent Ukrainian state, or how difficult it would be to compel him to accept anything less.

Recently President Trump tried to change the dynamic: He told Putin he might give Ukraine long-range Tomahawk missiles, and he tried to berate Volodymyr Zelensky into conceding territory, but both to no avail. Trump canceled a planned summit with Putin, explaining to reporters, "We're going to have to know that we're going to make a deal. I'm not going to be wasting my time. I've always had a great relationship with Vladimir Putin, but this has been very disappointing."

To hear senior Trump-administration officials tell it, they are very close to settling the war, if only the parties would be reasonable. They appear to view the fundamental conflict as simple and susceptible to compromise: Russia wants the remaining land that it does not control in the Donbas; Ukraine wants robust security guarantees. But in fact the problem is much more intractable and difficult than that.

Early in Trump's second term, Russia rejected a deal that would have frozen the battle lines, lifted sanctions on Russia, and kept Ukraine out of NATO. If Trump had understood the deeper context of the war, he would have expected no less. Moscow views a free, independent, and militarily capable Ukraine as an unacceptable threat. If the war ends on any terms other than the total subjugation of Ukraine to Russia, an ever more aggrieved and militarized Ukraine will recover economically and rebuild its defenses with Western support. Moscow finds this outcome intolerable, and its only plan to deal with it is to destroy the Ukrainian state. This is what Moscow means by addressing "root causes."

Read: Putin is not winning

For Putin, the extraordinarily high cost of continuing the war is worth paying because it prevents Ukraine from ever getting back on its feet. He will not change his mind just because the marginal cost of sanctions increases, or because Ukraine conducts more deep strikes. This is why the Russian position is almost completely unchanged since Trump took office: Russia is making an offer that Zelensky can only refuse. It is demanding concessions that will destroy the Ukrainian president politically, such as the surrender of new territory and the demilitarization of Ukraine.

Indeed, Nate Reynolds, a fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and a former U.S. intelligence analyst, has pointed out that the only significant change in the negotiating position of either side during the Trump administration has come from Ukraine. When Joe Biden was president, Ukraine demanded ironclad security guarantees from the United States in exchange for ending the war. After the Oval Office bust-up with Trump in February, Kyiv embraced the idea of an unconditional cease-fire, perhaps to repair relations with Washington. This was a smart move that revealed Russia as the obstacle to peace. But Trump did not follow up with serious pressure on Moscow, and the two sides remain as far apart as ever.

Trump will not be able to end the war in the next few months, but he could start to create the military and diplomatic conditions for a successful negotiation later in his term. Doing so wouldn't even require a radical shift in direction.

Trump should continue to help Ukraine convince Putin that he has no hope of achieving his objectives on the battlefield. Andriy Zagorodnyuk, who served as Ukraine's minister for defense before the war, refers to this strategy strategic neutralization--Ukraine would seek to paralyze Russia's offensive capacities at land, sea, and air, so that even though it can continue to fight, it cannot win.

One year ago, Ukraine was short on manpower and had overextended itself with an incursion into Kursk, Russia. Russian forces were moving slowly forward, at tremendous cost. Time was not on Ukraine's side. Kyiv worried that if it hunkered down, it would lose slowly. In May of this year, Russia sought to capitalize on this advantage with a big offensive.

The results were underwhelming. A recent study by The Economist showed that Russia took only 0.4 percent of Ukrainian land in its summer offensive. Russian forces recently breached the defenses of the city of Pokrovsk, but this does not change the strategic picture and was in any case predicted for about a year. At the current rate, Russia would need 103 years to conquer all of Ukraine. Meanwhile, according to the same study's survey of available data, Russian casualties spiked by 60 percent in 2025, totaling somewhere between 984,000 and 1,438,000, including 190,000 to 480,000 dead. One U.S. official told me that Ukrainian casualty numbers are about a quarter to a third of the Russians'.


A Ukrainian soldier launches a surveillance drone toward Russian positions in the Donetsk region.(Roman Pilipey / AFP / Getty)



Russian casualties have risen largely because of a change in the nature of the front lines over the last year. Troops once used stands of trees or other natural barriers to defend themselves against small offensives. Now the frontline consists of a large kill zone where drones strike anything static within minutes. Both sides use drones, but they have made the biggest difference for Ukraine, which uses them to offset its disadvantage in manpower and artillery.

Ukraine's position is more sustainable than it was. Earlier this year, Kyiv was running short on weapons, as supplies that the Biden administration had set in motion ran out. Trump has partly addressed the shortfall by selling NATO weapons for transfer to Ukraine (more air-defense weapons are still needed, though). Trump also recently imposed sanctions on the Russian energy sector, which will help tighten the financial squeeze on Russia's war effort.

Read: Ukraine's plan to starve the Russian war machine

Still, what Trump really seems to want is not to help Ukraine prevail in a longer war so much as to reinvigorate his diplomacy for a peace deal. And to that end, he can do something more: He can globalize his peace push, perhaps by calling for a peace summit, and by pressing other countries to accept an immediate end to the war along current lines.

Ukraine has held and taken part in peace summits before, but it struggled to bring the countries of the global South on board with its proposals for settling the outstanding issues between itself and Russia. The fact that Zelensky now embraces an unconditional cease-fire makes that task a lot easier. Brazil, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Senegal, India, and other nations that have pushed for peace will be hard-pressed to reject a clear prospect for achieving it, especially now that Trump has ruled out Ukrainian membership in NATO.

Trump's goal could be to rally a majority of the world's countries to call for an immediate and unconditional cease-fire, with details on implementation to be worked out by the parties. Russia would oppose this but be forced to explain why. The process would highlight the absurdity of Putin's demands for additional territorial concessions and Ukraine's demilitarization. As Russia's closest ally, China would not break with Moscow by endorsing an unconditional cease-fire, but it, too, would be discomfited by having to explain this choice. Trump could chalk up some progress as countries signed on, and Ukraine would get a morale boost at the start of a long and difficult winter.

The war in Ukraine is unlikely to end with a singular, spectacular breakthrough. But these moves and a little patience could help set the conditions for a resolution over time--one that doesn't involve Russia destroying and subjugating its neighbor.
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The Battle Iranian Women Are Winning

The mandatory veiling of women was once a pillar of the Islamic Republic. Now it's almost gone.

by Arash Azizi

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




On a busy sidewalk outside a cafe, a group of young people, many of them women, bob their heads to the beat of "Seven Nation Army," by the White Stripes. Huddled around a live band, some shake their hair while others rhythmically swing.

The scene wouldn't raise an eyebrow in most cities. But a clip of it went viral, viewed by millions on X and Instagram, because it happened in Tehran. Western rock music is mostly banned in the Islamic Republic, and women are forbidden to dance in public, smoke, and--most important--bare their hair. Iran's mandatory-hijab law requires women to cover their head and entire body, except for their face and hands below the wrist. Showing so much as an ear or an elbow could count as a crime.

In September 2022, a young woman was picked up by Tehran's morality police for sporting "improper hijab." She died in custody. A mass revolt ensued--one that lasted for months and demanded an end not just to the mandatory hijab, but to the Islamic Republic as well. The movement failed to achieve that larger goal, but it did radically change public life in Iran. Technically, the hijab remains mandatory. Yet for the first time since its founding, the regime has lost the ability to enforce that law.

The evidence of this failure is visible everywhere. A few weeks ago, I video-called a friend in Tehran and was shocked to see her wearing a tank top on the street. As she walked around, I saw dozens of other women with their hair uncovered. Some were even wearing shorts or showing their midriff.

Read: How to be a man in Iran

The change is not limited to the wealthy neighborhoods of northern Tehran, where enforcement has always been slightly laxer. The viral dancing video was filmed in the district of Iranshahr, in central Tehran. Videos from Isfahan, Arak, and other cities show throngs of hijab-less women outdoors. There are other signs that Iran's previously relentless social repression is beginning to relax. Despite an official ban on celebrating Halloween, thousands of Tehranis, including many unveiled women, donned costumes last week. Speaking to a dissident media outlet based in London, a woman said that she'd recently been able to pass through airport security without hijab.

But hijab is no side issue for Tehran's rulers. The Iranian American analyst Karim Sadjadpour rightly counts it as one of the three remaining ideological pillars of the regime, alongside anti-Americanism and anti-Zionism. The regime's retreat on the issue is therefore an achievement, but not one that the movement can consider settled, as the hijab mandate is still subject to factional wrangling.

The 2022-23 protests did not at first move the regime an inch on hijab. In a defiant speech in April 2023, Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, said that unveiling was "politically and religiously forbidden." The hard-liner-dominated Parliament passed a draconian bill making hijab rules even stricter.

But, perhaps aware of how narrow his base had become, Khamenei allowed the reformist Masud Pezeshkian to run for president last year and win. Pezeshkian had made a campaign promise to relax hijab rules, and he reportedly obtained Khamenei's consent to not enforce the new hijab bill. According to the conservative speaker of Parliament, Iran's National Security Council has asked for the bill not to be implemented. This council is headed by the president and consists of a dozen high-ranking military and political leaders. It has emerged as something of an Iranian politburo, making calls on the issues that divide the country's ruling class. Defenders of the council's decision point out that Iran has much more urgent business than forcing a dress code on women: Its regional allies were repeatedly battered by Israel last year, and earlier this year, it endured a 12-day war with Israel and America.

The vans that once patrolled the streets to pick up unveiled women have mostly disappeared. But other forms of enforcement remain. The Islamic Penal Code still criminalizes forgoing the hijab, as does other legislation. In recent months, at least 50 venues, including cafes, restaurants, wedding halls, and clothing shops, have been closed all over the country because they served hijab-less women. Dance parties like the one in Iranshahr are still sometimes raided by the police. One of the musicians playing there had his Instagram account closed down temporarily by the authorities (it's now back up.) In Isfahan, women have received threatening text messages for not wearing hijab. The president's spokeswoman has said this isn't his government's doing. On this, as well as other issues, his government is hapless. A culture-ministry official was dismissed just because he published an Instagram story featuring his hijab-less daughter.

Pezeshkian doesn't control the judiciary, the security forces, or the Center for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice, which is tasked with pushing women to wear hijab (its leaders are appointed by the Friday prayer leaders' council, whose members are in turn appointed by Khamenei). The center has announced plans to recruit 80,000 "promoters of virtue," who will go around advocating for hijab and the opening of creepy-sounding "clinics for treating hijablessness." And the center has some institutional allies. The island of Kish, in the Persian Gulf, has a reputation for greater laxity than the mainland, but a few days ago, a prosecutor there pledged to go after a group for organizing a "mixed-gender coffee party." A deputy education minister said that he would punish two schools that had promoted "inappropriate outfits" on their social-media accounts.

Still, these are rearguard actions that don't seem representative of the larger policy direction. Speaking to NBC and Fox News during a recent trip to the United States, Pezeshkian said that he didn't believe in forcing women to wear hijab; his chief of staff had already said the same on Iranian TV. And the reformists are, for once, not alone in this. Following the 12-day war, Ali Akbar Velayati, a top adviser to Khamenei, cryptically posted on X that "some social directions of the regime could change," with the goal of "putting people's happiness at the center." This was widely interpreted as a call for relaxing social repression. In March, some hard-line proponents of the hijab staged a protest--and were dispersed by security forces, a rare reversal of fortunes.

Last month, Mohammadreza Bahonar, a conservative politician who serves on the powerful Expediency Council, became an unlikely focal point for the regime's internal battle over hijab. Bahonar told a news outlet that he didn't believe in the hijab mandate and that its enforcement was no longer feasible. Only 10 percent of Iranian society is hezbollahi (hard-core Islamist), he said; the majority of people "want to simply live their lives."

Read: The invisible city of Tehran

The backlash was swift and furious. "Who do you think you are to say such things?" Tehran's Friday prayer leader asked Bahonar in his weekly sermon. "Who gave you such permission?" One military leader did not name Bahonar but criticized officials who downplay the importance of the hijab mandate. "Those who deny hijab must be executed," he said. "If our martyrs were now alive they'd skin the scalp of those who get out naked on the streets and walk their dogs." (Walking dogs is also forbidden in Iran.) Several more officials, members of Parliament, and assorted hard-liners also criticized Bahonar, as did Iran's attorney general. A group of self-declared "promoters of virtue" even planned a demonstration against him, though they later canceled it. A spokesperson for the Expediency Council clarified that Bahonar was speaking in a personal capacity. Under pressure, he partially walked back his comments and affirmed his personal belief in the "social necessity" of hijab.

As with much else in Iran, the status quo appears untenable. Any return to a pre-2022 level of hijab enforcement would require a major crackdown that the regime can ill afford. But openly giving up on one of the revolution's central orthodoxies is also difficult. Khamenei, at 86, is in the twilight of a life devoted to an uncompromising Islamist vision. His authority is beginning to wane; the country knows his time is limited, and the regime seems to freeze when faced with big decisions, such as those concerning the hijab.

The credit here is due to ordinary Iranians, who have pressed gradually and insistently against the regime's rules. In doing so, they have expanded their social freedoms, and they are unlikely to give up these hard-won achievements. Even many inside the regime seem to have realized that they need to move on. The Islamic Republic is about to lose one of its three pillars; the other two will also crumble in time.
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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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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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Hotel Cancellation Has Been Canceled

The age of travel flexibility is over.

by Ian Bogost

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Delayed two hours, hunched over my laptop in the Dallas Fort Worth C-terminal Admirals Club, I was frantically rearranging my plans. The government shutdown, still ongoing at the time, had caused major disruptions at U.S. airports. If my flight were canceled, the airline would refund me for my ticket. But my hotel room in Charlotte, North Carolina, appeared to be another matter. I clicked around the booking website on my screen. Its policy on cancellation was austere: You could void your reservation only if you did so three days in advance. If your plans happened to fall through unexpectedly the night before (because, let's say, your nation's legislature had failed to pass a budget), then you'd be out of luck.

This felt new. In the past, a hotel booking had been an easy thing to cancel. Up until the day before check-in, you could generally modify your plan without incident, and absent any fees. But this no longer seems to be the case. The age of travel flexibility is over. Hotel cancellation has been canceled.

The sad story of this change begins in about 2018; its villain is--surprise--the internet. Around that time, third-party travel-booking sites began to use a novel method of securing deals known to industry insiders as "cancel-rebook," Christopher Anderson, a professor at Cornell University's Nolan School of Hotel Administration, told me. It worked like this: The sites would let you book a room at the best available price, and then they would keep watching that hotel in the days and weeks that followed, to see if its posted rates would ever dip. A hotel might, for instance, drop its prices for last-minute bookings so that fewer rooms were left unfilled. If and when that happened, the travel websites' cancel-rebooking scheme kicked in: Your reservation would be swapped for the cheaper one.

Cancel-rebook was great for consumers but terrible for hotels. The properties could no longer reduce their rates to manage unsold inventory without losing already-booked revenue to the online travel services. As a result, they started offering a bunch of different rates for the same room with varying degrees of flexibility. Travelers might find that they could book a room at a discounted, prepaid rate with no cancellation allowed, or at a mid-range rate with a two- or three-day cancellation deadline. In some cases, the old, until-the-night-before cancellation option would be on offer for a higher rate, too. This didn't fully solve the problem of the cancel-rebook sites, because they could still swap reservations until just before the deadline. But it attenuated the worst effects.

Read: The carry-on-baggage bubble is about to pop

From the travelers' perspective, the stakes of such restrictive policies are higher for hotels than they are for airlines. In most cases, if you cancel an airline flight on a major carrier, you can at the very least apply the value of your ticket to a future fare. But canceled-too-late and no-show hotel bookings are more likely a total loss. Hotels are not inclined to offer you a credit for your booking, even if they represent a sprawling chain with many thousands of properties. That's because, unlike airlines, most hotels are not centrally owned. If you book the Ithaca Marriott, that would be owned by a franchisee, Anderson said. If a local owner has essentially licensed a hotel-chain brand for access to its customers, they may have no incentive to provide you with a credit that could be used some other time for a room at, say, the New York Marriott Marquis.

In other words, travelers and the online booking services have exploited--and unwittingly depleted--the shared resource of hotels' flexibility in the hunt for the cheapest possible rooms. It's a tragedy of the commons: Now all of us are left to hedge our travel plans against the hotels' more restrictive policies, which themselves were hedges against the cancel-rebooking schemes.

What can travelers do to mitigate the situation? Hotel rates are less prone to drifting up and down than they used to be, Anderson told me, so there may be little cost in waiting to book your room until you're sure you need it (and then choosing the best rate at that time). But even then, an unexpected delay or cancellation can still put you out of pocket. In that case, Anderson recommends a personal plea: Call the hotel, be nice, and explain your circumstances. "They want to make you happy," he said. A Hilton spokesperson told me that exceptions to its properties' cancellation policies are made on a "case-by-case basis, with broad waivers often extended" in the case of natural disasters or other events, and noted that cancellation charges may be waived for plans affected by the flight reductions. (Marriott and IHG, two other major hotel chains, did not respond to requests for comment.)

Read: Why is airplane WiFi still so bad?

This extended grace certainly sounds delightful! But the entire industry--perhaps the entire world--has been steered away from human interactions of this kind. Automated systems for e-commerce, such as cancel-rebook, have turned every commercial transaction--ordering a pizza, hiring a babysitter, hailing a car, whatever--into an opportunity to insert some technological middleman. Even if I did try to contact a hotel in the event of travel disruption, I'd expect to be funneled into a labyrinth of computerized customer-service menus or AI doomchats before anyone could even try to help me out of my predicament.

This is what it's like to be a traveler today: You're moving on a sea of internet-enabled processes, never really sure where the machines of arbitrage are pushing you, or why. If you don't end up where you meant to go, then your options may be limited. You didn't choose these terms for travel, but you now bear the risk they entail.
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The Criminal Enterprise Behind That Fake Toll Text

Beware the smishing triad

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




Early last year, Grant Smith received an alarmed message from his wife. She had gotten a text notification about a delayed package, clicked the link, and paid a fee. Then she realized that it was not, in fact, the United States Postal Service asking for her credit-card information--that she had no idea who had just collected her payment info. She quickly canceled the card.



The Smiths had been smished. Short for "SMS phishing"--cyberattacks that arrive via text message--smishing refers to a particular type of spam message that you've probably received once or twice, if not dozens of times. They impersonate brands or federal agencies, such as Citigroup or USPS, in the hopes of getting people to hand over their personal information.



Smith, it so happens, is a sort of hacker himself--he works in cybersecurity. He opened the fake USPS website that the scammers had sent and began rooting around in its code, ultimately landing on multiple vulnerabilities. It turns out that the criminals had pretty bad operating security, Smith told me. He was able to log in to the hackers' system and download information for more than 400,000 different credit cards that they had collected, he told me, which he reported to USPS and several banks.



Smith had unwittingly hacked his way into a node of the "smishing triad": an elaborate criminal enterprise built on these fraudulent texts that several cybersecurity experts told me is mainly based in China (hence the name--triads are notorious organized-crime syndicates in China). The smishing triad does not directly con everyday people. Instead, it sells software packages to anyone who'd like to do their own scamming. For some $200 a month, the triad's customers can get a scam rolling, even if they have no technical savvy themselves. Think of it as Squarespace for scams.

Read: Scammers are coming for college students

Over the past few years, these texts have become a sort of background annoyance, white noise that accompanies smartphone ownership. They reach people in at least 121 countries. The messages themselves usually have some clear tells--strange phrasings, suspicious numbers or sender addresses, misspellings. Even so, they're effective: The USPS scam alone, which typically requests a small fee to redeliver a package, may have been responsible for defrauding victims of anywhere from $3 billion to $28 billion during a recent 16-month stretch, according to one research group's estimate. Calculating the total amount stolen is hard, because tracing who fell for these texts and how much they lost is hard by design. And smishing scams are only becoming more common, Zach Edwards, a senior threat analyst at the cybersecurity company Silent Push, told me.



The smishing triad has been so effective that some of the biggest companies in the world are taking notice. This morning, Google announced litigation against 25 individuals or entities it has identified as members of the smishing triad, all of which it alleges are in China. (Various Google logos, including those of Gmail and YouTube, have been imitated in these scams.) Prior to this announcement, Google had reached out to talk about the lawsuit with me. One of the company's cybercrime investigators (whom I am keeping anonymous by request, so that they are not compromised in future investigations) told me that their team at Google was clued in to the smishing triad earlier this year by external researchers, whom I then began contacting. This led me to a much wider group of cybersecurity experts--a sort of anti-smishing league--that has been tracking this criminal syndicate for years.



Five independent cybersecurity researchers, including Smith, walked me through the smishing enterprise: the inner workings, both brilliant and shockingly obvious, through which these fraudulent messages are sent and monetized. That reporting left me with the impression that this problem may never be completely solved, that we may be forever doomed to receive sketchy DMV texts warning us to "pay now to avoid irreversible consequences."



Smishing has become popular as email providers' spam filters have improved. Text messages have far weaker filters and, in the case of services such as iMessage, are end-to-end encrypted and thus even harder for companies or authorities to track. Around 2023, both the scale and sophistication of these attacks increased dramatically: the relentless spam texts informing you about a supposed unpaid highway toll, late package, or unexpected tax rebate. By analyzing these fraudulent domains, as well as dark-web activity, cybersecurity experts have traced much of the smishing to services advertised on public Telegram groups and YouTube channels, almost all in Chinese.



The most popular and advanced smishing program sold on Telegram is "Lighthouse," and this is the target of Google's lawsuit. Lighthouse, the cybersecurity experts told me, is the key entry point through which someone who wants to devise a scam can set up a false operation. There are many ways to operationalize a smishing scam--SecAlliance, a part of CSIS Security Group, believes tens of thousands of Chinese-speaking individuals are using these smishing kits--but here are the contours. Inside the Lighthouse interface, a typical dashboard allows you to select the company you want to impersonate, perhaps Citi or PayPal, or even to spin up your own, entirely fraudulent e-commerce websites. Once the fake site is live, you can go to one of these Telegram group chats to find a data broker, from whom you purchase contact information of people to spam, and then you connect to a spammer, someone who will send texts to all those phone numbers. In some cases, spammers can operate as one-stop shops, procuring contact information and sending the messages. (One of the Telegram accounts that Google identified as part of the triad, "Kunlun," told NPR, "What does this have to do with me? I'm not familiar with this.")



Here, the scam gets low-tech. The spammer may have dozens of stolen iPhones and Android devices arranged in racks in a room overseas. A program can automatically compose a message (Dear Jane, This is your bank ...), and each of those stolen phones can send it to perhaps hundreds or thousands of targets a day. Or, perhaps, they have an SMS blaster--a big box that acts as a fake cell tower; the spammer drives it around a neighborhood and the blaster sends texts to every phone in its radius. Some people will open the link--Silent Push has documented, on average, at least 50,000 page visits a day to these smishing websites--and some will type in their username and password or their credit-card number. One study found that nearly 17 percent of participants potentially fell for a simulated smishing attack.

Annie Lowrey: When the bitcoin scammers came for me

Without the victim even formally clicking "Submit" to send through their personal information, the Lighthouse software can pull their credit-card number or password from the text field and store it, Ford Merrill, a security researcher at SecAlliance, told me; if there is multifactor authentication, that passcode will be hoovered up and bypassed, too. The Lighthouse software can identify if the credit card is from a bank with sufficiently weak digital security, and if not, request the victim input another. Then comes the money laundering, which Merrill described to me as "ingenious." The Lighthouse software helps load the stolen credit-card information onto digital wallets, he said; crates of smartphones loaded with stolen cards, as many as 10 per phone, can be sold and shipped via air freight. Then a laundering expert can help the scammers pay themselves by, for instance, setting up a fake merchant and buying nonexistent items or services from it.



A fraudster used to have to know how to do all of this on their own. "Now criminals just subscribe to the services that they need to conduct the attack," Shawn Loveland, the chief operating officer at the cybersecurity firm Resecurity, told me. "They may not have any technical knowledge on how it actually works." And as with any supply chain, specialization allows for sophistication: better spoofs of a wider range of websites, more languages, less-detectable money laundering, and so on. One recent development, Loveland said, has involved using generative AI to write more personalized and deceptive phishing texts. A growing number of data breaches provide a large amount of personal information linked to phone numbers and emails, which a chatbot can use to compose texts that impersonate, for instance, your bank or your boss. "The whole process is really heavily automated and industrialized," Merrill said.



Despite the triad's overall sophistication, the cybersecurity experts told me, the scammers have made a number of fumbles. "Their operational security is terrible," Merrill said; instructions and photos from smishing-as-a-service providers are all over Telegram. When Smith was poking around the USPS smishing link, he found admin usernames including "admin0," "admin1," and "admin2," and passwords also including "admin0, "admin1," and "admin2." Google was able to identify a YouTube channel (now suspended) with smishing tutorials, one of which included several Gmail addresses in a screenshare, an investigator with Google's cybercrime group told me. Using those email accounts, the investigator said, Google was able to tie the criminal activity and online usernames to several people and entities, although it does not yet know the defendants' true names or identities.



Google, Apple, Visa, and other companies have all been enhancing their anti-phishing protections. All the experts I spoke with told me that Google's lawsuit is an important step: The hope would be for Google, or potentially other companies or government agencies with deep visibility into web activity, to eventually use a ruling on its lawsuit to request other actors take down the websites, accounts, IP addresses, and the like associated with these scams. But really stopping these smishing operations will require a broader, coordinated effort (and an unlikely international one, at that, given that the triad appears to be outside the U.S.). "There's no magic bullet," Loveland said. Google also announced today that it is supporting three bills that could enable further actions against digital scammers.



As ever, when companies and law enforcement ramp up their efforts, so do the scammers. Newer phishing kits, such as Lighthouse, are more robust and harder for cybersecurity experts to study or find ways into. The smishing triad has "too much resources and too much time to spend on it," Smith told me. Physical arrests could require cooperation from the Chinese government. And new smishing kits are popping up all the time, Merill said, as apprentices develop and sell their own services. The battle against phishing is not just uphill--the terrain isn't even fully mapped out.
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The New Brutality of OpenAI

The company is pursuing aggressive legal tactics against its opponents.

by Matteo Wong

Mon, 10 Nov 2025




On September 12, Jay Edelson received what he expected to be a standard legal document. Edelson is a lawyer representing the parents of Adam Raine; they are suing OpenAI, alleging that their 16-year-old son took his life at the encouragement of ChatGPT. OpenAI's lawyers had some inquiries for the opposing counsel, which is normal. For instance, they requested information about therapy Raine may have received, and Edelson complied.



But some of the asks began to feel invasive, he told me. OpenAI wanted the family to send any videos taken at memorial services for Raine, according to documents I have reviewed. It wanted a list of people who attended or were invited to any memorial services. And it wanted the names of anyone who had cared for or supervised Raine over the past five years, including friends, teachers, school-bus drivers, coaches, and "car pool divers [sic]."



"Going after grieving parents, it is despicable," Edelson told me, and he objected to the requests. OpenAI did not respond to multiple inquiries from me about discovery in the Raine case, nor did Mayer Brown, the law firm representing the company. (OpenAI has announced that it would work on a number of algorithmic and design changes, including the addition of new parental controls, following the Raine lawsuit.) According to Edelson, OpenAI also has not provided any documents in response to his own discovery requests in preparation for trial.



Companies play hardball in legal disputes all the time. But until recently, OpenAI didn't seem to be taking that approach. Many lawsuits have been filed against the firm--in particular by publishers and authors alleging that OpenAI infringed on their intellectual-property rights by training ChatGPT on their books and articles without permission--but OpenAI has appeared to stick to legal arguments and attempted to strike a somewhat conciliatory posture--while also entering licensing partnerships with a number of other media organizations, including The Atlantic, presumably as a way to avoid further lawsuits. (The Atlantic's corporate agreement with OpenAI is unrelated to the editorial team.)



Now, however, OpenAI is going on the offensive. Gone are the days of a nonprofit research lab publicly sharing its top AI model's code, unsure that it would ever have a product or revenue. Today, ChatGPT and OpenAI CEO Sam Altman are the faces of potentially historic technological upheaval, and OpenAI is worth $500 billion, making it the most valuable private company in the world. Altman and other company executives have used aggressive social-media posts and interviews to rebuke critics and antagonize competitors; over the summer, at a live New York Times event, Altman interrupted to ask, "Are you going to talk about where you sue us because you don't like user privacy?" (The Times is suing OpenAI over copyright infringement, which OpenAI denies.) Recently, Altman bristled at questions from the investor Brad Gerstner over how OpenAI will meet its $1.4 trillion spending commitments, given its far smaller annual revenues: "If you want to sell your shares, I'll find you a buyer. I just--enough."



As it continues to grow, OpenAI will almost certainly be sued many more times. At the end of last week, seven new lawsuits were filed against the company in California, all of them alleging that ChatGPT pushed someone toward suicide or severe psychological distress.



Situations like Edelson's have been playing out in another of OpenAI's high-profile legal entanglements. In August, Nathan Calvin opened his door to a sheriff's deputy, who had come to serve a subpoena from OpenAI. Calvin is general counsel at Encode, an AI-policy nonprofit with three full-time employees. Encode has been critical of OpenAI, joining a coalition of other organizations rallying against the start-up's attempt to restructure from nonprofit governance into a more traditional for-profit business, which they fear would come at the expense of AI safety.



In December, Encode filed a brief in support of part of a lawsuit by Elon Musk, in which he asked the court to block OpenAI's restructure (his request was denied). The subpoena sought documents and communications that would show if Encode had received funding or otherwise coordinated with Musk, which Calvin denied. But as with the legal requests of the Raine family, this one asked Encode to produce information about far-flung topics, including documents that Encode might have had about potential changes to OpenAI's structure and a major California AI regulation that Encode co-sponsored.



Over the past several months, OpenAI has subpoenaed at least seven nonprofit organizations in relation to Musk's lawsuit, typically asking for any ties to Musk in addition to a broader set of queries. The other six have not submitted briefs in the Musk litigation. Beyond the encumbrance--paying lawyers is expensive, and producing documents is very time-consuming--some of the targeted groups have said the subpoenas have already had a punishing effect. Tyler Johnston, the founder and one of two employees at the Midas Project, a small AI-industry watchdog, told me he has been trying to get an insurance policy that would protect Midas in the event that it's sued over media it publishes--a standard practice--but every insurer has turned him down. Multiple insurance companies pointed to the OpenAI subpoena as the reason, according to Johnston. Being subpoenaed "makes people less likely to want to talk with you during a really critical period," Calvin said--the late stages of getting that AI regulation passed--"and does create just some sense of, 'Oh, maybe you have done something wrong.'"



In response to an inquiry about its subpoenas related to the Musk litigation, an OpenAI spokesperson pointed me to a series of social-media posts by Jason Kwon, the firm's chief strategy officer. Kwon wrote that the subpoenas were a standard part of the legal process, and he's right. "To target nonprofits is really oppressive, but I can't say that it's so unusual," David Zarfes, a University of Chicago law professor who is not involved with the litigation between OpenAI and Musk, told me. Indeed, "broad" and even "aggressive" discovery requests are advised by law firms that represent corporations.



Kwon also wrote that OpenAI had "transparency questions" about the funding and control of several organizations that launched or joined campaigns critical of OpenAI shortly after Musk sued. It is true that Musk is an external adviser and has donated to at least one of the subpoenaed groups, the Future of Life Institute, and FLI has itself given money to Encode. But FLI has not received any funding from Musk since 2021, according to a spokesperson. Some of the subpoenaed nonprofits, including FLI, Eko, and Legal Advocates for Safe Science and Technology, have also been publicly critical of Musk and xAI for, among other things, neglecting or abandoning their commitments to AI safety.



Whatever the motivations, this legal strategy represents the new normal for OpenAI: an outwardly aggressive approach. OpenAI's determination to shift from the nonprofit model was apparently motivated in part by the desire to fundraise. The Japanese investment group SoftBank, for instance, had conditioned $22.5 billion on OpenAI making such a change. (OpenAI completed its transition to a more traditional for-profit model last week. The actual structure is a bit more complicated than it initially seemed, and a nonprofit board still technically retains control of the business side. But nothing about OpenAI's recent actions or the board's makeup--Altman is himself a member--suggests any changes to the company's commercial ambitions.)



And over the past year, the company has morphed into today's version of the famous 1904 political cartoon depicting Standard Oil as an octopus wrapping its tentacles around the globe. OpenAI has launched or revealed plans for a social-media app, a web browser, shopping inside ChatGPT, a personal device. There is the commercial showing ChatGPT suggesting a recipe for a date night; Altman's appearances on Theo Von's and Tucker Carlson's podcasts; all of the lobbying documents and influence OpenAI appears to have had on Donald Trump's AI policy. Building artificial general intelligence that "benefits all of humanity"--the company's original mission--seems less the focus than the inverse: shaping human civilization and the planet to the benefit of building AGI.


 The OpenAI of today resembles Meta or Google far more than a research lab or nonprofit. In a recent post on X, Altman wrote that the "first part" of OpenAI consisted of developing very powerful AI models, what "i believe is the most important scientific work of this generation." Meanwhile, "this current part" of OpenAI's evolution is about trying to "make a dent in the universe"--which largely consists, it would seem, of getting his products into the world. First was research; now comes business.
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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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How Lawmakers Are Responding to the Shutdown

Meanwhile, panelists discuss what Tuesday's election results mean for Democrats.<strong> </strong>

by The Editors

Sat, 08 Nov 2025




The government shutdown is now the longest in history. Panelists joined Washington Week With The Atlantic to discuss how voters and lawmakers are responding, and more.

Three weeks before Thanksgiving, "the administration has chosen to not find money to fund the food-assistance program for some 42 million Americans," Jeff Zeleny, the chief national-affairs correspondent at CNN, said last night. "But they have found money for military payments and ICE officers and others. That choice, he added, "is beginning to catch up with the administration and Republicans."

Meanwhile, "Democrats seem to be much more dug in than they were before Tuesday," Atlantic staff writer Mark Leibovich noted. "I think they seem emboldened by Tuesday's elections."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; David Ignatius, a foreign-affairs columnist at The Washington Post; Mark Leibovich, a staff writer at The Atlantic; and Jeff Zeleny, the chief national-affairs correspondent at CNN.

Watch the full episode here.
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America's Best Pasta Is Slipping Away

Stock up on fancy noodles now.

by Yasmin Tayag

Wed, 12 Nov 2025

Load up on linguine and stock up on spaghetti. In the new year, high-quality pasta may be a lot harder to come by in American stores. Several weeks ago, the U.S. Commerce Department announced that, starting in January, most pasta imported from Italy could be subject to a preliminary 92 percent tariff--on top of the 15 percent blanket duty on goods from the European Union. Outraged Italian pasta manufacturers are threatening to pull their products from American shelves.

The proposed tariff, the result of a year-long investigation into the pasta industry, targets 13 Italian companies that have allegedly undercut U.S. manufacturers by selling underpriced pasta. Pasta tensions between the United States and Italy have been simmering since the 1990s, but this new proposal has turned up the heat. White House Press Secretary Kush Desai told me that some of the companies "screwed up" their initial response to the probe by providing the U.S. government with incomplete data, but if they comply going forward, the Commerce Department may yet recalculate its tariff. The pastifici insist that they're being unfairly targeted, and an Italian agricultural industry group has said they won't give in to pressure. That could leave American noodle connoisseurs in an impastable situation.

The affected companies, which include La Molisana, Pasta Garofalo, and Rummo, manufacture the usual penne and rigatoni as well as fancier shapes: tubular bucatini, spiraling elicoidali, and delicate rings of anelli siciliani. Notably, all of them specialize in "bronze-cut" pasta. This term refers to the tool, known as a die, used to extrude the pasta dough into shapes. Using a bronze die gives the pasta a slightly sandpapery texture, which clings better to sauce and results in a more satisfying bite. (Indeed, I have tasted bronze-cut pappardelle, and it is spectacular.) Bronze-cut pasta imbues the water in which it is boiled with extra starch, and ladling some of that water back into the pan while mixing pasta and sauce--nonnegotiable for pasta enthusiasts--creates a silky dish, the chef J. Kenji Lopez-Alt told me.

Most of the pasta made and sold in America is not bronze-cut, but extruded using plastic molds coated with Teflon, according to Tom Sheridan, president of sales and international development at the U.S.-based Kensington Food Company, which makes bronze-cut pasta. A pasta die is about the size of a car tire, dotted with 40 to 60 inserts that extrude the dough, Scott Ketchum, a co-founder of the American bronze-cut-pasta brand Sfoglini, told me. Bronze inserts aren't as durable as plastic ones, so they need to be replaced more often. Ketchum said that he spends roughly $4,000 every two years to buy new inserts from Italy. Each shape requires a different insert, Tony Adams, the owner of Mill Valley Pasta, told me. And a major downside of making more textured pasta is that it produces huge amounts of pasta dust, necessitating even more equipment and labor to clean up the machinery, according to Dan Pashman, who hosts the Sporkful podcast and created his own pasta shape that launched with Sfoglini in 2021. Teflon pasta is cheaper to make because the dough simply glides out of the die, resulting in a faster and more streamlined process--and pasta that is gummier and less adherent to sauce.

These days, the average American is likely more concerned with price than the mouthfeel of their macaroni. Still, over roughly the past decade, demand for better-quality pasta has grown. Barilla, known in the United States for its inexpensive American-made products, launched its Al Bronzo line of imported Italian pasta in 2022. Even midrange stores such as Target and Wegmans sell their own bronze-cut pasta. House-brand pastas are usually imported from Italy, so they too may be affected by tariffs, Ketchum said.

From the July 1986 issue: Pasta

Bronze-cut pasta's popularity is growing in part because Americans are becoming more savvy about their food. "Pretty much all the pasta was Teflon" until people started learning that there were tastier alternatives, Pashman told me. Recently, the appetite for bronze-cut pasta has also been whetted by health fears. In wellness circles, Teflon is basically synonymous with poison because it comes from a family of chemicals, called PFAS, that have been linked to certain cancers and reproductive issues. On TikTok, lifestyle influencers encourage viewers to seek out bronze-cut pasta because it is supposedly healthier than its Teflon-extruded kin.

The concerns are largely a nonissue. Teflon cookware can release harmful chemicals when it's overheated, but extruding pasta is a room-temperature affair, Sheridan told me. Teflon bits could flake off into the pasta, but the health effects of this are unclear, and the company that makes Teflon maintains that those particles are inert. As I have written previously, the health consequences of using PFAS-coated cookware are generally not well studied.

If the pasta tariff goes into effect, bronze-cut pasta will almost certainly be rarer on U.S. shelves. More than half of America's pasta imports--much of which is bronze-cut--come from Italy. Historically, and even more so now, companies don't have much incentive to start making it domestically: "It's gonna cost you a quarter of a million dollars or more to get into the game," Sheridan said. Bronze-cut-pasta equipment from an Italian company called Fava Storci, which he called the Ferrari of pasta machinery, can cost upwards of $500,000. Such machines are hard to come by in the U.S., so they're usually imported from Europe--and subject to their own tariffs.

Read: A great way to get Americans to eat worse

If the pastifici accept the Trump administration's proposed tariffs, Americans who are fussy about their pasta--for culinary or health reasons--may soon have to make tough decisions: stomach another meal of slippery, Teflon-extruded penne, or pay extra for ridged radiatori? The alternative--that bronze-cut noodles simply won't be available--is scarier still. After a decade of growing accustomed to the chewy, high-friction delight of bronze-cut shapes, many American foodies may find that they can't get their teeth on them at all.
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The Great Canadian Ostrich Standoff

How the plight of a few hundred birds in Canada became an all-out fight for freedom

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 12 Nov 2025


Karen Espersen with ostriches at her farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay



The police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.

Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, with signs and walkie-talkies, gathered on the property. They'd set up a barricade to slow the cops' advance: several logs laid across the dirt near the turnoff from the highway.

The activists had been camping out for months; their numbers sometimes reached into the hundreds. They knew the government was saying that the ostriches had bird flu, but they were convinced that this was cover for some other, bigger scheme. The feds were conspiring with the United Nations and Big Pharma, they said. Small farmers' rights were being trampled. But Dave and Karen's birds had other, more powerful friends. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was making calls to Canadian officials; Dr. Oz had offered to evacuate the ostriches to his ranch in Florida.

Canada "respects and has considered the input of United States officials," the nation's deputy chief veterinary officer had said. But rules were rules, and birds were birds--even if they were the size of refrigerators. And so a convoy of police had been sent to occupy the farm. Law-enforcement drones were flying overhead. The electricity was cut off.

The farm's supporters had already threatened local businesses that were renting equipment to the cops, saying they would shoot employees. Then someone claimed that they'd placed a bomb somewhere on the property.

At 7 a.m., while the police were stuck behind the logs near the highway, a man slipped out of sight, donned a balaclava, and grabbed a jerrican of fuel. He crept over to the next-door neighbor's house and doused its front with gasoline. Not more than 50 yards away, a group of ostrich activists stood around a bonfire, streaming from their phones as they sang "The Battle Hymn of the Republic." When the neighbor came outside and tried to chase the would-be arsonist away, her screams for help were broadcast live on social media, above the sound of "Glory, glory, hallelujah."


Karen's home on the farm. Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, have raised hundreds of ostriches for decades. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



For decades, Karen and Dave had been raising hundreds of ostriches on a 58-acre plot in the small town of Edgewood, British Columbia. They'd earned a living from the meat and hide and feathers, and from a moisturizing lotion that they made from rendered ostrich fat. They'd also welcomed tourists to the property, bused in through the Monashee Mountains on a farm safari. But in mid-December of last year, the flock at Universal Ostrich Farms was overtaken by disease. The young birds in particular were having trouble breathing. Mucus leaked from eyes and beaks. Some were clearly feverish: They were roosting in puddles, even in the cold.

Over the next few weeks, the birds began to die, one by one, and then in groups. Dave hauled their carcasses across the property and buried them in 10-foot holes. The vet was out of town, so Karen did her best to nurse the sick. But more than 20 died, so many that they didn't fit into the pits. Dave had to stash the rest beneath a tarp.

Locals noticed what was going on; you could see ravens feeding on the carnage from the highway. On December 28, someone notified the sick-bird hotline set up by the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, which monitors and manages agricultural diseases. Now the government was asking questions. Was there standing water on the property? Were the ostriches outdoors? Had Dave been aware of any wild birds nearby?

In fact there was some standing water, and the ostriches were never not outdoors, and lots of wild ducks had alighted in their pond and now were poking in the flock's straw bedding and leaving droppings by the food bowls. To the CFIA, it sounded like a recipe for bird flu. A pair of government inspectors showed up two days later, in masks and Tyvek suits, and swabbed a couple of the carcasses. Their test results came back on New Year's Eve: The birds were positive for the "H5" part of H5N1, the deadly strain of avian influenza that has raged through North America in recent years. According to the Canadian authorities, and in keeping with the nation's agricultural-trade agreements, the outbreak had to be stamped out. The birds would have to die.


Ostriches at Universal Ostrich Farms (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



An ostrich is of course a grand and silly thing: more than six feet tall with giant eyes, a 350-pound sedan on muscled stilts. It chirps and booms and honks and grunts. It wags its tail and pulls the threads from your sweater. Some ostriches on Dave and Karen's farm had names: Barney, Peter, Q-Tip, Sarah. One looked so much like Dave himself, with bushy white eyebrows, that it shared his name. Karen used to keep an ostrich as a pet--a Somali blue, the smaller kind--and she called it Newman because it liked to hop up on her couch and watch Seinfeld on TV. Her son remembers riding Newman like a pony.

Now Dave and Karen's flock of charismatic megapoultry was a threat to public health. They tried to bargain with the government. They said the illness was subsiding. They argued that their older birds had never even gotten sick and might already be immune. They noted that the compensation they would receive for a cull--up to $3,000 per animal--wouldn't be enough to cover their losses. And then Karen started spinning out a stranger story. Universal Ostrich Farms wasn't just a farm, she told the CFIA; it was the site of cutting-edge research. She and Dave were working on a novel class of ostrich-based pharmaceuticals--medicines that could one day help rid the world of many different ills, including cholera, obesity, and COVID. The drugs might even put an end to bird flu itself.

H5N1 doesn't pose a major threat to human beings--or, one should say, it doesn't yet. The virus has not adapted to our airways. But a current strain has already made the jump from birds to dairy cattle, and more than 70 people in North America have contracted it through exposure to infected animals. Most human cases have been very mild. But around the time that Dave and Karen's ostriches were getting sick, a teenage girl in their province was rushed to a pediatric ICU with failing lungs and kidneys. She had bird flu and nearly died.

Dave and Karen maintained that their birds were not a danger but a cure. Now that the survivors had been exposed to bird flu, Karen told the government by email, they'd be laying eggs that were full of bird-flu antibodies. That could be the key to something extraordinary: If those ostrich antibodies were extracted and sprinkled into feeders, she said, then wild ducks might inhale them and develop their own immunity. Treat enough birds this way, and the entire epidemic could be stopped.

Karen's plan did not impress the experts at the CFIA, and to be clear: It isn't sound. Extensive tests have not been run to show that ostrich antibodies protect other animals when they're eaten or inhaled. Even if the antibodies were effective in some way, to stop the spread of H5N1 you'd have to load enough of them in feeders to shield the 2.6 billion migratory birds that cross the border into Canada each year. And CFIA scientists found no reason to believe that Dave and Karen's ostriches would be a special source of antibodies, an agency spokesperson told me. The farm's request for an exemption was denied.

But Karen's email wasn't entirely deluded, not in every detail. She and Dave had been in touch with Yasuhiro Tsukamoto, a scientist and the president of Kyoto Prefectural University, who has for years been pushing the idea that ostriches, and their powerful immune system, could be the basis for an industry in biomedicine--that the birds' enormous eggs are factories for mass-producing antibodies in response to almost any pathogen. A single ostrich hen can make about a cup of these a year, Tsukamoto says, which might in turn be layered onto ventilation screens, painted into face masks, or used in ointments, sprays, and pills. A few such products have already been marketed in Japan, among them a soy sauce with ostrich antibodies for E. coli and a cosmetic line with ostrich antibodies for the germs that can lead to pimples.

Dave and Karen first learned about Tsukamoto's work in March 2020, when he was inoculating ostriches with SARS-CoV-2 antigens. They did the same and hoped to sell their antibodies to a company producing masks. But they couldn't land the deal, and ended up with freezers full of SARS-CoV-2-resistant egg yolks. A few years later, they'd moved on to something bigger: an ostrich diet pill, made from antibodies for the enzymes that digest sugar and starch. This could be a natural rival for Ozempic, they believed, sold as "OstriTrim."

In November 2024, just around the time when all those wild ducks began to settle in their pond, Dave and Karen were finishing their business plan. They would partner with Tsukamoto's licensee in North America, a company called Ostrich Pharma USA, and begin inoculating birds in early March. After that, the money would start pouring in. Within five years, the farmers' business plan predicted, they'd clear $2 billion in annual sales.

But then an ostrich got a bloody nose and another one began to wheeze, and more were plopping down in icy water.

Katie Pasitney, Karen's oldest child, grew up among the ostriches. She describes them as her family. So when Katie heard that the CFIA had ordered their destruction, she set out to raise hell. The birds themselves--those "big, beautiful babies," she calls them--were natural mascots for a social-media campaign. In one early plea for help on Facebook, Katie put up a picture of a favorite ostrich from the farm. "Meet Sarah [?]," Katie wrote atop the post. "PLEASE HELP SAVE ME BEFORE I'M KILLED BEFORE FEB 1ST."

By the end of January, Sarah's fate had been taken up by right-wing media and online activists. Supporters began to gather at the farm. They built a campsite in the freezing cold and posted signs for Katie's website, saveourostriches.com. People stopped by for the day and never left. A field kitchen was set up, porta-potties were installed, and volunteers were given jobs. They put up pictures of the ostriches, or wore them on their shirts and hats. At least one walked around in a full-body, feathered suit. At times there were 200 people in the field, just across the road from the ostrich pens.

The group was there to save the animals, but by and large, they weren't PETA types. They knew Universal Ostrich Farms had long been in the killing business; in the mess tent, supporters were not averse to eating meat. They were less concerned with harm to living things than with the threat to human liberty. These were freedom activists--people who had joined the convoy protests that swept through Canada in 2022 to oppose vaccine mandates. What brought them back together in the valley of the ostriches was a trailing fury over government intrusion, and suspicion about the aims of public health.


In interview after interview, Katie Pasitney has come to tears while talking about the ostriches. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



In the front room of her mother's house, Katie set up a makeshift media center, with seven laptops on the table and cords everywhere. A handwritten ON AIR sign was posted whenever she was being interviewed live. Reporters started showing up in person, too. In one conversation after another, Katie and the farmers argued that the virus had already run its course. By their accounting, the 69th and final bird had died from the disease on January 14. The remaining ostriches were healthy, they insisted, and their location was remote--85 miles from the nearest city. What benefit would come from killing them?

Meanwhile, Dave and Karen brought their case to court and won a stay of execution for the birds until they finished their appeal. As winter turned to spring, the conflict reached a stalemate. The CFIA announced that no more inspectors would be coming to the farm, because of the risk of infection by the birds, and of interference by the protesters. Its staffers were getting threats by phone and email.

Then one night at the end of March, someone showed up with a gun. The birds were sleeping in their pens, some with upright necks, in the ostrich way. In the hours before sunrise, Katie and the farmers said, one was shot just below the ear. Dave and Karen found the carcass in the morning, lying in a pool of blood. The assassinated bird was Sarah, the one from Katie's Facebook post.

A couple of days later, one of the farm's supporters posted a musical tribute to the fallen ostrich on social media, called "Feathers of Resistance (Sarah's Song)."

Out in the fields 'neath Edgewood skies,
She walked with grace with ancient eyes.
Not just a hen but hope in stride,
Her blood held truth they tried to hide.


"A sniper's bullet ended her life, but not her story," the poster wrote.


The greeting booth for the encampment on the farm. Supporters built their campsite in the freezing cold, installed porta-potties, and took on jobs. At least one supporter walked around in a feathered suit. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



After Sarah's death, a deeper sense of dread overtook the valley. The farm began to fortify. Trip lines were laid around the ostrich pens and hooked up to bear bangers to scare away intruders. Supporters equipped themselves with walkie-talkies. And Dave and Karen started sleeping in the ostrich pens.

Katie's interviews and Facebook streams grew more conspiratorial. The supporters had been seeing government drones flying overhead at night, she told a podcast host in May. Karen, too, was obsessing over hidden plots. The farm's website had malfunctioned in December, out of nowhere, even though she was sure that she'd set up the domain to auto-renew. Could it have been a government-associated hack? Could all of this have been a plan to stop her antibody business--to "squish our science," as she later put it to me? Could it be that certain institutions were trying to hide the fact that H5N1 bird flu wasn't really all that dangerous?

Two months after the shooting, a second bird was murdered in its pen. Karen said she heard a drone flying overhead between 1 and 2 a.m., and then she saw an "Army-sized" device flying overhead, as big as the hood of a vehicle. Some folks from the encampment said they saw it too, while sitting by the fire. There was a silent flash of light, and moments later, Karen found one of the biggest roosters on the farm, an ostrich called Joey, with a hole through its head. This time the wound was vertical, starting near the crown and ending 18 inches down the neck. The drone may have been equipped with a gun, Karen told me. Maybe a silencer, too. Dave wondered if it might have been a laser.

John Catsimatidis, a billionaire supermarket magnate and New York City radio personality, took a particular interest in the story of the ostriches. Toward the end of April, he invited a special guest onto the air: his old friend Bobby Kennedy. The secretary of Health and Human Services had come to talk about his plan for fighting autism, but near the end of the segment, Catsimatidis grabbed the chance to bring up the "awstriches," as he calls them in his thick New York City accent. "Mr. Secretary, one last thing," he said. There were these special birds in Canada, with a "natural healing process," and now they were in danger because Big Pharma wanted them dead.

"I support you 100 percent," Kennedy responded. "I'm horrified by the idea that they're going to kill these animals."

The cause was a natural fit for Kennedy. The anti-vaccine organization that he once chaired, Children's Health Defense, had already aired an interview with Katie on its video channel in March. And Kennedy himself has often railed against government overreach in efforts to control potential outbreaks. Earlier that spring, Kennedy had declared that the U.S. and Canada's policy of stamping out H5N1-infected chickens should be stopped. The survivors--the ones with naturally acquired immunity--could be used to repopulate poultry farms with hardier stock, he said. (Experts warn about the dangers of letting the virus spread unchecked; vaccinating poultry makes a lot more sense, two bird-flu scientists told me.) Kennedy also seems to have an affinity for large, flightless birds. He has kept at least one emu as a pet on his property in California.

One late night in May, Katie awoke to a call. At first she was confused, she said, but then she heard Kennedy's raspy voice; the secretary was on the line with Catsimatidis. Some days later, as the sun set across the Monashees, Katie stood among the farm's supporters in the field and choked back sobs as she prepared to read from a letter that Kennedy had written to her government. "We are respectfully requesting CFIA to consider not culling the entire flock of ostriches at Universal Ostrich Farm," it said. The letter was signed at the bottom by three of the most important public-health officials in America: not just Kennedy but also FDA Commissioner Marty Makary and National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya. (HHS did not respond to questions for this story.)

Katie's "Save the Ostriches" campaign had until this point attracted hippies, libertarians, and anti-vaxxers, as well as local politicians in her province. Now it had the U.S. government.

I arrived in Edgewood a few weeks later, having come along the same twisting highway that the CFIA inspectors had used when they first drove out to test the ostriches almost six months earlier. As I pulled into the driveway, I could see the birds peering at my rental car from inside their large enclosures.

I checked in with a volunteer in a makeshift booth, and he handed me an Ostrich Sheriffs sticker. A Canadian flag hung from the fence at the edge of the encampment, along with handmade posters: STOP the MURDER of 399 OSTRICHES. Save Ostrich Science (S.O.S.). If your child got sick in your family, would you kill the whole family?

Jim Kerr, an ostrich-farm supporter with a long beard, took me on a tour of the premises. Kerr is known among right-wing activists in Canada for his livestreamed protest videos, and for the soap-bubble-blowing art car that he drives to freedom convoys. Kerr explained that the supporters had an action plan for when the feds arrived. Dave and Karen would go into the pens and stand among the birds. Volunteers would block the road and send up drones to document everything that happened. They'd had a dry run just a few weeks before I came, when someone thought they saw a line of SUVs, all white, coming down the road. The sentries notified the camp; barricades went up; three women lay down on the highway. It turned out to be a false alarm.

When I sat down with the farmers in the kitchen, Karen put out plates of sandwiches and cookies, and then she, Dave, and Katie launched into the story that they'd told so many times before, to politicians and supporters and the press. Katie, in particular, sometimes seemed to speak about the farm on autopilot, winding back to certain formulations about "giving small farmers a seat at the table" and the need to protect the "future of farming." But still her voice would catch and the tears would flow, even in what must have been her thousandth telling.

Her connections with right-wing and extremist figures were expanding. She told me that she would soon be headed to a "Truth Movement" conference down in West Palm Beach, where she would share a stage with several noted anti-vaxxers, as well as Enrique Tarrio, the former Proud Boys leader. And she let me scroll through a run of texts that she'd received in recent weeks from Mehmet Oz, who, like Kennedy, had gotten drawn in to her cause by Catsimatidis. Oz, the celebrity doctor who is currently the head of the U.S. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, had suggested that he could bring the ostriches to Florida, but that wasn't possible on account of the cull order. "I have spread the word widely and cannot understand why they cannot let me take these beautiful birds," he wrote to Katie in one message. (Oz did not respond to a request for comment.)

Again and again, the farmers said the Canadian government's response to their outbreak made no sense. Plainly they were right in some particulars. Why couldn't the CFIA just test the birds again, to see if the virus was still present? The government had claimed that this was impossible, that its inspectors would have no way to gather swabs from several hundred dangerous animals that can run at the speed of a moped, without handling facilities of any kind on-site. But I'd heard otherwise from independent experts. Adriaan Olivier, an ostrich-industry veterinarian in South Africa, told me that high-volume testing could be done. South Africa has been dealing with bird-flu outbreaks on ostrich farms for years, he said, and could manage the screening of even several hundred adults in one day.

Then again, I could also see--really, anyone could see--that Dave and Karen had been flouting basic rules of biosafety on the farm. At first, they hadn't told the government that their birds were sick. And their "quarantine" was barely that. The same farm dogs that nosed around my feet inside the kitchen were also running in and out of ostrich pens. After Dave and Karen fed the birds, they sprayed each other down with disinfectant, but they didn't change their clothes or remove their shoes. And the volunteers were clearly handling the eggs and feathers.

Those who had been around the farm the longest hadn't simply been exposed to H5N1--they'd been infected. The farmers mentioned this offhandedly. Not long before my visit, Katie had tested positive for H5N1-specific antibodies. Dave and Karen had also turned up positive, as had one of their earliest supporters, a woman who'd arrived at the farm in January. No one could remember having any symptoms, though, and Katie wasn't willing to concede that she or any of the others had caught the virus from the ostriches.

The conversation circled back to the phone call from December that had prompted the government's investigation--the tip-off to the sick-bird hotline. The farmers said it must have come from the woman who lives next door, Lois Wood. If it hadn't been for her, none of this would have happened.




I spoke with Lois, a 72-year-old widow and volunteer firefighter, by phone a few days later. She lives just up the road from the ostrich farm. She can see the pens from her front yard. She said the situation had gotten out of hand. For months, the activists had been tormenting her: shining headlights in her yard, yelling out her name, tailing her when she was on her way to fire practice. "Finally--finally--somebody wants to hear the other side," she told me.

Lois claimed that she never reported the sick birds to the CFIA: She'd tried to call, but no one answered, and she didn't leave a message. But everyone could tell that the ostriches were dying, she said, and the CFIA was right to get involved.

Elsewhere in the town of Edgewood, the fight to save the ostriches has brought out skeptics of the cause. Jim McFarlane, a local cattle rancher who has known Dave since they were kids, told me that, like Lois, he'd had enough. Dave has been "a total fucking bullshitter all his life," he said. He asked me what I thought about the story of the murdered ostriches--the ones that supposedly were shot in the head in the middle of the night. "I mean, come on," Jim said. "I'm a hunter, and you're going to go out there in the middle of the night and shoot at a little fucking ostrich head when you've got a 300-, 400-pound body there?"

It's true: An ostrich head is like a Q-tip protruding from a very large pinata. The idea of aiming for it, at least while sneaking in the dark, seemed preposterous. Yet Dave and Karen insisted that not one but two birds had been killed like this. Jim thinks that Dave and Karen might have killed the birds, that maybe they were trying to draw attention to the farm for the sake of more donations. Lois had another theory: What if the birds were still sick? What if the outbreak hadn't ended, and the farmers didn't want the government to know? (Both ostrich murders are still under investigation, according to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. When I brought the claim to Dave that he'd shot the birds himself, he told me, "That's insane.")

The matter of the ostrich shootings is one of many that's been taken up by a local Facebook group, "Edgewood--Uncensored," in which a group of grumpy neighbors and others in British Columbia debate the ostrich farm and what they deem to be its hidden motives. They obsess over every open question and apparent inconsistency, such as who really called the CFIA about the sick ostriches, and how many birds were really in those pens. Some even wondered if the so-called standoff was a piece of theater, concocted by the government and its contacts in Big Pharma. Maybe no one ever really planned to cull the birds. After all, hadn't Dave and Karen been involved in biotech? Hadn't they injected ostriches with COVID?

If Katie, Dave, and Karen had built their movement from the bricks of outrage and suspicion, then those bricks were also being hurled against their walls. Paranoia had sustained them to this point, but paranoia was a force that they couldn't quite control.


Dave Bilinski leaves the ostrich pens to avoid arrest on September 23. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



I drove out to the farm again in late September. The line of police cruisers had snaked into the valley just a few days earlier, and I could see the marks of occupation. The property was divided at the edge of Langille Road. Yellow tape stretched across the northern side, at the entrance to the pens, and officers were taking shifts on guard. Just across from them, the farm's supporters had put up a set of wooden bleachers so they could try to watch and record everything that happened. An inscription had been carved into the top row: In Appreciation: Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. Some of the birds had been dedicated too: There was now an ostrich Charlie Kirk, an ostrich Dr. Oz, an ostrich Donald Trump.

I'd arrived at a moment of uneasy calm. Not so long before, every sign had suggested that the standoff was about to end. After many hours' worth of yelling and negotiations, the police had seized the pens; Karen and Katie were driven off in handcuffs, and briefly held. The CFIA had put up a wall of hay bales in the field, presumably to hem in the flock and hide the coming slaughter. But hours later, just as Dave and Karen were finishing a group prayer, their lawyer called to say that the Supreme Court of Canada had intervened. The justices were considering whether they would hear the case, and that meant the ostriches would not be killed just yet. Everyone agreed that this intervention was divine.

Now the camp was far more crowded than it had been in June. No one took my name and phone number, or handed me a badge, when I arrived. Near one corner of the pens, I met a man named Thomas, who was taking footage of the Mounties with a camcorder. "I hate cops," he said. "If one of those guys got a bullet to the head, I wouldn't shed a tear." Thomas told me that he'd been incarcerated for assault and fraud, but that his days as a criminal were over. "I don't condone violence," he said, "but I've started to think some violence might be necessary when there's no other way to make people pay attention."

Over at the house, Dave and Karen were meeting with the police department's liaisons. Dave looked as though he hadn't slept for days. His ears were bloody from the ostrich pecks that he'd sustained during his vigil in the pens. When I asked him what he'd do if the cull was carried out, he cried into his hand. If the ostriches were killed, Dave and Karen would have nothing left. They may no longer be eligible for compensation for the loss of the birds, according to the CFIA rules. They also owe tens of thousands of dollars to the government in fines and legal expenses. In the meantime, they'd been deprived of revenue for months, and the farm had already been facing heavy debts when all of this started. "There's no recovery from this," their lawyer, Umar Sheikh, told me.

Next door, in the grass outside Lois's double-wide trailer, the smell of gasoline still lingered. When she came outside to say hello, I saw that she had bruises on both arms, cuts on her face, and a black eye. She'd only stopped the would-be arsonist by chance, she said: She'd come out to feed one of her cats and there he was, reaching into his pocket, as if to grab a lighter. She'd lunged at him, bit him on the elbow, and kicked him in the groin. Then he punched her in the face and fled. The police identified their suspect by the tooth marks on his arm.

The man was a freedom-convoy veteran, Karen's son told me, who'd warned the others in the group that he planned to go to jail before this all was over. Both Katie and her mother claimed, at least at first, that the attempted arson never really happened--that the whole thing was a setup by the members of the local "hate group" who had criticized the farm online.

I asked Lois if she felt unsafe. She told me that she'd gone to stay with a friend on the night after the attack, but had come back to the farm to tend to her cats and her tomatoes. She said that there were a lot of cops around for protection, but also that she didn't see herself as having many options. "People say, 'Well, you should do a civil suit against them for slander, libel, whatever, harassment,'" she told me. "I say, 'I could not bear to do that. Can you imagine going up against Katie? You wouldn't win.'"

Moving out of Edgewood didn't seem to be an option, either. Lois's property, her 120 acres in the valley, was all she had, and who would ever buy it now? She was living on the site of a bird-flu quarantine. Fair or not, she was just as trapped as Dave and Karen. "I keep thinking it's going to be over," she said. And then it never is.


Karen Espersen and a supporter embrace after Karen's release from arrest for refusing to vacate the ostrich pens. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



An end did come at last, six weeks later. On November 6, the Supreme Court decided not to hear the farmers' case. The Notice of Requirement to Dispose of Animals issued by the CFIA more than 10 months earlier was reinstated for the final time. Shortly after nightfall, once the police had cut their floodlights and sealed off Langille Road, gunshots started ringing out behind the hay bales. At first there were a dozen, then many dozens more, as hired marksmen fired on the flock from platforms.

Katie squatted at the border of the pens, pulling at the fence and screaming, "Make it stop." Karen stood beside the line of officers who blocked the road. "They're killing my babies," she said.

By the next morning, the cull was over. All of the ostriches--314 of them, by the government's final count--were dead.

It was gray and it was cold in the valley. Autumn had returned: one full cycle of the seasons from the day Dave and Karen's birds first began to falter in the slush. Waves of wild ducks were passing overhead once more. Since the start of fall, the bird-flu virus has again been spilling over into poultry flocks in North America. Another 8 million birds have been killed on U.S. farms in recent months, and 3 million more in Canada.

While construction vehicles shoveled up the ostrich carcasses and dumped them into trucks, the farm's supporters gathered for a vigil, in person and online. It had been 297 days, they claimed, since any of the birds were sick. Whether this was true no longer mattered. The outbreak on the Universal Ostrich Farms had reached its end; yet even now, no one could agree about the nature of the threat. Had the poultry been a risk to public health? What about the farmers, who never thought the rules applied to them? And what about the government, which chose annihilation over compromise? Any middle ground was now awash with blood. Some kind of danger had been present in those pens; that was clear enough. Now that danger is stamped out.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/11/ostriches-canada-bird-flu-rfk/684836/?utm_source=feed
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The Patches That Want to Fix Your Sleep, Sex, and Focus

Supplement patches are blurring the line between wellness and beauty.

by Yasmin Tayag

Tue, 11 Nov 2025




Last Thursday, in lieu of my afternoon coffee, I placed a sticker on the inside of my wrist. It was transparent, about the size of a dime, and printed with a line drawing of a lightning bolt--which, I hoped, represented the power about to be zapped into my radial vein. The patch had, after all, come in a box labeled Energy Boost.

So-called wellness patches have recently flooded big-box stores, promising to curb anxiety, induce calm, boost libido, or dose children with omega-3s. Their active ingredients are virtually indistinguishable from those of the many oral supplements already hawked by the wellness industry. Whether the skin is a better route for supplements than the stomach isn't entirely clear. But the appeal of wellness patches seems to have less to do with their effects and more to do with how they look.

Wellness patches are generally pitched as an easier, safer way to take supplements. The website for The What Supp Co., a British brand that launched in the United States this year, describes its products as "super convenient" because users don't have to take a pill or mix a drink--plus, they're extra portable. That brand, like many patch sellers, laments the filler ingredients (such as corn starch and gelatin) that can show up in oral supplements, plus their digestive side effects; patches, it says, come with no such risks. The slogan for Kind Patches, which rolled out across Walmart locations last month, is "No pills. No sugar. No nonsense." Half Past 8, a patch company that launched last week, says that its products sidestep the crash and comedown associated with some pills and gummies by offering a slow drip of wellness. Some brands also advertise that, unlike a pill, you can take a patch off when you've had enough. But that cuts both ways: I put another patch on my wrist yesterday morning, and it had fallen off by the time I got to the office.

Most of the products are labeled as remedies for common complaints. Stickers from The Good Patch include Nite Nite for better sleep, Think for boosting focus, and Rescue for hangovers. Several brands sell patches that purport to mimic the appetite-reducing effects of GLP-1 drugs; you can buy them on the fast-fashion website Shein. And whereas traditional oral supplements tend to be marketed as vectors for specific compounds, leaving users to mastermind their perfect mix, patches are usually cocktails that advertise their active ingredients less prominently. Putting on The Friendly Patch Co.'s Relax and Let Go sticker really is easier than consuming supplemental forms of its seven key components, which include the herb ashwagandha, the neurotransmitter GABA, and magnesium. (Neither The Good Patch nor The Friendly Patch Co. responded to a request for comment.)

Read: The return of snake oil

Whether those ingredients will actually help you chill out is an open question, as is whether they can pass from a sticker into the bloodstream. The whole point of skin is to keep most things out of the body, and although some compounds are known to pass through the skin--nicotine and birth-control patches have been used for decades--little is known about the permeability of the many ingredients used in wellness patches. Some basic principles are well established: For compounds to pass through the skin, they need to be both tiny and fat-soluble; caffeine and vitamins A, D, E, and K all meet those criteria, says Jordan Glenn, the head of science at SuppCo, an app that helps supplement users optimize their intake.

But other common wellness ingredients--such as coenzyme Q10, vitamin B12, folic acid, and zinc--require extra processing to permeate the body's exterior, Glenn told me. My lightning patch was made by Barriere, whose co-founder Cleo Davis-Urman told me that the company uses a process called micronization to break down large molecules into particles small enough to enter the bloodstream. Micronization is a real technique used for pharmaceutical drugs, transdermal or otherwise, so it's certainly possible that it could help big compounds pass through the skin. Yet this assurance, together with claims that patches offer a gentler and more sustained release than oral supplements, simply isn't backed up by independent research; Meto Pierce, a co-founder and the CEO of Half Past 8, told me that the industry is "still developing in terms of published data." "There might be claims of skin patches being more effective or more consistent, but we can just ignore that at this point because there's no proof," Elise Zheng, a health-technology researcher at Columbia University, told me. Dietary supplements aren't regulated for safety or effectiveness by the FDA, and patches can't even be regulated as dietary supplements, because they're not ingestible.

Read: Everything is a multivitamin

Wellness patches seem most useful for people who are already supplement enthusiasts--not only because they've already bought into the idea that ashwagandha works but because they take so many oral supplements that their mouth needs a break. "Pill fatigue" is a common complaint among the wellness set, Glenn said, though patch users notably still need to remember to apply their supplements. (Glenn also pointed out that patches might be more convenient for people who have digestive problems or difficulty swallowing.)

An hour after I put on my sticker last week, I thought I felt marginally less groggy than usual. Maybe micronization really did make its B12 and folate particles tiny enough to seep into my skin. Or maybe the source of my energy was the sunny 15-minute walk I'd taken to acquire the sticker. By far the most noticeable impact of my thunderbolt was that I kept admiring it, as if it were a tattoo I'd gotten on a whim.

Wellness patches are meant to be seen, as their fun colors and designs suggest. Ads for Kind Patches show wrists adorned with pepperoni-size stickers whose color matches their claim: Dream patches are a dusty blue, Energy is electric yellow, and Period Patches are, of course, bright red. The What Supp Co.'s patches are shaped like a w and come in lavender (for chilling out), kelly green (for detoxing), and pink (for beautifying). "We want the experience to feel joyful and intuitive, not clinical," Ivana Hjorne, the founder of Kind Patches, told me. Kelly Gilbert, the founder of The What Supp Co., suggested that a patch on your skin could remind you to make other healthy choices throughout the day. It's also free advertising for the company. Davis-Urman, Barriere's founder, told me that with patches, customers are "elevated to brand ambassadors, because the product sparks conversation."

Before the rise of social media, personal wellness was a more private endeavor. These days, people post their run stats, sleep scores, and workout selfies; they wear fitness trackers and brand-name athleisure to the gym. This shift has reordered the priorities of personal health. It's not just about taking care of yourself; it's about taking care of yourself in a visible and socially sanctioned way, Marianne Clark, a sociologist at Acadia University who studies wellness culture, told me.

Read: The perilous spread of the wellness craze

Accordingly, wellness has also become a notably aesthetic pursuit--it's no surprise that you can find patches to release skin-firming collagen or strengthen hair and nails. Conspicuous consumption has been part of the beauty industry since at least the 1920s, when Chanel No. 5 first hit shelves and became synonymous with wealth and luxury. (Wellness patches, too, don't come cheap: My pack of 36 was $15, and other brands charge significantly more.) Social media has made the labor of beauty all the more visible. The online beauty community is rife with selfies glamorizing branded sheet masks and under-eye depuffing patches, photos called "shelfies" that showcase collections of expensive cosmetics, and images of celebrities sporting pimple patches in public. Brightly colored vitamin stickers similarly glorify the work of wellness. Not all wellness patches are beauty products, but many are meant to enhance appearance nevertheless.

By 11 p.m. last Thursday, seven hours into the eight that my sticker journey was supposed to last, I was not sure whether I was less tired than usual. (Davis-Urman assured me that, although the effects of the patch differ for everyone, "cellular-level benefits" were occurring whether or not I felt them.) But I did get a tiny hit of dopamine when my husband noticed it and said, "Cute tattoo." My lightning bolt also nudged me toward self-reflection, a pillar of modern wellness. Whenever I glanced at it, I asked myself: How do you feel? The answer was the same every time: Tired.
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The Epidemiologists Are Running for Office

Instead of trying to depoliticize their field, a swell of scientists want to become politicians.

by Katherine J. Wu

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




In his run for governor of Maine, Nirav Shah holds standard Democratic positions. He aims, his campaign says, "to fix housing, fund health care, feed kids, and fuel growth, while fighting back against the overreaches of the Trump administration." But Shah's background is less conventional: In addition to being a lawyer, he's an epidemiologist who directed Maine's CDC during the coronavirus pandemic and was the principal deputy director of the federal CDC until earlier this year. Shah decided to resign from the CDC in part because of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s confirmation as the secretary of health and human services. If he wins in 2026--a big if this early in the race--Shah suspects that he might be one of the first, if not the first, top CDC officials to secure such a prominent elected office.



Many science and health professionals have shied away from politics in the past. But as the Trump administration has rescinded its support for scientific research, restricted vaccine access, dismissed expert advisers, attacked doctors and scientists, and worked to curtail health-insurance coverage, researchers and health-care workers have had a surge of interest in running for office. Shaughnessy Naughton, the president of 314 Action, a political-action committee focused on electing Democrats with science backgrounds, told me that since January her team has seen almost 700 applications for candidate guidance, training, or funding, about seven times what the group would expect during an election off year.



Some of that interest has already translated into active campaigns. Candidates running in 2026 elections include a mathematician and a microbiologist, along with multiple pediatricians and former health officials. They are entering crowded races, in which even the primaries are months away. But many of these candidates argue that amid the administration's attacks, voters will want to support scientifically minded politicians who can help fill the gaps in expertise that the nation's leaders have left. Several told me that they specifically began their campaigns after Kennedy was confirmed and began to remake U.S. vaccine policy.



The number of candidates with science or health backgrounds is one more indication of how these fields are being forced to reckon with their role in the current political landscape. Plenty of science professionals still argue that their work shouldn't be political. "Let's get the politics out of public health," Daniel Jernigan, who directed the CDC's center for emerging and zoonotic diseases before resigning in protest of HHS's approach to health policy, said at a rally in August. At the same time, the Trump administration's attacks have created a political opening that many health and science experts are taking, even if it means politicizing science further.



Science and health representation in elected office is sparse: 3 percent of state legislators are scientists, engineers, or health-care professionals, according to Rutgers University's Eagleton Institute of Politics. The majority of those politicians are Republicans, Eagleton data show; so are most of the STEM professionals currently in Congress. But as groups, both scientists and, at least in recent years, doctors have leaned liberal, and many of those now motivated to speak out against the Trump administration are Democrats, Kristoffer Shields, the director of Eagleton's Center on the American Governor, told me. Hawaii's Josh Green, the only Democratic physician currently serving in a state governorship, gained prominence during the coronavirus pandemic, when he advanced proactive mitigation measures as lieutenant governor. (This year, Green partnered with 314 Action to launch a $25 million campaign to elect 100 new Democratic physicians to office by 2030; he is up for reelection next year.)



Some science-minded candidates are entering electoral politics for the first time. For New Jersey's Tina Shah (no relation to Nirav), an ICU physician now running for the U.S. House of Representatives, the push was the Trump administration's approach to health care: She told me that she now regularly encounters patients who can't afford medication or who are being denied coverage for important procedures. Others have made bids for public office before, including Abdul El-Sayed, a former health director with an M.D., who ran, unsuccessfully, for the Democratic nomination to Michigan's governorship in 2018. He feels more confident in his current bid for U.S. Senate because the second Trump administration has made the harms of inaccessible care even more visible. He is gaining some traction: In the most recent quarter, he raised close to $1.8 million, the second-highest amount in his Democratic primary. Tina Shah, meanwhile, has raised more money from donors in a single quarter than any other Democrat in her district.



After the pediatrician Annie Andrews lost a congressional race in 2022, "I had no intention of running again," she told me--then she changed her mind after watching Kennedy rise to the top of HHS. Andrews is running to unseat Lindsey Graham in the U.S. Senate, but she said she has found success in casting Kennedy--arguably the country's most polarizing health secretary to date--as an opponent, too: "The more I speak out against the absurdity of RFK Jr. and his recent actions, the more traction I am getting." For Richard Pan, a pediatrician and former California state senator, Kennedy's threat is less abstract: When Pan was working on legislation that would make school vaccine exemptions harder to get, Kennedy, one of America's most prominent anti-vaccine activists, traveled twice to Sacramento to oppose those measures, he told me. Pan's now running for Congress in part to counteract Kennedy's anti-vaccine policies at the federal level.



Many of the candidates I spoke with have considered just how much they want to lean into their credentials. For voters worried about health-insurance coverage or the future of research in the United States, scientists, health-care workers, and public-health experts may have particular appeal right now, Shields told me. Still, several of the candidates I spoke with told me they weren't running "on an explicit science platform," as Nirav Shah put it. The candidates I interviewed were all critical of Kennedy, but several were reluctant to fixate on him, arguing (as any politician might) that voters care more about changes that directly benefit their community.



In Nirav Shah's view, behaving as though health and science are severed from politics is "a nonstarter." As the Trump administration has worked to dismantle its own health agencies, members of Congress have fought to keep some of those agencies' budgets intact. And as the administration has dismissed expert scientific advisers, state and municipal leaders have stepped in: 15 governors, for instance, recently announced the formation of a public-health alliance to dictate policy that diverges from the federal government's. Although the coalition bills itself as nonpartisan, all of the participating governors are Democrats.



Under Donald Trump's leadership, polarization around several scientific issues has deepened. The administration argues that research has been corrupted by ideology and claims that it's restoring "gold-standard science." Polls suggest that Republicans have been more supportive than Democrats of new restrictions on vaccine recommendations and research-funding cuts. If some Democrats are making an issue of the Trump administration's record on health and science, so are Republicans. At least one Republican doctor running for the U.S. House has played up his opposition to mRNA vaccines; some members of Congress with health backgrounds who are running for reelection have embraced Trump-administration criticisms of COVID-era policies and gender-affirming care for children.



Several health and science professionals remain skeptical that getting into politics in any way will help their cause. Jernigan, the former CDC official, told me his call to "get the politics out of public health" at the rally meant that, for health policy, politics shouldn't supersede evidence, not that politics can be fully extracted from public health, he told me. At the same time, he noted that enmeshing science and politics too deeply risks casting evidence and the practice of research as the business of only one political party. "Perhaps we are in a situation where there needs to be a more vocal, assertive public-health voice," Jernigan told me. "But does it have to translate into political office? I don't think so."



And yet, the perception of public-health overreach has been a radicalizing force among Trump supporters; whether through electoral politics or not, any attempt to fight the administration's actions may bolster its narrative that scientists have been corrupted by liberal ideology. When I asked candidates whether their campaigns might deepen partisan divides in attitudes toward science, many of them skirted the question--and few offered answers when asked how they'd cope with that reality. Instead, candidates told me that they felt fairly boxed in. "Politics came for us," Andrews said. "You can't fight bad politics by staying apolitical."
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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.
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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, has 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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        Trump's Animal-Research Plan Has a Missing Step
        Melanie D.G. Kaplan

        Animal-rights groups have long been at odds with the U.S. government, which subsidizes meat and dairy production and spends billions of dollars on animal research every year. But in some ways, they've found themselves seeing eye to eye with the Trump administration. This year, the White House has broadcast its intent to greatly reduce animal experimentation in the United States. In early April, the Food and Drug Administration announced that it would require less testing on animals for the develo...

      

      
        Bill Gates Said the Quiet Part Out Loud
        Sarah Sax

        When Bill Gates published his latest essay on climate change, the response was immediate. Many critics accused him of defeatism or saw the memo as another example of billionaires bending a knee to the climate denialism of President Donald Trump. (Trump himself was a fan.) Others told him to stop opining about climate change. "Respectfully, Bill Gates Should Shut Up," read a headline by the online magazine Slate.In his memo, the billionaire who once urged the world to "innovate our way out of a cl...

      

      
        The Great Canadian Ostrich Standoff
        Daniel Engber

        Photographs by Alana PatersonThe police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, wi...

      

      
        The Paradox of James Watson
        Eric Turkheimer

        How do we reckon with the legacy of people who have done excellent work, but who have said or done terrible things?Last week, James Watson died at the age of 97. Watson's scientific work was certainly excellent. He was chiefly known for publishing, with Francis Crick, the first description of the structure of DNA, a discovery for which they received a Nobel Prize in 1962 and which he described in his best-selling memoir, The Double Helix. In addition to his reputation for scientific innovation an...

      

      
        What Climate Change Will Do to America by Mid-Century
        Vann R. Newkirk II

        Earlier this year, in the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains, a graveyard was spared by the fire that sent thousands of Los Angeles residents fleeing into the coal-black night. Here, in Mountain View Cemetery, lie the bones of Octavia Butler, the famed science-fiction writer who spent her life in Pasadena and Altadena, both of which had burned. Trinkets offered by fans often decorate Butler's unassuming grave. A footstone is inscribed with a quotation from her Parable of the Sower : ALL THAT ...

      

      
        The Epidemiologists Are Running for Office
        Katherine J. Wu

        In his run for governor of Maine, Nirav Shah holds standard Democratic positions. He aims, his campaign says, "to fix housing, fund health care, feed kids, and fuel growth, while fighting back against the overreaches of the Trump administration." But Shah's background is less conventional: In addition to being a lawyer, he's an epidemiologist who directed Maine's CDC during the coronavirus pandemic and was the principal deputy director of the federal CDC until earlier this year. Shah decided to r...
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Trump's Animal-Research Plan Has a Missing Step

No one is tracking the total number of animals used across U.S. labs.

by Melanie D.G. Kaplan

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Animal-rights groups have long been at odds with the U.S. government, which subsidizes meat and dairy production and spends billions of dollars on animal research every year. But in some ways, they've found themselves seeing eye to eye with the Trump administration. This year, the White House has broadcast its intent to greatly reduce animal experimentation in the United States. In early April, the Food and Drug Administration announced that it would require less testing on animals for the development of a widely used class of drugs--an approach, the agency says, that should speed up the drug-development process and eventually lower drug prices. Weeks later, the National Institutes of Health declared its intention to reduce the use of animals in biomedical experiments in the United States; in response, PETA sent flowers to NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya.

These initiatives, if they come to fruition, could prove quite popular. A recent Gallup poll shows that the proportion of Americans who approve of medical testing on animals has been dropping for decades. But it will be difficult for voters--and the administration--to understand the actual effects of the government's efforts, because no one is tracking the total number of animals used across U.S. labs.

For centuries, animals have been humans' primary models for understanding how our bodies work and react to drugs and other chemicals. Blood transfusions, antibiotics, cardiac pacemakers, organ transplantation, insulin for diabetes, and inhalers for asthma all resulted from animal research. (Even amid the NIH's new push to use alternatives, its leaders have said that the practice is vital to advancing scientific knowledge.)

But in an April "roadmap" for reducing animal testing of human treatments, the FDA stated that the practice has proved to be a poor predictor of success for human drugs, particularly for diseases such as cancer and Alzheimer's. Over the summer, the NIH announced that new funding opportunities would prioritize "human-focused" approaches--including clinical trials, cells in test tubes, and AI-based approaches--over animal tests. And in September, the agency announced $87 million in funding for the establishment of a center to develop new approaches using organoids, tiny 3-D tissue models that mimic human organs. Nicole Kleinstreuer, the NIH acting deputy director leading the efforts to invest in nonanimal methodologies, recently told me that she and her team are "doing a deep dive" into specific NIH grants, starting with those that use dogs and cats, in order to understand the role of animal models in the studies and "eliminate those programs wherever possible."

In the United States, two federal agencies collect lab-animal numbers. Under the Animal Welfare Act, any facility that experiments on certain species must report its annual usage to the Department of Agriculture, which compiles a summary on its website; in 2024, it tallied more than 775,000 animals, including some 40,000 dogs and 100,000 primates. But the AWA's definition of animal excludes most creatures used in research--most mice and rats, and all fish, insects, and cephalopods--which animal-rights activists are no less keen to protect than dogs and primates. A separate law requires most federally funded labs to report an "average daily inventory" of all vertebrate species to the NIH. But the reports are infrequent (typically every four years, according to Ryan Merkley, the director of research advocacy at the research-ethics nonprofit Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine), not published, and inconsistent: Some labs count individual mice, for instance, while others count cages of mice or racks of cages. (A spokesperson for the NIH's Office of Extramural Research, who did not provide their name, told me that the agency "strongly encourages" researchers to be transparent about their animal use in their published work.) Animals in labs that don't use any species covered by the Animal Welfare Act and don't report to the NIH aren't counted by the government at all.

Read: A new declaration of animal consciousness

This system could allow the Trump administration to talk a big game about animal testing without enacting policies that force labs to meaningfully change their practices. Thus far, the White House hasn't publicly proposed any changes to federal policy for tracking research animals. "The FDA and NIH's historic action to phase out costly and outdated animal testing in new clinical trials reflects the Administration's commitment to modernizing our scientific research apparatus," the White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me via email. An FDA spokesperson told me that the agency's regulatory mission "does not include counting, reporting, and publicly sharing numbers of animal usage in the United States."

Industry experts and animal-rights organizations have tried to come up with their own estimates, but they vary wildly. The National Association for Biomedical Research, a lobbying group whose members conduct or support animal research, says that some 95 percent of warm-blooded lab animals are rodents, which, combined with the USDA's 2024 data, suggests that somewhere between 10 million and 20 million rodents are used in labs each year. But in a controversial 2021 paper, Larry Carbone, who worked for four decades as a laboratory-animal veterinarian, used documents from the NIH and other large institutions to estimate that more than 111 million rats and mice were used in U.S. labs from 2017 to 2018.

Some universities and other research facilities say they have good reason not to publicize the number of animals they experiment on. For one thing, they risk more intense criticism from animal-rights groups. Sally Thompson-Iritani, an assistant vice provost at the University of Washington, has worked in animal research for more than 30 years. She told me that animal-rights activists once gathered to protest at her home, shouting and holding signs she described as vulgar. Still, in early 2024, Thompson-Iritani started posting her university's animal numbers online after someone from an animal-activist group convinced her that sharing the data (a practice more common in the European Union and the United Kingdom) would demonstrate openness.

Counting animals also takes time and money. A representative from Virginia Tech said last year that the additional facility managers, researchers, comptrollers, and machines required to publicly report additional data on animal experimentation would cost the school almost $2 million. Animal caretakers--who might be tasked with counting--already tend to be overworked. Plus, their jobs are especially vulnerable to funding reductions: In its efforts to slash funding for scientific research, the Trump administration has been keen on limiting so-called indirect costs, which can include spending on vets, food, care, housing, and other services that improve research animals' lives. That could limit the resources available not just for potential tracking of animals used in research, but also for keeping those animals in (at the very least) acceptable conditions. Margaret Landi, a retired veterinarian who worked for a major pharmaceutical company for decades and is now in bioethics, told me she's concerned that the administration's cuts to scientific research will set research-animal welfare back 30 years.

Read: How many times can science funding be canceled?

Even with these possible costs, if the administration is serious about tracking its progress on reducing animal research, the NIH could require comprehensive, public reporting on animals from federally funded labs. This is what the bipartisan Federal Animal Research Accountability Act, introduced in the House of Representatives in May, would do. The White House declined to comment on the bill, citing delays in communications due to the government shutdown.

Perhaps one day, technological advances will make animal models obsolete; lately, the White House has been promoting AI's potential to replace some animal testing. But in the meantime, Americans' ability to gauge progress toward that goal will be limited. For a problem to be managed, it must first be reliably and transparently measured. Scientists understand that best of all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/11/trump-animal-research-tracking/684915/?utm_source=feed
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Bill Gates Said the Quiet Part Out Loud

The world's strategy for addressing climate change is not serving those most vulnerable to it.

by Sarah Sax

Wed, 12 Nov 2025




When Bill Gates published his latest essay on climate change, the response was immediate. Many critics accused him of defeatism or saw the memo as another example of billionaires bending a knee to the climate denialism of President Donald Trump. (Trump himself was a fan.) Others told him to stop opining about climate change. "Respectfully, Bill Gates Should Shut Up," read a headline by the online magazine Slate.

In his memo, the billionaire who once urged the world to "innovate our way out of a climate disaster" now seemed to be lowering the bar--arguing that global warming, while devastating, "will not lead to humanity's demise," and that the world's climate-change strategy should focus on human welfare over temperature or emissions goals. That message struck a nerve in a movement that has fought for decades against the oil and gas industry's multimillion-dollar campaign to fund climate denial and delay.

Gates released the memo as a message to "everyone at COP30," the United Nations' climate conference, which began Monday; one of the gathering's key goals is to push nations to follow through on their existing emissions commitments. Gates didn't say they shouldn't bother, but he did suggest that focusing heavily on near-term emissions reductions may not help--especially for poor countries--as much as other strategies.

Gates would be wrong on that front; for some small island states, which face the imminent threat of being submerged by rising seas, climate change is humanity's demise. But by dismissing his argument, many critics ended up downplaying a different kind of truth: Making emissions reductions the core climate strategy is not serving many of the people most affected by climate change.

Gates's message is far from radical. In fact, leaders from the global South have been making a similar case for decades. Even the Association of Small Island States has argued that global climate commitments must prioritize human welfare alongside ambitious emissions reductions, especially from rich countries. Its representatives recognize that net-zero trajectories alone won't help people survive the next storm or rebuild their home. They also need the resources--primarily the funding--to live through climate disasters and adapt to climate change's consequences.

In wealthy countries, adaptation is often seen as a technical or an engineering fix: installing air-conditioning, restoring wetlands, building seawalls. In many places, though, climate adaptation is indistinguishable from efforts to improve human welfare. Better health care, for instance, can reduce deaths and disease after floods; diversified agriculture helps rural families withstand droughts. "Adaptation is not only about restoring riparian forests or seeking nature-based solutions; it's also about adapting investments: exploring new credit lines, rethinking insurance, and declaring emergencies," Brazil's minister of the environment and climate change, Marina Silva, said at an event earlier this year. Gates puts it a bit differently: For poor countries, "development is adaptation."

Several prominent climate figures argued that this view, at least as Gates articulated it, creates a false binary between cutting emissions and improving human welfare. The climate scientist Michael Mann and the writer and activist Bill McKibben both accused Gates of downplaying the threat that missing climate goals poses to developing nations and of privileging technological optimism. The climate scientist Zeke Hausfather, while agreeing with some of Gates's points, argued that climate and development aid are not "inherently zero sum."

Even if they aren't inherently in competition, in practice, they often are. This year's COP is meant to be as much about adaptation funding as about emissions reductions in part because climate funding, especially for adaptation, faces a crisis. Less than 10 percent of global climate finance went to adaptation in 2022, an analysis by the Climate Policy Initiative shows. But, although funding emissions-mitigation efforts anywhere in the world benefits the countries paying for that work, funding for local adaptation efforts has consistently been a challenge, Andre Correa do Lago, the COP30 president, has noted.
 
 International aid more generally is also in crisis. Official development assistance fell 7 percent in 2024, and likely more this year, because of the disastrous demolition of USAID. Adaptation is sometimes forced to compete for limited funds: The $100 billion that developed countries provided in 2022 to help developing countries address climate change came with catches, such as diverting other development aid for this purpose. Much of that money also comes as a loan--in some cases only adding to vulnerable countries' debt crisis. (For every $5 that developing countries receive, they send $7 back in repayment.) Barbados's prime minister, Mia Mottley, has been especially vocal about this inequity, calling for global development finance to be restructured so that the climate-vulnerable countries that need it most aren't being held back from, in her words, "creating decent opportunities for billions of people."

Some of Gates's critics, including McKibben, also pointed to Hurricane Melissa, which slammed into Jamaica right when the memo came out, to suggest that climate change is the defining threat to developing nations.

Every tenth of a degree of warming will compound the damage from climate change.  But, as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change notes, climate disasters don't devastate in a vacuum. Rising emissions create conditions that intensify storms (Melissa was a textbook example), but their human toll is amplified by factors such as the lack of health care, insurance policies, and other social protections--in other words, measures related to development and human welfare. Disasters hit poor economies 10 times harder than rich ones, relative to GDP. Of course, GDP is a poor indicator of the human suffering and inequality caused by these storms. Then again, so are measures of the carbon in the atmosphere.

Reducing emissions globally is crucial to minimizing the impacts of climate change, but so, too, is spending more money on improving agriculture, or waste management, or rural access to health care. These measures will make places like Jamaica (which contributes just 0.02 percent of global emissions) more effective at weathering the storms to come than reducing their relatively tiny fraction of global emissions will, particularly as countries such as the United States and China continue to release greenhouse gases at massive scale. Yet even in less developed countries, more than half of climate funds can end up going to mitigation, Mizan Khan, a former leader of the International Centre for Climate Change and Development in Bangladesh, has pointed out. "This should not be our priority, as we are nano-emitters," Khan said in 2024.

Although Gates argued for human welfare as a climate strategy, he stopped short of what a growing movement is now demanding. Leaders such as Sonia Guajajara, a global environmental activist and the minister of Indigenous Peoples in Brazil; the UN; and organizations such as the Right Here, Right Now Global Climate Alliance are advocating for a rights-based approach to climate policy, one grounded in legal protections and obligations, not just technical or financial fixes. A rights-based approach means ensuring that Indigenous communities are not displaced by green energy projects, and that labor protections guarantee that workers won't have to toil in deadly heat waves.

What Gates's memo does ignore, somewhat glaringly, is power and politics. Investments in climate tech don't work when your president scraps the Inflation Reduction Act, the single largest public investment in U.S. history in both emissions reduction and renewable energy jobs. The inequities baked into global finance, agribusiness expansion, and fossil-fuel dependence are not peripheral to the climate crisis; they define it. Without confronting those asymmetries, even human welfare risks becoming another hollow metric.

Gates's argument may unsettle those who see progress only in gigatons and degrees. But the world's poorest nations have long defined success in more human terms, even as they have pushed for ambitious emissions cuts from rich countries. This is the framework that matters most immediately to those most vulnerable to a rapidly heating world: how to endure, recover, and build more stable lives. For decades, they have been saying the same thing--but few listened.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/11/climate-cop-gates-memo/684903/?utm_source=feed
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The Great Canadian Ostrich Standoff

How the plight of a few hundred birds in Canada became an all-out fight for freedom

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 12 Nov 2025


Karen Espersen with ostriches at her farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay



The police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.

Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, with signs and walkie-talkies, gathered on the property. They'd set up a barricade to slow the cops' advance: several logs laid across the dirt near the turnoff from the highway.

The activists had been camping out for months; their numbers sometimes reached into the hundreds. They knew the government was saying that the ostriches had bird flu, but they were convinced that this was cover for some other, bigger scheme. The feds were conspiring with the United Nations and Big Pharma, they said. Small farmers' rights were being trampled. But Dave and Karen's birds had other, more powerful friends. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was making calls to Canadian officials; Dr. Oz had offered to evacuate the ostriches to his ranch in Florida.

Canada "respects and has considered the input of United States officials," the nation's deputy chief veterinary officer had said. But rules were rules, and birds were birds--even if they were the size of refrigerators. And so a convoy of police had been sent to occupy the farm. Law-enforcement drones were flying overhead. The electricity was cut off.

The farm's supporters had already threatened local businesses that were renting equipment to the cops, saying they would shoot employees. Then someone claimed that they'd placed a bomb somewhere on the property.

At 7 a.m., while the police were stuck behind the logs near the highway, a man slipped out of sight, donned a balaclava, and grabbed a jerrican of fuel. He crept over to the next-door neighbor's house and doused its front with gasoline. Not more than 50 yards away, a group of ostrich activists stood around a bonfire, streaming from their phones as they sang "The Battle Hymn of the Republic." When the neighbor came outside and tried to chase the would-be arsonist away, her screams for help were broadcast live on social media, above the sound of "Glory, glory, hallelujah."


Karen's home on the farm. Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, have raised hundreds of ostriches for decades. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



For decades, Karen and Dave had been raising hundreds of ostriches on a 58-acre plot in the small town of Edgewood, British Columbia. They'd earned a living from the meat and hide and feathers, and from a moisturizing lotion that they made from rendered ostrich fat. They'd also welcomed tourists to the property, bused in through the Monashee Mountains on a farm safari. But in mid-December of last year, the flock at Universal Ostrich Farms was overtaken by disease. The young birds in particular were having trouble breathing. Mucus leaked from eyes and beaks. Some were clearly feverish: They were roosting in puddles, even in the cold.

Over the next few weeks, the birds began to die, one by one, and then in groups. Dave hauled their carcasses across the property and buried them in 10-foot holes. The vet was out of town, so Karen did her best to nurse the sick. But more than 20 died, so many that they didn't fit into the pits. Dave had to stash the rest beneath a tarp.

Locals noticed what was going on; you could see ravens feeding on the carnage from the highway. On December 28, someone notified the sick-bird hotline set up by the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, which monitors and manages agricultural diseases. Now the government was asking questions. Was there standing water on the property? Were the ostriches outdoors? Had Dave been aware of any wild birds nearby?

In fact there was some standing water, and the ostriches were never not outdoors, and lots of wild ducks had alighted in their pond and now were poking in the flock's straw bedding and leaving droppings by the food bowls. To the CFIA, it sounded like a recipe for bird flu. A pair of government inspectors showed up two days later, in masks and Tyvek suits, and swabbed a couple of the carcasses. Their test results came back on New Year's Eve: The birds were positive for the "H5" part of H5N1, the deadly strain of avian influenza that has raged through North America in recent years. According to the Canadian authorities, and in keeping with the nation's agricultural-trade agreements, the outbreak had to be stamped out. The birds would have to die.


Ostriches at Universal Ostrich Farms (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



An ostrich is of course a grand and silly thing: more than six feet tall with giant eyes, a 350-pound sedan on muscled stilts. It chirps and booms and honks and grunts. It wags its tail and pulls the threads from your sweater. Some ostriches on Dave and Karen's farm had names: Barney, Peter, Q-Tip, Sarah. One looked so much like Dave himself, with bushy white eyebrows, that it shared his name. Karen used to keep an ostrich as a pet--a Somali blue, the smaller kind--and she called it Newman because it liked to hop up on her couch and watch Seinfeld on TV. Her son remembers riding Newman like a pony.

Now Dave and Karen's flock of charismatic megapoultry was a threat to public health. They tried to bargain with the government. They said the illness was subsiding. They argued that their older birds had never even gotten sick and might already be immune. They noted that the compensation they would receive for a cull--up to $3,000 per animal--wouldn't be enough to cover their losses. And then Karen started spinning out a stranger story. Universal Ostrich Farms wasn't just a farm, she told the CFIA; it was the site of cutting-edge research. She and Dave were working on a novel class of ostrich-based pharmaceuticals--medicines that could one day help rid the world of many different ills, including cholera, obesity, and COVID. The drugs might even put an end to bird flu itself.

H5N1 doesn't pose a major threat to human beings--or, one should say, it doesn't yet. The virus has not adapted to our airways. But a current strain has already made the jump from birds to dairy cattle, and more than 70 people in North America have contracted it through exposure to infected animals. Most human cases have been very mild. But around the time that Dave and Karen's ostriches were getting sick, a teenage girl in their province was rushed to a pediatric ICU with failing lungs and kidneys. She had bird flu and nearly died.

Dave and Karen maintained that their birds were not a danger but a cure. Now that the survivors had been exposed to bird flu, Karen told the government by email, they'd be laying eggs that were full of bird-flu antibodies. That could be the key to something extraordinary: If those ostrich antibodies were extracted and sprinkled into feeders, she said, then wild ducks might inhale them and develop their own immunity. Treat enough birds this way, and the entire epidemic could be stopped.

Karen's plan did not impress the experts at the CFIA, and to be clear: It isn't sound. Extensive tests have not been run to show that ostrich antibodies protect other animals when they're eaten or inhaled. Even if the antibodies were effective in some way, to stop the spread of H5N1 you'd have to load enough of them in feeders to shield the 2.6 billion migratory birds that cross the border into Canada each year. And CFIA scientists found no reason to believe that Dave and Karen's ostriches would be a special source of antibodies, an agency spokesperson told me. The farm's request for an exemption was denied.

But Karen's email wasn't entirely deluded, not in every detail. She and Dave had been in touch with Yasuhiro Tsukamoto, a scientist and the president of Kyoto Prefectural University, who has for years been pushing the idea that ostriches, and their powerful immune system, could be the basis for an industry in biomedicine--that the birds' enormous eggs are factories for mass-producing antibodies in response to almost any pathogen. A single ostrich hen can make about a cup of these a year, Tsukamoto says, which might in turn be layered onto ventilation screens, painted into face masks, or used in ointments, sprays, and pills. A few such products have already been marketed in Japan, among them a soy sauce with ostrich antibodies for E. coli and a cosmetic line with ostrich antibodies for the germs that can lead to pimples.

Dave and Karen first learned about Tsukamoto's work in March 2020, when he was inoculating ostriches with SARS-CoV-2 antigens. They did the same and hoped to sell their antibodies to a company producing masks. But they couldn't land the deal, and ended up with freezers full of SARS-CoV-2-resistant egg yolks. A few years later, they'd moved on to something bigger: an ostrich diet pill, made from antibodies for the enzymes that digest sugar and starch. This could be a natural rival for Ozempic, they believed, sold as "OstriTrim."

In November 2024, just around the time when all those wild ducks began to settle in their pond, Dave and Karen were finishing their business plan. They would partner with Tsukamoto's licensee in North America, a company called Ostrich Pharma USA, and begin inoculating birds in early March. After that, the money would start pouring in. Within five years, the farmers' business plan predicted, they'd clear $2 billion in annual sales.

But then an ostrich got a bloody nose and another one began to wheeze, and more were plopping down in icy water.

Katie Pasitney, Karen's oldest child, grew up among the ostriches. She describes them as her family. So when Katie heard that the CFIA had ordered their destruction, she set out to raise hell. The birds themselves--those "big, beautiful babies," she calls them--were natural mascots for a social-media campaign. In one early plea for help on Facebook, Katie put up a picture of a favorite ostrich from the farm. "Meet Sarah [?]," Katie wrote atop the post. "PLEASE HELP SAVE ME BEFORE I'M KILLED BEFORE FEB 1ST."

By the end of January, Sarah's fate had been taken up by right-wing media and online activists. Supporters began to gather at the farm. They built a campsite in the freezing cold and posted signs for Katie's website, saveourostriches.com. People stopped by for the day and never left. A field kitchen was set up, porta-potties were installed, and volunteers were given jobs. They put up pictures of the ostriches, or wore them on their shirts and hats. At least one walked around in a full-body, feathered suit. At times there were 200 people in the field, just across the road from the ostrich pens.

The group was there to save the animals, but by and large, they weren't PETA types. They knew Universal Ostrich Farms had long been in the killing business; in the mess tent, supporters were not averse to eating meat. They were less concerned with harm to living things than with the threat to human liberty. These were freedom activists--people who had joined the convoy protests that swept through Canada in 2022 to oppose vaccine mandates. What brought them back together in the valley of the ostriches was a trailing fury over government intrusion, and suspicion about the aims of public health.


In interview after interview, Katie Pasitney has come to tears while talking about the ostriches. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



In the front room of her mother's house, Katie set up a makeshift media center, with seven laptops on the table and cords everywhere. A handwritten ON AIR sign was posted whenever she was being interviewed live. Reporters started showing up in person, too. In one conversation after another, Katie and the farmers argued that the virus had already run its course. By their accounting, the 69th and final bird had died from the disease on January 14. The remaining ostriches were healthy, they insisted, and their location was remote--85 miles from the nearest city. What benefit would come from killing them?

Meanwhile, Dave and Karen brought their case to court and won a stay of execution for the birds until they finished their appeal. As winter turned to spring, the conflict reached a stalemate. The CFIA announced that no more inspectors would be coming to the farm, because of the risk of infection by the birds, and of interference by the protesters. Its staffers were getting threats by phone and email.

Then one night at the end of March, someone showed up with a gun. The birds were sleeping in their pens, some with upright necks, in the ostrich way. In the hours before sunrise, Katie and the farmers said, one was shot just below the ear. Dave and Karen found the carcass in the morning, lying in a pool of blood. The assassinated bird was Sarah, the one from Katie's Facebook post.

A couple of days later, one of the farm's supporters posted a musical tribute to the fallen ostrich on social media, called "Feathers of Resistance (Sarah's Song)."

Out in the fields 'neath Edgewood skies,
She walked with grace with ancient eyes.
Not just a hen but hope in stride,
Her blood held truth they tried to hide.


"A sniper's bullet ended her life, but not her story," the poster wrote.


The greeting booth for the encampment on the farm. Supporters built their campsite in the freezing cold, installed porta-potties, and took on jobs. At least one supporter walked around in a feathered suit. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



After Sarah's death, a deeper sense of dread overtook the valley. The farm began to fortify. Trip lines were laid around the ostrich pens and hooked up to bear bangers to scare away intruders. Supporters equipped themselves with walkie-talkies. And Dave and Karen started sleeping in the ostrich pens.

Katie's interviews and Facebook streams grew more conspiratorial. The supporters had been seeing government drones flying overhead at night, she told a podcast host in May. Karen, too, was obsessing over hidden plots. The farm's website had malfunctioned in December, out of nowhere, even though she was sure that she'd set up the domain to auto-renew. Could it have been a government-associated hack? Could all of this have been a plan to stop her antibody business--to "squish our science," as she later put it to me? Could it be that certain institutions were trying to hide the fact that H5N1 bird flu wasn't really all that dangerous?

Two months after the shooting, a second bird was murdered in its pen. Karen said she heard a drone flying overhead between 1 and 2 a.m., and then she saw an "Army-sized" device flying overhead, as big as the hood of a vehicle. Some folks from the encampment said they saw it too, while sitting by the fire. There was a silent flash of light, and moments later, Karen found one of the biggest roosters on the farm, an ostrich called Joey, with a hole through its head. This time the wound was vertical, starting near the crown and ending 18 inches down the neck. The drone may have been equipped with a gun, Karen told me. Maybe a silencer, too. Dave wondered if it might have been a laser.

John Catsimatidis, a billionaire supermarket magnate and New York City radio personality, took a particular interest in the story of the ostriches. Toward the end of April, he invited a special guest onto the air: his old friend Bobby Kennedy. The secretary of Health and Human Services had come to talk about his plan for fighting autism, but near the end of the segment, Catsimatidis grabbed the chance to bring up the "awstriches," as he calls them in his thick New York City accent. "Mr. Secretary, one last thing," he said. There were these special birds in Canada, with a "natural healing process," and now they were in danger because Big Pharma wanted them dead.

"I support you 100 percent," Kennedy responded. "I'm horrified by the idea that they're going to kill these animals."

The cause was a natural fit for Kennedy. The anti-vaccine organization that he once chaired, Children's Health Defense, had already aired an interview with Katie on its video channel in March. And Kennedy himself has often railed against government overreach in efforts to control potential outbreaks. Earlier that spring, Kennedy had declared that the U.S. and Canada's policy of stamping out H5N1-infected chickens should be stopped. The survivors--the ones with naturally acquired immunity--could be used to repopulate poultry farms with hardier stock, he said. (Experts warn about the dangers of letting the virus spread unchecked; vaccinating poultry makes a lot more sense, two bird-flu scientists told me.) Kennedy also seems to have an affinity for large, flightless birds. He has kept at least one emu as a pet on his property in California.

One late night in May, Katie awoke to a call. At first she was confused, she said, but then she heard Kennedy's raspy voice; the secretary was on the line with Catsimatidis. Some days later, as the sun set across the Monashees, Katie stood among the farm's supporters in the field and choked back sobs as she prepared to read from a letter that Kennedy had written to her government. "We are respectfully requesting CFIA to consider not culling the entire flock of ostriches at Universal Ostrich Farm," it said. The letter was signed at the bottom by three of the most important public-health officials in America: not just Kennedy but also FDA Commissioner Marty Makary and National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya. (HHS did not respond to questions for this story.)

Katie's "Save the Ostriches" campaign had until this point attracted hippies, libertarians, and anti-vaxxers, as well as local politicians in her province. Now it had the U.S. government.

I arrived in Edgewood a few weeks later, having come along the same twisting highway that the CFIA inspectors had used when they first drove out to test the ostriches almost six months earlier. As I pulled into the driveway, I could see the birds peering at my rental car from inside their large enclosures.

I checked in with a volunteer in a makeshift booth, and he handed me an Ostrich Sheriffs sticker. A Canadian flag hung from the fence at the edge of the encampment, along with handmade posters: STOP the MURDER of 399 OSTRICHES. Save Ostrich Science (S.O.S.). If your child got sick in your family, would you kill the whole family?

Jim Kerr, an ostrich-farm supporter with a long beard, took me on a tour of the premises. Kerr is known among right-wing activists in Canada for his livestreamed protest videos, and for the soap-bubble-blowing art car that he drives to freedom convoys. Kerr explained that the supporters had an action plan for when the feds arrived. Dave and Karen would go into the pens and stand among the birds. Volunteers would block the road and send up drones to document everything that happened. They'd had a dry run just a few weeks before I came, when someone thought they saw a line of SUVs, all white, coming down the road. The sentries notified the camp; barricades went up; three women lay down on the highway. It turned out to be a false alarm.

When I sat down with the farmers in the kitchen, Karen put out plates of sandwiches and cookies, and then she, Dave, and Katie launched into the story that they'd told so many times before, to politicians and supporters and the press. Katie, in particular, sometimes seemed to speak about the farm on autopilot, winding back to certain formulations about "giving small farmers a seat at the table" and the need to protect the "future of farming." But still her voice would catch and the tears would flow, even in what must have been her thousandth telling.

Her connections with right-wing and extremist figures were expanding. She told me that she would soon be headed to a "Truth Movement" conference down in West Palm Beach, where she would share a stage with several noted anti-vaxxers, as well as Enrique Tarrio, the former Proud Boys leader. And she let me scroll through a run of texts that she'd received in recent weeks from Mehmet Oz, who, like Kennedy, had gotten drawn in to her cause by Catsimatidis. Oz, the celebrity doctor who is currently the head of the U.S. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, had suggested that he could bring the ostriches to Florida, but that wasn't possible on account of the cull order. "I have spread the word widely and cannot understand why they cannot let me take these beautiful birds," he wrote to Katie in one message. (Oz did not respond to a request for comment.)

Again and again, the farmers said the Canadian government's response to their outbreak made no sense. Plainly they were right in some particulars. Why couldn't the CFIA just test the birds again, to see if the virus was still present? The government had claimed that this was impossible, that its inspectors would have no way to gather swabs from several hundred dangerous animals that can run at the speed of a moped, without handling facilities of any kind on-site. But I'd heard otherwise from independent experts. Adriaan Olivier, an ostrich-industry veterinarian in South Africa, told me that high-volume testing could be done. South Africa has been dealing with bird-flu outbreaks on ostrich farms for years, he said, and could manage the screening of even several hundred adults in one day.

Then again, I could also see--really, anyone could see--that Dave and Karen had been flouting basic rules of biosafety on the farm. At first, they hadn't told the government that their birds were sick. And their "quarantine" was barely that. The same farm dogs that nosed around my feet inside the kitchen were also running in and out of ostrich pens. After Dave and Karen fed the birds, they sprayed each other down with disinfectant, but they didn't change their clothes or remove their shoes. And the volunteers were clearly handling the eggs and feathers.

Those who had been around the farm the longest hadn't simply been exposed to H5N1--they'd been infected. The farmers mentioned this offhandedly. Not long before my visit, Katie had tested positive for H5N1-specific antibodies. Dave and Karen had also turned up positive, as had one of their earliest supporters, a woman who'd arrived at the farm in January. No one could remember having any symptoms, though, and Katie wasn't willing to concede that she or any of the others had caught the virus from the ostriches.

The conversation circled back to the phone call from December that had prompted the government's investigation--the tip-off to the sick-bird hotline. The farmers said it must have come from the woman who lives next door, Lois Wood. If it hadn't been for her, none of this would have happened.




I spoke with Lois, a 72-year-old widow and volunteer firefighter, by phone a few days later. She lives just up the road from the ostrich farm. She can see the pens from her front yard. She said the situation had gotten out of hand. For months, the activists had been tormenting her: shining headlights in her yard, yelling out her name, tailing her when she was on her way to fire practice. "Finally--finally--somebody wants to hear the other side," she told me.

Lois claimed that she never reported the sick birds to the CFIA: She'd tried to call, but no one answered, and she didn't leave a message. But everyone could tell that the ostriches were dying, she said, and the CFIA was right to get involved.

Elsewhere in the town of Edgewood, the fight to save the ostriches has brought out skeptics of the cause. Jim McFarlane, a local cattle rancher who has known Dave since they were kids, told me that, like Lois, he'd had enough. Dave has been "a total fucking bullshitter all his life," he said. He asked me what I thought about the story of the murdered ostriches--the ones that supposedly were shot in the head in the middle of the night. "I mean, come on," Jim said. "I'm a hunter, and you're going to go out there in the middle of the night and shoot at a little fucking ostrich head when you've got a 300-, 400-pound body there?"

It's true: An ostrich head is like a Q-tip protruding from a very large pinata. The idea of aiming for it, at least while sneaking in the dark, seemed preposterous. Yet Dave and Karen insisted that not one but two birds had been killed like this. Jim thinks that Dave and Karen might have killed the birds, that maybe they were trying to draw attention to the farm for the sake of more donations. Lois had another theory: What if the birds were still sick? What if the outbreak hadn't ended, and the farmers didn't want the government to know? (Both ostrich murders are still under investigation, according to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. When I brought the claim to Dave that he'd shot the birds himself, he told me, "That's insane.")

The matter of the ostrich shootings is one of many that's been taken up by a local Facebook group, "Edgewood--Uncensored," in which a group of grumpy neighbors and others in British Columbia debate the ostrich farm and what they deem to be its hidden motives. They obsess over every open question and apparent inconsistency, such as who really called the CFIA about the sick ostriches, and how many birds were really in those pens. Some even wondered if the so-called standoff was a piece of theater, concocted by the government and its contacts in Big Pharma. Maybe no one ever really planned to cull the birds. After all, hadn't Dave and Karen been involved in biotech? Hadn't they injected ostriches with COVID?

If Katie, Dave, and Karen had built their movement from the bricks of outrage and suspicion, then those bricks were also being hurled against their walls. Paranoia had sustained them to this point, but paranoia was a force that they couldn't quite control.


Dave Bilinski leaves the ostrich pens to avoid arrest on September 23. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



I drove out to the farm again in late September. The line of police cruisers had snaked into the valley just a few days earlier, and I could see the marks of occupation. The property was divided at the edge of Langille Road. Yellow tape stretched across the northern side, at the entrance to the pens, and officers were taking shifts on guard. Just across from them, the farm's supporters had put up a set of wooden bleachers so they could try to watch and record everything that happened. An inscription had been carved into the top row: In Appreciation: Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. Some of the birds had been dedicated too: There was now an ostrich Charlie Kirk, an ostrich Dr. Oz, an ostrich Donald Trump.

I'd arrived at a moment of uneasy calm. Not so long before, every sign had suggested that the standoff was about to end. After many hours' worth of yelling and negotiations, the police had seized the pens; Karen and Katie were driven off in handcuffs, and briefly held. The CFIA had put up a wall of hay bales in the field, presumably to hem in the flock and hide the coming slaughter. But hours later, just as Dave and Karen were finishing a group prayer, their lawyer called to say that the Supreme Court of Canada had intervened. The justices were considering whether they would hear the case, and that meant the ostriches would not be killed just yet. Everyone agreed that this intervention was divine.

Now the camp was far more crowded than it had been in June. No one took my name and phone number, or handed me a badge, when I arrived. Near one corner of the pens, I met a man named Thomas, who was taking footage of the Mounties with a camcorder. "I hate cops," he said. "If one of those guys got a bullet to the head, I wouldn't shed a tear." Thomas told me that he'd been incarcerated for assault and fraud, but that his days as a criminal were over. "I don't condone violence," he said, "but I've started to think some violence might be necessary when there's no other way to make people pay attention."

Over at the house, Dave and Karen were meeting with the police department's liaisons. Dave looked as though he hadn't slept for days. His ears were bloody from the ostrich pecks that he'd sustained during his vigil in the pens. When I asked him what he'd do if the cull was carried out, he cried into his hand. If the ostriches were killed, Dave and Karen would have nothing left. They may no longer be eligible for compensation for the loss of the birds, according to the CFIA rules. They also owe tens of thousands of dollars to the government in fines and legal expenses. In the meantime, they'd been deprived of revenue for months, and the farm had already been facing heavy debts when all of this started. "There's no recovery from this," their lawyer, Umar Sheikh, told me.

Next door, in the grass outside Lois's double-wide trailer, the smell of gasoline still lingered. When she came outside to say hello, I saw that she had bruises on both arms, cuts on her face, and a black eye. She'd only stopped the would-be arsonist by chance, she said: She'd come out to feed one of her cats and there he was, reaching into his pocket, as if to grab a lighter. She'd lunged at him, bit him on the elbow, and kicked him in the groin. Then he punched her in the face and fled. The police identified their suspect by the tooth marks on his arm.

The man was a freedom-convoy veteran, Karen's son told me, who'd warned the others in the group that he planned to go to jail before this all was over. Both Katie and her mother claimed, at least at first, that the attempted arson never really happened--that the whole thing was a setup by the members of the local "hate group" who had criticized the farm online.

I asked Lois if she felt unsafe. She told me that she'd gone to stay with a friend on the night after the attack, but had come back to the farm to tend to her cats and her tomatoes. She said that there were a lot of cops around for protection, but also that she didn't see herself as having many options. "People say, 'Well, you should do a civil suit against them for slander, libel, whatever, harassment,'" she told me. "I say, 'I could not bear to do that. Can you imagine going up against Katie? You wouldn't win.'"

Moving out of Edgewood didn't seem to be an option, either. Lois's property, her 120 acres in the valley, was all she had, and who would ever buy it now? She was living on the site of a bird-flu quarantine. Fair or not, she was just as trapped as Dave and Karen. "I keep thinking it's going to be over," she said. And then it never is.


Karen Espersen and a supporter embrace after Karen's release from arrest for refusing to vacate the ostrich pens. (Alana Paterson for The Atlantic)



An end did come at last, six weeks later. On November 6, the Supreme Court decided not to hear the farmers' case. The Notice of Requirement to Dispose of Animals issued by the CFIA more than 10 months earlier was reinstated for the final time. Shortly after nightfall, once the police had cut their floodlights and sealed off Langille Road, gunshots started ringing out behind the hay bales. At first there were a dozen, then many dozens more, as hired marksmen fired on the flock from platforms.

Katie squatted at the border of the pens, pulling at the fence and screaming, "Make it stop." Karen stood beside the line of officers who blocked the road. "They're killing my babies," she said.

By the next morning, the cull was over. All of the ostriches--314 of them, by the government's final count--were dead.

It was gray and it was cold in the valley. Autumn had returned: one full cycle of the seasons from the day Dave and Karen's birds first began to falter in the slush. Waves of wild ducks were passing overhead once more. Since the start of fall, the bird-flu virus has again been spilling over into poultry flocks in North America. Another 8 million birds have been killed on U.S. farms in recent months, and 3 million more in Canada.

While construction vehicles shoveled up the ostrich carcasses and dumped them into trucks, the farm's supporters gathered for a vigil, in person and online. It had been 297 days, they claimed, since any of the birds were sick. Whether this was true no longer mattered. The outbreak on the Universal Ostrich Farms had reached its end; yet even now, no one could agree about the nature of the threat. Had the poultry been a risk to public health? What about the farmers, who never thought the rules applied to them? And what about the government, which chose annihilation over compromise? Any middle ground was now awash with blood. Some kind of danger had been present in those pens; that was clear enough. Now that danger is stamped out.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/11/ostriches-canada-bird-flu-rfk/684836/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Paradox of James Watson

The discovery of DNA was evidence of how deeply interconnected humans are, but the late scientist saw only difference.

by Kathryn Paige Harden, Eric Turkheimer

Mon, 10 Nov 2025




How do we reckon with the legacy of people who have done excellent work, but who have said or done terrible things?

Last week, James Watson died at the age of 97. Watson's scientific work was certainly excellent. He was chiefly known for publishing, with Francis Crick, the first description of the structure of DNA, a discovery for which they received a Nobel Prize in 1962 and which he described in his best-selling memoir, The Double Helix. In addition to his reputation for scientific innovation and leadership, however, Watson was notorious for his bigotry. For years, he made derisive comments about gay people, suggested that women were less effective scientists, and claimed that people of African descent were biologically inferior, and in particular, that they had lower inborn intelligence.

The root of reckon is "count," and to ask what to make of a life like Watson's risks suggesting that the triumphs and sins of a human life can be quantified on the same numerical scale. How many racist comments must be subtracted from a Nature paper before the total is negative? Of course, human lives defy this type of mathematical flattening. We can add three and two to make five, but we cannot add scientific breakthroughs to bigotry and arrive at a tidy, incontrovertible sum. One deed sits stubbornly beside the other.

This complexity is particularly maddening in a scientist like Watson. He was a transformative leader in his field: He revitalized the Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory into a scientific powerhouse, and he was instrumental in the initiation of the Human Genome Project. He also regularly acted with, as Cornelia Dean wrote in his New York Times obituary, "brash, unpleasant and even bigoted outspokenness," making pseudoscientific assertions that led to his becoming, as Stat News put it, a "pariah" among his peers, forced into early retirement and stripped of honorary titles. Instead of seeing in our DNA evidence of how deeply interconnected we are--all part of the same family tree, all part of the same tree of life--Watson saw, or thought he saw, evidence only of fundamental difference.

As psychologists who study how genes influence human behavior--and, just as crucially, the limits of that influence--we cannot help but wonder how these strands of his intellect and character came to co-exist. Part of the problem might have been how a certain sort of scientific thinking can be fetishized. There's a danger in slipping between different conceptions of "reason." The analytic problem-solving skills that are selected for and honed in a scientific career are not synonymous with sound moral reasoning. Watson made his biggest scientific discovery as a young man, only 25 years old, and his sense of his own abilities, his own specialness, seemed never to mature beyond a young man's bravado. It's morally perilous to assume that you are always the smartest person in the room, and that the specific ways in which you are smart are always the surest paths to wisdom.

Neither did Watson update, as genetics matured as a science, his sense of the limits of molecular analysis. As Watson and Crick noted in their original publication, the double-helix structure of DNA implicated a straightforward mechanism for how the genome changed and replicated, and that insight transformed biology into a mechanistic science. But understanding how DNA mutates and replicates has not similarly transformed psychology; the study of the mind has not been reduced to the study of molecules. Despite astonishing progress in molecular genetics since Watson and Crick's discovery, we are scarcely closer to understanding the genetics of human intelligence than we were in the 1950s, and are perhaps even further away from a consensus definition of what sort of thing "intelligence" even is. Watson made an error that has dogged human genetics from the beginning: He assumed that the discovery that we, too, are DNA-based creatures meant that sometime soon, all differences among people would be explained by biological mechanisms. Again and again, that assumption has turned out to be not only wrong but profoundly dangerous. In the 20th century, it justified eugenic violence; in the 21st, it has continued to justify racial inequality.

Read: The far right is becoming obsessed with race and IQ

Watson's life story also has been warped by the myth of the lone genius, or in the case of Watson and Crick, the lone geniuses. Watson and Crick's discovery of the double-helix structure was built on the work of Rosalind Franklin, who produced an X-ray image of the DNA molecule; of Friedrich Miescher, who first isolated what he called "nuclein"; and of Gregor Mendel, whose experiments with pea plants first revealed statistical laws of inheritance, to name just a few colleagues and forebears. Watson's work in Cambridge was also supported by a fellowship from what is now called the March of Dimes, established by President Franklin D. Roosevelt to fund scientific research into the treatment or eradication of polio. As with any scientific achievement, Watson could not have made his alone.

Watson and Crick's 1953 paper, with its neat hand drawing of the double helix, is still a thrilling read: What it must have been like to apprehend this structure for the first time! The discovery represents the peak of a cresting wave of scientific invention, industry, and investment. Watson deserves credit for how well he rode that wave, but not for the deeper forces that made his work, in that moment, possible. The discovery was a collective human achievement, the result of the sustained cooperation of many people, over many years.

To reckon with Watson's legacy, then, we propose celebrating what he wouldn't--or couldn't--recognize: the shared intelligence of the human race, which can produce miracles and wonders, even as each of us, individually, is so terribly fallible.
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What Climate Change Will Do to America by Mid-Century

Many places may become uninhabitable. Many people may be on their own.

by Vann R. Newkirk II

Mon, 10 Nov 2025


A house in Altadena, California, destroyed by the Eaton Fire in January (Philip Cheung)



Earlier this year, in the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains, a graveyard was spared by the fire that sent thousands of Los Angeles residents fleeing into the coal-black night. Here, in Mountain View Cemetery, lie the bones of Octavia Butler, the famed science-fiction writer who spent her life in Pasadena and Altadena, both of which had burned. Trinkets offered by fans often decorate Butler's unassuming grave. A footstone is inscribed with a quotation from her Parable of the Sower : ALL THAT YOU TOUCH, YOU CHANGE. ALL THAT YOU CHANGE, CHANGES YOU.

In that dystopian novel, published in 1993 and set in the mid-2020s, the United States still exists but has been warped by global warming, and its authoritarian government has ceded most of the administration of day-to-day matters to corrupt companies. In Butler's neo-feudal vision, states and cities erect strict borders to deter migrants, the gap between rich and poor has widened, and massive wildfires in Southern California drive the state's decline.

It has become commonplace to label Butler a prophet. She didn't get everything right about the United States today. But even in the things that haven't happened, exactly, one can see analogs to real life.

Butler, however, considered herself merely an analyst--a "histofuturist." She often said that her primary skill was simply learning from the past. In her research for Parable, she studied times of rising political strife and demagoguery, along with America's history of class and racial inequality. She studied what was at the time an emerging scientific consensus regarding global warming, a body of research that even then predicted fires and floods, and warned of political instability.

"I didn't make up the problems," Butler wrote in an essay for Essence in 2000. "All I did was look around at the problems we're neglecting now and give them about 30 years to grow into full-fledged disasters." That same year, she said in an interview that she dearly hoped she was not prophesying anything at all; that among other social ills, climate change would become a disaster only if it was allowed to fester. "I hope, of course, that we will be smarter than that," Butler said six years before her death, in 2006.

What will our "full-fledged disasters" be in three decades, as the planet continues to warm? The year 2024 was the hottest on record. Yet 2025 has been perhaps the single most devastating year in the fight for a livable planet. An authoritarian American president has pressed what can only be described as a policy of climate-change acceleration--destroying commitments to clean energy and pushing for more oil production. It doesn't require an oracle to see where this trajectory might lead.

From the July/August 2024 issue: George Packer on how Phoenix is a vision of America's future

Taking our cue from Butler, we would do well today to study the ways that climate change has already reshaped the American landscape, and how disasters are hollowing out neighborhoods like the one where Butler is buried. We should understand how catastrophe works in a landscape of inequality.

Over the next 30 years or so, the changes to American life might be short of apocalyptic. But miles of heartbreak lie between here and the apocalypse, and the future toward which we are heading will mean heartbreak for millions. Many people will go in search of new homes in cooler, more predictable places. Those travelers will leave behind growing portions of America where services and comforts will be in short supply--let's call them "dead zones." Should the demolition of America's rule of law continue, authoritarianism and climate change will reinforce each other, a vicious spiral from which it will be difficult to exit.

How do we know this? As ever, all it takes is looking around.

In August, as the setting sun sent a red glow up the San Gabriel Valley, I surveyed a stretch of western Altadena, just blocks from Butler's grave. The better part of a year had passed since the Eaton Fire--which destroyed some 9,400 buildings here and in Pasadena while the Palisades Fire raged simultaneously to the west. Still, the moonscape in front of me was unsettling. Much of the debris had been cleared, which made the houseless lots seem even more eerie. Here and there, a brick fireplace stood watch over an otherwise empty lot.

In January, when the Santa Ana winds came, Altadenans weren't too worried. In this part of California, small fires were just part of life. "We always think it's going to be an earthquake that takes us out," Veronica Jones, the president of the Altadena Historical Society and a resident for six decades, told me. For many Altadena lifers, the memory of the 1993 Kinneloa Fire, which destroyed almost 200 buildings and burned for five days, was the guide for what to expect in the worst case.

But 1993 was billions and billions of tons of carbon pollution ago. This time around, the physics of the planet were different. In 2023, high temperatures in the Pacific had helped incubate Hurricane Hilary, which led to the first-ever tropical-storm warning in Southern California. The storm dumped buckets of rain on the region, helping spur rapid plant growth over the next several months. But then the rain dried up completely. In the second half of 2024, Los Angeles County received only 0.3 inches of precipitation--the lowest amount on record. The drought and near-record temperatures dried out the lush scrub, turning it to kindling. In just 16 months, multiple supposedly once-a-century weather events had worked in concert to make the hills perhaps more combustible than they'd ever been.

When the winds blew in, bringing dry, warm air from inland over Southern California, they were unusually strong, approaching hurricane strength. Strong winds can damage power lines, and evidence now suggests that a malfunctioning power line helped spark the Eaton Fire. Early in the morning on January 8, Jones was startled when her husband told her they needed to go because embers--"big chunks of fire," as Jones put it--were falling into their yard.

The story of the Eaton Fire itself is tragic, and an omen: In ways that are straightforward and in ways that were largely unanticipated, global warming is quickly expanding the potential for large fires. But catastrophes also tend to reveal deficits in society, and the patterns of destruction and abandonment that followed the fire--which have roots in America's past and its present--tell us something about the country's future, too.

From the July/August 2024 issue: What America owes the planet

Many of the people escaping the fire had originally come to Altadena in flight: In the 20th century, Black folks seeking refuge from the Jim Crow South moved to California en masse, among them Butler's grandmother from Louisiana. Redlining and restrictive covenants kept them from buying homes in Los Angeles and Pasadena, leaving unincorporated Altadena as a favored destination, particularly its western half.

For many of those who'd been part of the migration, or who'd heard the stories, the fire felt like the return of an old menace. The Eaton and Palisades Fires afflicted every class and demographic group. But the first response appeared much worse on the west side of Altadena, where the Black population was centered, than anywhere else. Of the more than 100 L.A. County fire trucks that went out to neighborhoods affected, only a single one entered West Altadena within the first 12 hours. According to an after-action report commissioned by the county, the homes there were older and more flammable, and--perhaps owing to power outages or weather interference with cell towers---residents throughout Altadena said that they hadn't received evacuation orders. All but one of the 19 reported deaths in Altadena occurred on the west side, which suffered the most catastrophic damage. Nearly half of all Black families in Altadena lost their home or sustained extensive damage.

Just as fire victims began the process of trying to recover, Donald Trump came back into power. Deep cuts at FEMA and other agencies targeted much of the federal machinery and sources of money that were supposed to help. AmeriCorps volunteers who'd staffed recovery programs were sent home, and residents reportedly had difficulty reaching FEMA agents on the phone. Six months after the fires, the federal aid received by victims, relative to their property damage, was less than a third of that provided after previous fires in California and Hawaii. FEMA declined to perform its customary soil testing after cleanups, and now independent tests indicate high levels of lead in several lots. Darlene Greene, a member of the town council representing a tract in West Altadena, told me that the ordeal of rebuilding had driven some of her constituents into mental-health crises.

Months passed and empty lots languished. Many residents, having purchased homes years ago, were severely underinsured, owing to increased building costs. As of early October, fewer than 500 rebuilding permits had been issued within the Eaton Fire perimeter.

Those who couldn't abide all the delays and red tape have sold, in many cases for a fraction of what the land was worth, and in many cases to corporate entities. More sales might still be on the horizon. With much of their surroundings still burned out and with friends and families scattered, even people who didn't lose their home in the fire might feel inclined to move away. "When you leave your house," Jones told me, "you have to look up at the street sign because there's no landmarks anymore."

Read: Who wants to live in the Palisades now?

Greene said the setbacks that families have faced have been their own kind of disaster. In the first weeks after the fire, "I was very optimistic," Greene told me, "and thinking that, Hey, you know, people will be able to come back and rebuild." Now, she said, she doesn't know about that.

Who needs imagination when the dystopia is right in front of you? During the Palisades and Eaton Fires, scenes played out that could have appeared in Butler's Parable. Private firefighting outfits defended companies, utilities, and ultrarich enclaves while other parts of the city burned. The county's defenses were overmatched. Its fleet of fire trucks was hobbled by ongoing consolidation in the fire-engine industry, where giant companies have been delaying maintenance orders and raising prices for new trucks. Hundreds of incarcerated people, making at most $10 a day, worked as firefighters for the state. All of these things at least partly reflect the increasing regularity, intensity, and cost of fires. They preview the kinds of problems that climate change will bring to our local governments and economies, manifesting most severely in poor and minority communities, but affecting us all.

One problem is who will underwrite disaster risks as they grow. Seven of the 12 largest home insurers in California--including State Farm, the very largest--have already limited their coverage or stopped taking new policies there. After the fires, State Farm proposed increasing its homeowner premiums by 22 percent statewide, and warned that it would need to "consider its options," seeming to imply that it might unwind even its existing policies, if the state didn't allow the increase (the two sides ultimately agreed on a 17 percent rate hike). The specter of huge future premium increases or whole-state withdrawals by insurers adds a new level of risk for every homeowner. Other insurers are also reconsidering their long-term positions, and asking to raise rates sharply.

There are parallels to the 2008 financial crisis, when entire communities were built over the rotten plank of subprime mortgages. Insurers lost more than $100 billion in underwriting in 2024, and "insurance deserts," where policies are becoming impossible to find or prohibitively expensive, are growing in the South and the West--more than half a million Florida residents are down to just one state-established "insurer of last resort," for example. Last year, a report from the Senate Budget Committee found that the withdrawal of insurers from many markets threatens "a collapse in property values with the potential to trigger a full-scale financial crisis similar to what occurred in 2008." But it's six one way, half a dozen the other: Insurers that stay in risky markets will be imperiled by unexpected disaster payouts, and might be destabilized if multiple disasters happen in different parts of the country at once.

Read: Climate collapse could happen fast

Even if climate change does not trigger a full-fledged economic panic, whole regions will be thinned out and impoverished. Residential areas are the centerpiece of local economies, yet without insurance, people cannot get mortgages, and so most cannot buy houses. The mere prospect of that makes business investment riskier. Jesse Keenan, a professor at Tulane University who studies climate change and real estate, told me that some places are already becoming economic "no-go" zones.

Keenan is not some lonely Cassandra. In February, in a report to the Senate Banking Committee, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell warned of exactly the same thing. "You know, if you fast-forward 10 or 15 years, there are going to be regions of the country where you can't get a mortgage," he said. "There won't be ATMs. You know, the banks won't have branches and things like that." Leave it to the banker to think about the banks, but the same logic applies to everything else. In places that suffer an increasing number of climate disasters and don't receive commensurate assistance, we should expect more food deserts, fewer libraries, and fewer small businesses. We should expect that, with a larger share of municipal budgets going to disaster mitigation and repair, city and county services will suffer or disappear. Even as local taxes rise, "service deserts" will spread, leaving the remaining populations with only shells of local government. These are the dead zones.


A flooded street in Miami in June 2022 (Joe Raedle / Getty)



In Butler's Parable, corporations use global warming to their advantage, taking over distressed governments, buying up devastated lands, and providing housing to residents in exchange for cheap labor. Parts of this vision are manifesting in real life. Private-equity firms are deeply embedded in the disaster-recovery industry, sometimes relying on the low-wage labor of immigrants and incarcerated people in order to provide reconstruction services at cut rates. Investors often come into distressed real-estate markets and transform them, buying up land on the cheap and flipping residential homes into rental units. Essential services such as firefighting, disaster response, and cleanup are being slowly ceded by the public to the private sector in places under climate stress. Life in these places won't be like life in the company towns of the 19th century, not exactly. But if you squint, it may not look that different, either.

These glimpses into tomorrow would warrant consternation under any administration. The United States cannot control global warming on its own, but it can exert a significant influence, directly and by example. President Joe Biden's climate agenda was the most robust ever attempted in this country, but even he did not sign enough laws to produce the fair share of decarbonization that America would need to deliver in order to avert 2 degrees Celsius of warming--a threshold whose crossing would likely spur a mass drought in the Southwest and West, disrupt agriculture in the South, and bring deluges to Miami, Sacramento, and New York City. But our present government is actively working to worsen global warming and make communities less resilient to its effects. It is working to make the darkest futures more likely.

It is possible, even considering the hatchet blows that Donald Trump has delivered to the federal bureaucracy, public institutions, and the Constitution, that his legacy will be most felt in our climate. On his first day back in office, the president signed executive orders that will withdraw the U.S. from the Paris Agreement--his second time pulling the country out of the global climate-change accord--and expand fossil-fuel production. In March, the Department of the Interior took steps to allow drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, a vanishing sliver of pristine wilderness whose climate is already rapidly warming.

Even while justifying the expansion of oil and gas production as "energy independence," Trump has attacked renewable energy. In January, he suspended all new leasing of federal lands for wind-power production. In July, he signed into law the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, which accelerated the phaseout of wind- and solar-power tax credits, ended the tax credit for consumers who purchase electric vehicles, and zeroed out penalties for automakers that don't abide by fuel-economy standards. He has suggested that wind farms threaten American health, and has said he wants to ban new facilities outright.

Trump's EPA administrator, Lee Zeldin, came into office with the intent, he said, of "driving a dagger straight into the heart of the climate change religion." He has since moved to slash the staff of the EPA's emission-enforcement office. Zeldin is now leading an effort to kill the EPA's "endangerment finding," a 2009 declaration that greenhouse gases are harmful to human health. Without that finding, the federal government would no longer have the authority to regulate carbon pollution.

The Trump administration's fixation on ending that "climate-change religion" fits the president's general view that everything is a zero-sum struggle between two sides, and that he wins only when his opponents lose. By this standard, Trump is winning: According to an analysis from the Princeton-affiliated REPEAT Project, his administration's actions have already erased all the future emission declines set in motion during Biden's term.

Trump has even thrown wrenches into the energy-transition plans of other countries. In a trade deal with the European Union, the administration agreed to lower punitive tariffs in exchange for European companies' purchase of $750 billion of American energy over the next three years, mostly oil and gas, a move that--if the EU enforces it--would throw Europe off its decarbonization targets. In August, U.S. officials released a statement pledging that the United States would "not hesitate to retaliate" against countries that voted in favor of a global agreement to lower emissions in international shipping.

As the administration accelerates climate change, it has also moved to weaken the country's infrastructure for dealing with climate disruptions. Trump scrapped a program dedicated to funding flood mitigation in low-income communities. He axed rules that required public housing and critical infrastructure rebuilt with federal money to be elevated in order to account for new flood risks. The National Weather Service is a shadow of its former self, and the forecasters who help people make evacuation decisions are working double shifts just to keep offices open.

Even if Trump were to make a miraculous conversion to that climate-change religion today, some effects of these changes will be essentially irreversible. Once dismantled, bureaucracies are not so easy to replace. New wind farms won't just pop up overnight. It would take time and investment merely to get back to our pre-Trump emissions baseline, let alone hit our national targets for averting a 2-degrees-hotter world.

This reality is so sobering that even staunch climate optimists have had to adjust. Since 2012, Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, one of the Democrats' leaders on climate, has delivered more than 300 "Time to Wake Up" speeches about global warming on the floor. Earlier this year, Whitehouse acknowledged for the first time that it may actually be "too late to wake up."

In search of more windows into our climate future, I traveled to a place where water is the agent of change. The first preview came as soon as I left my hotel. As I drove through Miami, a light rainstorm flooded the streets, sending water sloshing around my car's tires and then over my shoes when I got out.


On the street during a heat wave in Miami in June 2023 (Giorgio Viera / AFP / Getty)



There are few places in America where climate change is made more obvious to the senses than in Miami. On some eroded beaches, you can wade or even swim out to where the land once reached. The seawalls along Biscayne Bay have gotten higher, and flooding from rainfall has become more and more of a problem. Crucial areas of Miami-Dade County are at or near sea level. And the sea level, as glaciers melt, is rising. A 2016 county report estimated that from 1992 to 2030, sea levels there would rise by up to 10 inches.

Somewhere between the inconvenience of wet feet and a potential Atlantis-style submergence are plenty of climate issues that make life more difficult. Weather patterns in South Florida have changed, and extreme rainfall has become more frequent, exacerbating the rising sea level. Last year, a "rain bomb" system dumped more than a foot of water on Miami in just two days. Until very recently, that was considered a once-in-200-years (or rarer)event--but it has now happened in the city four times in as many years. Salt water from the encroaching ocean threatens the drinking-water supply.

From the March 2021 issue: The terrifying warning lurking in the earth's ancient rock record

And at the risk of stating the obvious, global warming is supercharging the city's already daunting heat. In 2024, Miami-Dade County experienced 60 full days with heat indexes greater than 105 degrees Fahrenheit. The most dangerous change might be the spike in overnight temperatures, which robs resting bodies of the chance to recover from daytime heat, thus contributing to as many as 600 excess deaths from heat each year. The county is the epicenter of an incipient "extreme heat belt" that is reshaping concepts of seasonality and livability in the United States.

In Miami, denying climate change would be like denying the nose on one's face. Even so, even knowing what's coming, the city and surrounding county have struggled to protect themselves--and especially their most vulnerable residents. This was evident in the community where I was headed, Liberty City.

The water receded as the land sloped upward on my drive to the old site of Liberty Square, the second segregated housing project in the country built for Black residents. I passed buildings adorned with Technicolor murals of civil-rights icons. And I found the remnants of the old "race wall" that had been erected to separate Black residents from white.

In Miami, places known as "heat islands," with little shade and lots of asphalt, are disproportionately inhabited by poor and working-class residents, and these can be 10 degrees Fahrenheit hotter than wealthy residential areas. Heat-related deaths and illnesses are concentrated among Black and Latino outdoor laborers. One of the worst such heat islands is Liberty City.

The neighborhood does, however, have one thing going for it, albeit one that may not benefit its current residents much longer. Historically, some of Miami's most desirable real estate has been crowded along the beachfronts of the metropolitan area, with businesses and wealthy white residential enclaves prizing shore views and beach access. Meanwhile, neighborhoods farther inland--Liberty City, along with Overtown and Little Haiti--were designated for Black folks. They sit several feet higher above the ocean than the city's prime real estate.

In 2018, a group of researchers led by Jesse Keenan found that property values in these higher-elevation areas were increasing relative to the city average. Theorizing that these price increases were driven by demand from developers and buyers fleeing inward from sinking coastal neighborhoods--and were displacing people already in the communities farther inland--Keenan and his colleagues coined the term climate gentrification.


Liberty City, a "heat island" that can be 10 degrees Fahrenheit hotter than more affluent parts of Miami, is nonetheless now in demand because it sits on high ground. (Kofi Oliver / Getty)



In Liberty City, climate gentrification gave Black residents a new way to think about a process that, until that point, had seemed like regular old gentrification. Rents for existing residents had been rising faster than the city average, and an upsurge in evictions followed. Homeowners--many facing a budget crunch from rising property-tax bills--had grown accustomed to getting offers to buy their homes for cash. Developers had plans to demolish Liberty Square and replace it with a kind of mixed-use Chipotleville, and there wasn't much political will to stop displacement. Miami "was built upon inequity," Kilan Ashad-Bishop, a professor at the University of Miami and a former member of the city's Climate Resilience Committee, told me--"but this felt a little different." Activism against climate gentrification and national attention grew such that Miami passed a resolution requiring a study on climate gentrification--although so far, that hasn't accomplished much.

If the architectural renderings of trees, umbrellas, and awnings come to pass, some families of color might be able to hang on and enjoy the new amenities. But many who are displaced will find it difficult to rent or buy anywhere else in the city with similar elevation. Even if they buy farther inland, climate change will still hang over their finances. Home-insurance premiums are soaring in South Florida towns that aren't beach-adjacent, too--the whole area is hurricane-prone. And the number of insurance nonrenewals is actually highest inland, where many lower-middle-class homeowners have had to drop policies they can no longer afford. The geography of real climate risk--which includes not just the effects of weather and disasters, but also the ability of communities to withstand them--looks roughly similar to the geographies of poverty and race.

The same holds true across the hottest, most volatile regions of America. In Houston, homeowners in minority communities damaged by Hurricane Harvey in 2017 were the least likely to receive loans and federal grants for rebuilding. In Chicago, the inland American city with the greatest number of properties at substantial risk of flooding, communities of color have been immensely overrepresented among flood victims. In Alabama, which is now part of America's Tornado Alley because of the changing climate, the people least able to rebuild (and who live in shoddier homes that tend to sustain more damage) are likely to be poor and Black.

The climate itself does not discriminate; climate catastrophe will distress the middle class and inevitably sweep away even mansions in gated neighborhoods. But in the next 30 years, the people who will bear the brunt of that catastrophe--who will be dispossessed, uprooted, and exposed to the worst of the elements--will be those who are already on the other side of society's walls.

In the 1930s, rolling black dust storms blanketed America's Great Plains, uprooting topsoil and crops across 100 million acres of land. The clouds billowed as far east as New York, choking farm economies in the middle of the country and sending millions of people on the move. The black blizzards seemed to many like divine judgment; actually, they had their origins at least partly in human action. Years of deep plowing and overgrazing had eroded the earth, priming the Plains to become what we know now as the Dust Bowl.

As these storms darkened the prairies, farmers and laborers alike sought refuge. Many of them traveled hundreds of miles to California and other havens. Despite the passage of New Deal programs to aid these "Okies," many did not receive a warm welcome in their new homes, because some saw them as interlopers competing for housing and jobs. In one ugly episode, Los Angeles Police Department Chief James Edgar Davis stationed more than 100 officers along the California border to enforce a "bum blockade" against migrants. California had made it a misdemeanor for any citizen to transport an "indigent" person into the state, a law that was later overturned by the Supreme Court. The Court's decision became part of the established basis for a right that many Americans take for granted--the ability to travel freely across state lines.

As Octavia Butler believed, America's past is a good place to start when trying to predict how climate change will reconfigure its society in the future. The country has already seen large, sudden movements of people driven by disaster and local changes in climate. These upheavals have always caused tensions, and those tensions have shaped the American social order in many ways.

Within the U.S. today, people are again moving because of disasters, and because of the slow-grind attrition of heat, flooding, and rising insurance rates. Earlier this year, the nonprofit Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre found that disasters had caused 11 million evacuations or relocations in the previous 12 months. These numbers will climb. Without interstate coordination and federal relief funding, workers and politicians in receiving zones may try to keep out newcomers--especially poor ones, arriving en masse on the heels of a particular disaster--as they did during the Dust Bowl.

In his forthcoming book, aptly titled North: The Future of Post-Climate America, Keenan anticipates a major climate migration--out of the South to cooler, less volatile climes--driven partly by disaster but also by a simple preference for milder weather. Over the past half century, one of the fundamentals of American life has been the steady relocation of people--and of the country's center of gravity--to the Sun Belt. Southern metropolises such as Atlanta, Houston, Dallas, Phoenix, and Charlotte expanded rapidly. But, according to Keenan, climate change has essentially stopped growth in southward movement, and northern cities are seeing fewer outflows and greater influxes of people.

Keenan's observation aligns with a recent study published by the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco, which found that for decades, hotter places tended to grow faster than colder ones. But from 2010 to 2020, that pattern ceased. And for elderly people, whose long-term comfort is a big part of the choice of destination, it had outright reversed.

In the next 30 years, climate disruptions won't make whole states unlivable, and demographic shifts might not reach full exodus levels. But in America, small change is often deeply felt, and bit by bit, the American economy and culture will likely be transformed by climate attrition and the redistribution of people. Southern states will lose residents and dynamism. Bad weather and ruined infrastructure will sap productivity and leave behind thousands of acres of abandoned farmland after crop failures. Houston faces potentially extreme damage if struck by a Category 4 or 5 hurricane, and might struggle to rebuild without substantial federal aid. Even absent another disaster, New Orleans has been the fastest-shrinking major metro area in the country in recent years, as more people have sought high ground or been priced out of the market by rising insurance rates. The populations of several cities and counties in California's fire country are shrinking, and domestic migration to Miami is now outpaced by people leaving (though international arrivals have so far kept the city's population from declining).

The worst climate disruptions will happen beyond U.S. borders, but they will put pressure on American society nonetheless. Migration to the southern border, perhaps the most powerful current in American politics today, is already being driven partly by ecological collapses in Central American farm economies. International monitors expect these pressures to grow over the next several years. If the country's policy today is at all indicative, detention camps for immigrants will proliferate, often in climate dead zones, and the southern border will become even more militarized.

This would not be an America where the founding ideals hold much sway. The movement of people might even set states against one another. Tensions in receiving zones will--without strong, growing economies--create more opportunities for demagoguery. In dead zones, the dearth of public services and the fading imprimatur of the state will naturally erode local participatory democracy.

All of this could create even better conditions than those today for the kind of transactional authoritarian government that Trump is trying to establish. Xenophobia and racism are already pillars of this movement, and they would be strengthened by mass migration. State and local leaders affected by disasters might supplicate themselves to the president in order to receive the patronage of disaster aid. A hurricane or megafire during election season might be a convenient excuse for federal intervention.

The emerging Trump doctrine views empathy as a weakness and public welfare as a usurpation of the natural hierarchy. His authoritarianism is perfectly suited to an era of climate strife.

At the end of August, almost 20 years to the day after Hurricane Katrina, I drove across the Claiborne Avenue Bridge to New Orleans's Lower Ninth Ward. The neighborhood was mostly obliterated in 2005, after the levees that were supposed to protect it failed. Today it is still in rough shape. Inhabited homes are sparsely distributed, and grassy lots fill many of the spaces where houses previously stood. There are few businesses to speak of. Before Katrina, 15,000 people lived here. Now that number is closer to 5,000. A casualty of what is often considered America's first great climate disaster, the Lower Ninth Ward also has an antecedent in Butler's work. In Parable of the Sower, a hurricane devastates the Gulf region, and most of its victims are poor folks "who don't hear the warnings until it's too late for their feet to take them to safety."


Steps remain where a house once stood in the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans, 20 years after Hurricane Katrina. The community has never fully recovered. (Brandon Bell / Getty)



The Lower Ninth Ward was a harbinger of what climate change might do to our most vulnerable places. But it has also been a place of reverence for people who wish to fight climate change. At the TEP Center, a museum and community center there, I met former Vice President Al Gore, at ease in an oxford shirt and a magnificent pair of cowboy boots. He and the Climate Reality Project, the nonprofit he founded, were in the middle of a tour through Louisiana, holding listening sessions and dialogues with climate-justice advocates to commemorate the 20th anniversary of Katrina.

I was seeking assurances--any science I hadn't seen, any hope Gore had on hand--that the Earth might be able to avoid the worst of climate change, even with America now accelerating warming. I was not encouraged by the news that global temperatures last year had already risen above the 1.5-degree warming ceiling that the Paris Agreement had established as a goal in 2015, and looked to be staying above it this year. Gore has been the world's biggest cheerleader for that target. If there was a silver lining to be had, he would know what it was.

Al Gore: America is close to a 'political tipping point' on climate change

But Gore was more measured--or, as he called it, "textured"--in his assessment than I'd expected, at least initially. After all, he followed the data. "I am not willing to call it now and say, 'No, we've crossed 1.5,' because the scientists are not willing to say that now," he told me, cautioning that the actual threshold uses an average calculated over several years, not just one or even two. "As a practical matter, we can see the writing on the wall. However, calling it would also have some consequences."

Still, he said, even if that call is soon made, climate action will remain just as urgent. Each bit of global warming that is averted beyond that matters--1.6 is better than 1.7. And for what it's worth, he told me, other countries do grasp that. "In focusing on what Trump and his gang are doing, I think we miss the changes that are under way in the rest of the world," Gore said, "and in many places, it's moving more quickly in the right direction." If anything, the United States' retreat from climate leadership has encouraged countries such as Brazil to provide it.

Possible futures may be narrowing, but they are narrowing from both directions: Globally, future emissions have already been slashed enough to make the worst-case scenarios projected a decade ago--4 or more degrees Celsius of warming by 2100--unlikely, even as the best case moves out of reach. And Gore believes that the now-obvious progression of climate change--the heat waves, floods, fires, and other disasters--is itself becoming a kind of asset in the fight to stop it. "Mother Nature is the most powerful advocate that has a voice on this matter," he said. "And I do believe that she is winning the argument."

Gore was buoyed by the grassroots energy that global climate activism has cultivated. "This has now become"--with relatively little fanfare--"the largest political movement in the history of the world," he told me. And neither markets nor investors can afford to wholly deny the environmental physics in front of them. Even in the U.S., share prices for green energy continue to increase as renewables become cheaper--and as sustainability becomes less of a watchword and more of a meat-and-potatoes consideration for businesses hoping to preserve future profits.

The previous day, Gore had spoken at a "climate revival" at a church in St. James Parish, in what's known as "Cancer Alley," a set of communities upriver from New Orleans that struggle not only with climate risks but also with a long legacy of industrial pollution and governmental neglect. The stories of many residents had stayed with him. "I think that the sacrifice zones--I hate to endorse that phrase by using it, but the people who live there often do," Gore began. "I think they may, in political terms, represent a stone that the builder refused." He was referring to the biblical passage about a cast-off object becoming the cornerstone of a new edifice, which later became a parable for the faith built on Christ's resurrection.


Al Gore during Climate Week in New York in September. The former vice president remains optimistic that the darkest futures can still be avoided. (LeMar Charles / Beyond Petrochemicals)



It was the morsel of hope that I was perhaps most prepared to receive. Our country's "sacrifice zones" are both illustrations of our hotter future and indictments of our democracy's faults. They are perfect avatars for the kind of project that climate action now needs: one that links our climate to our freedom.

I am personally not optimistic about the chances of averting significant climatic chaos. America has shown that it has not absorbed the fundamental lessons that Katrina previewed 20 years ago. The first and worst effects of the climate crisis have so far been mostly in places that--like the Lower Ninth Ward--are not high on many policy makers' priority lists. Because of that fact, it has always been difficult to prompt preemptive action to save everyone else.

All of that said, perhaps Trump, through his very extremity, has provided a galvanizing opportunity. In his reflexive culture-warrior rejection of climate change, he has backed into a climate policy of his own, and has linked that policy to his power. With his single-minded, bullying determination to reverse course on renewables--which are part of life now for many people of all political stripes--and to dismantle programs people rely on, Trump has essentially taken ownership of any future climate disruptions, and has more firmly connected them to oil and gas. In advancing this climate-accelerationist policy alongside an antidemocratic agenda, he has sealed off fantasies of compromise and raised the political salience of dead zones, where devastation and exclusion go hand in hand. Trump's intertwining of climate policy and authoritarianism may beget its own countermovement: climate democracy.

Climate democracy would be aided by the gift of simplicity. At present, the only way to ensure that America avoids the future outlined here will be to win back power from its strongman leader, or possibly his successors. The places facing existential climate risks--especially those in the Deep South--are mostly in states that have long been considered politically uncompetitive, where neither party expends much effort or money to gain votes. But they could form a natural climate constituency, outside the normal partisan axis. Poor and middle-class white communities in coastal Alabama, Mexican American neighborhoods in Phoenix, and Black towns in the Mississippi Delta might soon come to regard climate catastrophe as the greatest risk they face, not by way of scientific persuasion, but by way of hard-earned experience. Some of them might form the cornerstone of a new movement.

With the right message, plenty of other people may be persuadable: those upset by higher electric bills, or poorer storm forecasts, or the coziness of Trump with the oil and gas industry, or weather-related disruptions in everyday life. To paraphrase Theodore Roosevelt, Americans learn best from catastrophe, and they will learn that the help they once took for granted after disasters might now be harder to come by. Autocracy takes time to solidify, and building popular support in opposition to it takes time as well. But in the reaction needed to build climate democracy, perhaps heat is a catalyst.

I realized that, in visiting sites of catastrophe and upheaval, I'd also visited epicenters of climate democracy. In Altadena, Darlene Greene still did yeoman's work to support her struggling constituents, and--in the absence of help from above--residents became the leaders their community needed. In Miami, groups of homeowners and tenants were united in fighting climate gentrification, and in trying to keep their homes. In the Lower Ninth Ward, people from across the country who'd been moved to climate action by Katrina convened with Al Gore and strategized.

It isn't really a coincidence that these places, and the places where America's climate retreat will begin, roughly overlap with the geography of historic conflicts over civil rights and democracy. Where risk and disinvestment come together in America, democracy has always suffered. In many ways, crisis is revelatory, and we know that disasters expose cracks in society. If there is a sliver of a chance of averting the scenarios I've laid out, it will have to come by the hands of a movement that finally repairs those cracks.

It is easiest, as I have done, to imagine those faults persisting and widening, in which case the worst conclusions about our future physical and political climates are likely to hold true. But the last of Octavia Butler's rules for predicting the future should also guide our imagination, and our hopes. She instructed students to "count on the surprises," and even when making grounded predictions to allow for the possibility of genuine inspiration and rupture. After all, Butler's own success--as a child of a Black family that moved West from Jim Crow Louisiana during the Great Migration--would have been considered very unlikely at the moment of her birth. None of the great movements that shaped this country was preordained.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "The Dead Zones." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Epidemiologists Are Running for Office

Instead of trying to depoliticize their field, a swell of scientists want to become politicians.

by Katherine J. Wu

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




In his run for governor of Maine, Nirav Shah holds standard Democratic positions. He aims, his campaign says, "to fix housing, fund health care, feed kids, and fuel growth, while fighting back against the overreaches of the Trump administration." But Shah's background is less conventional: In addition to being a lawyer, he's an epidemiologist who directed Maine's CDC during the coronavirus pandemic and was the principal deputy director of the federal CDC until earlier this year. Shah decided to resign from the CDC in part because of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s confirmation as the secretary of health and human services. If he wins in 2026--a big if this early in the race--Shah suspects that he might be one of the first, if not the first, top CDC officials to secure such a prominent elected office.



Many science and health professionals have shied away from politics in the past. But as the Trump administration has rescinded its support for scientific research, restricted vaccine access, dismissed expert advisers, attacked doctors and scientists, and worked to curtail health-insurance coverage, researchers and health-care workers have had a surge of interest in running for office. Shaughnessy Naughton, the president of 314 Action, a political-action committee focused on electing Democrats with science backgrounds, told me that since January her team has seen almost 700 applications for candidate guidance, training, or funding, about seven times what the group would expect during an election off year.



Some of that interest has already translated into active campaigns. Candidates running in 2026 elections include a mathematician and a microbiologist, along with multiple pediatricians and former health officials. They are entering crowded races, in which even the primaries are months away. But many of these candidates argue that amid the administration's attacks, voters will want to support scientifically minded politicians who can help fill the gaps in expertise that the nation's leaders have left. Several told me that they specifically began their campaigns after Kennedy was confirmed and began to remake U.S. vaccine policy.



The number of candidates with science or health backgrounds is one more indication of how these fields are being forced to reckon with their role in the current political landscape. Plenty of science professionals still argue that their work shouldn't be political. "Let's get the politics out of public health," Daniel Jernigan, who directed the CDC's center for emerging and zoonotic diseases before resigning in protest of HHS's approach to health policy, said at a rally in August. At the same time, the Trump administration's attacks have created a political opening that many health and science experts are taking, even if it means politicizing science further.



Science and health representation in elected office is sparse: 3 percent of state legislators are scientists, engineers, or health-care professionals, according to Rutgers University's Eagleton Institute of Politics. The majority of those politicians are Republicans, Eagleton data show; so are most of the STEM professionals currently in Congress. But as groups, both scientists and, at least in recent years, doctors have leaned liberal, and many of those now motivated to speak out against the Trump administration are Democrats, Kristoffer Shields, the director of Eagleton's Center on the American Governor, told me. Hawaii's Josh Green, the only Democratic physician currently serving in a state governorship, gained prominence during the coronavirus pandemic, when he advanced proactive mitigation measures as lieutenant governor. (This year, Green partnered with 314 Action to launch a $25 million campaign to elect 100 new Democratic physicians to office by 2030; he is up for reelection next year.)



Some science-minded candidates are entering electoral politics for the first time. For New Jersey's Tina Shah (no relation to Nirav), an ICU physician now running for the U.S. House of Representatives, the push was the Trump administration's approach to health care: She told me that she now regularly encounters patients who can't afford medication or who are being denied coverage for important procedures. Others have made bids for public office before, including Abdul El-Sayed, a former health director with an M.D., who ran, unsuccessfully, for the Democratic nomination to Michigan's governorship in 2018. He feels more confident in his current bid for U.S. Senate because the second Trump administration has made the harms of inaccessible care even more visible. He is gaining some traction: In the most recent quarter, he raised close to $1.8 million, the second-highest amount in his Democratic primary. Tina Shah, meanwhile, has raised more money from donors in a single quarter than any other Democrat in her district.



After the pediatrician Annie Andrews lost a congressional race in 2022, "I had no intention of running again," she told me--then she changed her mind after watching Kennedy rise to the top of HHS. Andrews is running to unseat Lindsey Graham in the U.S. Senate, but she said she has found success in casting Kennedy--arguably the country's most polarizing health secretary to date--as an opponent, too: "The more I speak out against the absurdity of RFK Jr. and his recent actions, the more traction I am getting." For Richard Pan, a pediatrician and former California state senator, Kennedy's threat is less abstract: When Pan was working on legislation that would make school vaccine exemptions harder to get, Kennedy, one of America's most prominent anti-vaccine activists, traveled twice to Sacramento to oppose those measures, he told me. Pan's now running for Congress in part to counteract Kennedy's anti-vaccine policies at the federal level.



Many of the candidates I spoke with have considered just how much they want to lean into their credentials. For voters worried about health-insurance coverage or the future of research in the United States, scientists, health-care workers, and public-health experts may have particular appeal right now, Shields told me. Still, several of the candidates I spoke with told me they weren't running "on an explicit science platform," as Nirav Shah put it. The candidates I interviewed were all critical of Kennedy, but several were reluctant to fixate on him, arguing (as any politician might) that voters care more about changes that directly benefit their community.



In Nirav Shah's view, behaving as though health and science are severed from politics is "a nonstarter." As the Trump administration has worked to dismantle its own health agencies, members of Congress have fought to keep some of those agencies' budgets intact. And as the administration has dismissed expert scientific advisers, state and municipal leaders have stepped in: 15 governors, for instance, recently announced the formation of a public-health alliance to dictate policy that diverges from the federal government's. Although the coalition bills itself as nonpartisan, all of the participating governors are Democrats.



Under Donald Trump's leadership, polarization around several scientific issues has deepened. The administration argues that research has been corrupted by ideology and claims that it's restoring "gold-standard science." Polls suggest that Republicans have been more supportive than Democrats of new restrictions on vaccine recommendations and research-funding cuts. If some Democrats are making an issue of the Trump administration's record on health and science, so are Republicans. At least one Republican doctor running for the U.S. House has played up his opposition to mRNA vaccines; some members of Congress with health backgrounds who are running for reelection have embraced Trump-administration criticisms of COVID-era policies and gender-affirming care for children.



Several health and science professionals remain skeptical that getting into politics in any way will help their cause. Jernigan, the former CDC official, told me his call to "get the politics out of public health" at the rally meant that, for health policy, politics shouldn't supersede evidence, not that politics can be fully extracted from public health, he told me. At the same time, he noted that enmeshing science and politics too deeply risks casting evidence and the practice of research as the business of only one political party. "Perhaps we are in a situation where there needs to be a more vocal, assertive public-health voice," Jernigan told me. "But does it have to translate into political office? I don't think so."



And yet, the perception of public-health overreach has been a radicalizing force among Trump supporters; whether through electoral politics or not, any attempt to fight the administration's actions may bolster its narrative that scientists have been corrupted by liberal ideology. When I asked candidates whether their campaigns might deepen partisan divides in attitudes toward science, many of them skirted the question--and few offered answers when asked how they'd cope with that reality. Instead, candidates told me that they felt fairly boxed in. "Politics came for us," Andrews said. "You can't fight bad politics by staying apolitical."
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: An Impastable Situation

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 13, 2025.


The famed 18th-century lexicographer Samuel Johnson was a lover of learning. As the dictionary maker once wrote, he dedicated his life "wholly to curiosity," with the intent "to wander over the boundless regions of general knowledge." (He was additionally a lover of getting bored and moving on, writing of how he "quitted every science at the first perception of disgust." Respect.)
 
 Perhaps Johnson's greatest legacy, though, was his ardent belief that one didn't have to know all the answers so long as one knew where to find them. For Johnson, that place was usually in his reference books. For you and this trivia, it's right here 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.

Thursday, November 13, 2025

	Whereas many U.S.-produced pasta shapes are extruded from dies made of Teflon-coated plastic, the Italian dies that produce a more gourmet, rougher-textured pasta are made of what alloy of copper and tin?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "America's Best Pasta Is Slipping Away"
 	Those SMS phishing--or smishing--texts you get about unpaid tolls or late packages likely originate with a criminal operation that shares what name with China's infamous organized-crime syndicates?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "The Criminal Enterprise Behind That Fake Toll Text"
 	What is the music-theory term for the technique of singing a single syllable over multiple notes?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's "The Coolest Girl on Earth Seeks God"




And by the way, did you know that you--yes, you!--could be an expert maker of pasta without even knowing it? Pay no mind to the fact that the particular shape is called maltagliati, from the Italian for "badly cut." Nor that it's typically made from the scraps of more desirable pastas and frequently ends up so ugly that it just goes into stews. It has its own respectable name, and that's what matters; those of us with no nonna to learn from have got to start somewhere.

See you tomorrow!



Answers: 

	Bronze. Italian producers are threatening to pull their products off U.S. shelves in retaliation against newly announced pasta tariffs, Yasmin reports, which could leave Americans with our sad plastic-cut pasta from which the sauce slips right off--as she says, an "impastable situation." Read more.
 	Triad. Matteo reports that the smishing triad itself is not directly scamming everyday folks with phones. Rather, it is selling software packages to anybody who would like to text you that your credit-card bill is overdue. Read more.
 	Melisma. The technique is foundational to the Catalan superstar Rosalia's repertoire, along with flamenco-flavored handclaps and plenty of "bleeps and bangs," as Spencer puts it. They make her album Lux feel familiar, but both her vocals and her sense of purpose are more intense than ever before. 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.



Wednesday, November 12, 2025

	Elon Musk and other critics have taken to deriding the internet's most popular encyclopedia by altering one letter of its name. What do they call the site? (Add a few more letters, and it becomes the online encyclopedia for Star Wars knowledge.)
 -- From Renee DiResta's "The Right-Wing Attack on [REDACTED]"
 	The Soviet city of Pripyat was known in local parlance as an atomgrad, given its purpose of supporting what nearby facility?
 -- From Anastasia Edel's "The Accidental Trailblazers of a New Global Condition"
 	What fragrance launched in France in 1921 got its simple name from the position it occupied in a lineup of sample scents presented to the perfume's creator?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "The Patches That Want to Fix Your Sleep, Sex, and Focus"




And by the way, did you know that Harry S. Truman's middle name is not Stephen or Samuel or Sullivan but just S?

For this fact, I must thank Atlantic Trivia reader Jeff A., who additionally argues that the letter technically shouldn't be followed by a period: "Harry S. Truman" would be like writing "Franklin Delano. Roosevelt."

You'd think that the double-named George H. W. Bush with his two middle names could have donated one to round out Truman's S ... though that would have made him Harry Sherbert Truman--a bit too sugary-sounding for a commander in chief.



Answers: 

	Wokipedia. The dig comes from "woke," of course; those critics accuse Wikipedia of progressive partisanship. DiResta argues that the real reason Musk and his crew want to kneecap Wikipedia is because AI relies so much on the site for its training. Manipulating Wikipedia, therefore, is akin to "working the referees." (And for what it's worth, that Star Wars site is Wookieepedia.) Read more.
 	Chernobyl. The survivors of the nuclear disaster there--especially the children--were failed by the Soviet state in the aftermath. A new book explores how that generation became worldwide symbols of the "shared peril" of all humanity in a borderless world, Edel writes. Read more.
 	Chanel No. 5. Yasmin writes that the beauty world has traded in conscious consumption since at least the 1920s when Coco Chanel's pick became synonymous with wealth and luxury. She worries that the wellness industry's new supplement patches might have more to do with appearance than anything else. Read more.




Tuesday, November 11, 2025

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

	What book written by then-Facebook chief operating officer Sheryl Sandberg is frequently used as shorthand for the "girlboss" flavor of feminism that peaked in the 2010s?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert's "All's Fair Is an Atrocity"
 	The memoir of the scientist James Watson took its name from what shape that Watson and his partner, Francis Crick, identified as the physical form of DNA?
 -- From Kathryn Paige Harden and Eric Turkheimer's "The Paradox of James Watson"
 	What software company co-founded by Peter Thiel has the same name as the magical crystal ball of the Lord of the Rings series?
 -- From Adam Serwer's "Why Elon Musk Needs Dungeons & Dragons to Be Racist"




And by the way, did you know that Veterans Day--observed on the 11th day of the 11th month to honor the World War I armistice that occurred in the 11th hour--was for a few years in the 1970s commemorated on, oh, the 24th day or the 27th day (or really any day from the 22nd to the 28th) of the 10th month?

Federal law in 1971 bumped Veterans Day, Memorial Day, and Washington's Birthday to always-on-a-Monday status. The travel industry was thrilled by the jump in three-day weekends; veterans were not thrilled by the loss of the 11/11 significance. The vets won out, and the observance returned to November 11 in 1978.



Answers: 

	Lean In. The dream is alive at the divorce-law firm depicted in Ryan Murphy's new All's Fair, which Sophie says is less a television show than it is an episode-length Instagram Reels session, where scenes of dazzling moving images pass fleetingly and almost incoherently. Read more.
 	Double helix. The discovery was the greatest achievement of Watson, who died this week. Harden and Turkheimer ask: How does one hold that brilliance next to the bigotry directed at women, gay people, and Black people? Read more.
 	Palantir. Adam explores how J. R. R. Tolkien (consciously or not) set the fantasy genre down a path of reinforcing racial and gender stereotypes--which appears to be no problem at all for many right-wing figures in government and tech. Read more.




Monday, November 10, 2025

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


The film Bugonia takes its name from the ancient belief that a cow's carcass could spawn what pollinators, whose numbers have declined dangerously in recent years?


	-- From Shirley Li's "An Intimate Portrait of Humanity at Its Worst"
 	Hours before the government shutdown caused millions of Americans to lose their food stamps, Donald Trump hosted a decadent Halloween party at Mar-a-Lago with what F. Scott Fitzgerald novel as its theme?
 -- From Jonathan Chait's "Senate Democrats Just Made a Huge Mistake"
 	Mark Twain once said that when a speaker of what language dives into a sentence, you won't see him again until he reaches the other side of the ocean, carrying in his mouth the verb--which this language frequently places much later in a sentence than where it would occur in English?
 -- From Ross Benjamin's "The Costs of Instant Translation"




And by the way, did you know that interpreting by whispering real-time translations into someone's ear is known as chuchotage? The word is French, so soften those ch's into sh's, make that g into a velvety zzzhh, and recognize just how whispery the word itself sounds; that's why the French formed it that way in the first place.



Answers: 

	Bees. The word bugonia is never uttered in the Yorgos Lanthimos project, Shirley notes, but the idea of life from death--on a planetary scale--is central to his study of a moribund civilization. Read more.
 	The Great Gatsby. I can't say for sure that this was a reason public polling on the shutdown looked so bad for Trump, but I have a hunch, old sport. Jonathan writes that Democrats were likely surprised that the shutdown they'd forced was drawing political blood, and that they made a huge mistake in withdrawing the knife. Read more.
 	German. Benjamin writes that German's delayed-verb structure invites uniquely collaborative conversations for learners; his partner would often supply at the very end of the sentence the verb that Benjamin was grasping for. That sort of beauty gets lost when learners rely on machine translation. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/11/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-7/684880/?utm_source=feed
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What Really Happens After the Shutdown Ends

Congress's deal to reopen the government won't immediately bring life back to normal for Americans.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 13 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.

This past weekend, as I prepared to board a flight from Toronto to New York City, I looked down at my phone to find two pieces of news. One was that the Senate was readying a deal to end the ongoing government shutdown. The other was that my flight was delayed.

I was lucky. Amid the broader chaos enveloping air travel in the United States these days, a delay of a couple of hours is manageable. Air traffic controllers have now gone without pay for 43 days, leading some to reportedly take a second job when they're off the clock; to account for  fatigue and compensate for the controllers who have left their job, the Federal Aviation Administration has deployed an emergency order mandating major reductions in daily domestic flights at 40 high-traffic airports. What began as a 4 percent reduction over the weekend is now a 6 percent reduction. Thousands of flights have been outright canceled.

All government shutdowns produce a sort of hangover period once they end, as federal employees return from furlough and attempt to triage their accumulated work. This shutdown, the longest in U.S. history, is no different. Now that the House has passed legislation to end it, certain services will return immediately--some national parks, for example, have remained open at limited capacity throughout the shutdown in spite of staffing shortages. But flights in particular won't be running smoothly for a while. "I'm hoping that if we get this shutdown resolved this week that the airlines and the FAA can get back to normal in time for the start of the Thanksgiving travel period," Henry Harteveldt of Atmosphere Research Group told me yesterday.

So far, the FAA's emergency order remains in place, and there's no guarantee that it will be lifted at the precise moment that the shutdown comes to an end. Even once airlines are operating at full capacity, they will need to pull off the complicated logistical project of repositioning crews and planes across the country. There's also the question of back pay. The federal government is required, per a 2019 law called the Government Employee Fair Treatment Act, to send out paychecks at "the earliest date possible" after a shutdown ends, regardless of regular pay schedules. But even after employees receive their paychecks, it can take a while for their financial situation to return to normal. Some of this has to do with new burdens that workers take on during shutdowns, such as managing their kids' child care, Rachel Snyderman, the managing director of economic policy at the Bipartisan Policy Center, told me.

Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy said yesterday afternoon that air traffic controllers will receive 70 percent of their pay within 48 hours of the government reopening, and that he expects the rest to come within a week. Duffy also echoed Donald Trump's exhortation that workers continue to work without pay. For these true "PATRIOTS," the president wrote on Truth Social, "I won't be able to send your money fast enough!" Trump added that those who don't show up to work risk having their pay "substantially docked," in apparent contravention of federal law.

The shutdown's effects are rippling throughout much of the country's fundamental infrastructure. Because some cargo planes have been grounded, packages have experienced delays too. SNAP benefits, which the Trump administration said it would fund only in part this month, could be retroactively paid "upon the availability of federal funding," according to an October memo from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, although there is no clear timeline for that disbursement.

There is no timeline yet either for the many blue-state infrastructure projects that were canceled or put on hold by the Office of Management and Budget during the shutdown (clean-energy groups have teamed up with the city of St. Paul to sue the government over funding cuts to energy programs; the OMB did not respond to a request for comment). And anything that needs an application or an approval from the federal government--say, housing developments involving government-backed loans, or payments for fuel deliveries as part of the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program, which subsidizes heating bills and other weather-related expenses--will likely take some time to ramp back up. In Pennsylvania, LIHEAP won't reopen until early next month. In New York State, applications for those heating subsidies will not be accepted until November 24 at the earliest. And it's already snowing.

"Let's get the job done, and let's do it fast," Senator Susan Collins said on Sunday of the shutdown's prospective end. But despite the rhetorical victory lap from congressional Republicans about having bested their Democrat rivals, there is a bipartisan reality to the shutdown's aftereffects. Voters in all states, of both parties, rely on the services that will soon creak back to life.

Plus, the resolution that the House voted on this evening funds the government only through January. Air traffic controllers might need to hang on to those second jobs.

Related:

	Why the Democrats finally folded
 	The moral cost of the Democrats' shutdown strategy




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Inside the Sandwich Guy's jury deliberations
 	Donald Trump is a lamer duck than ever, Mark Leibovich argues.
 	Why Maduro probably can't count on Putin




Today's News

	House Republicans released 20,000 pages of documents from the estate of the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein after months of delay. This took place just hours after Democrats released emails obtained by the House Oversight Committee showing that Epstein mentioned President Donald Trump multiple times over the past 14 years, suggesting that Trump "knew about the girls" and spent time with a woman Republicans identified as the Epstein victim Virginia Giuffre.
 	The House returned from a 54-day recess and voted on a Senate-approved bill this evening to end the longest government shutdown in U.S. history.
 	October's jobs and consumer-price-index reports are unlikely to be released because of  the government shutdown, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said during a news briefing.




Evening Read


Karen Espersen with ostriches at her farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay Alana Paterson for The Atlantic



All the Ostriches Must Die

By Daniel Engber

The police came at dawn. Karen Espersen watched them drive into the valley: more than 40 cruisers in a line. They were on a mission from the government. All of her ostriches must die.
 Karen and her business partner, Dave Bilinski, were standing in the outdoor pens of their farm in the mountains of Canada's West Kootenay. The fate of their flock had been taken up by right-wing media, and had become another front in a spiritual war. An angry group of their supporters, with signs and walkie-talkies, gathered on the property. They'd set up a barricade to slow the cops' advance: several logs laid across the dirt near the turnoff from the highway.
 The activists had been camping out for months; their numbers sometimes reached into the hundreds. They knew the government was saying that the ostriches had bird flu, but they were convinced that this was cover for some other, bigger scheme.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	America's best pasta is slipping away.
 	What the climate establishment missed about the Bill Gates memo
 	The David Frum Show: MAGA has repulsed young women.
 	Well, that's definitely Frankenstein.
 	What democracy in Venezuela would require
 	The patches that want to fix your sleep, sex, and focus




Culture Break


Steven Garcia / NurPhoto / Reuters



Take a look. These photos show the aurora borealis, or northern lights, on display in night skies across the Northern Hemisphere.

Read. A new book about Chernobyl's child victims shows the human cost of seeking technological dominance, Anastasia Edel writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/11/government-shutdown-house-funding-bill-flight-cancellations/684908/?utm_source=feed
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Baseball's Big Whiff on Gambling

Federal charges against two players for pitch fixing are a warning about the league's embrace of gambling.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 12 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.

Gambling is a numbers game, so here are a few: The pitcher Emmanuel Clase's 2025 salary from Major League Baseball's Cleveland Guardians is 4.5 million dollars. This weekend, prosecutors unveiled charges that he had made just $12,000 from two recent rigged pitches. And he could face as many as 65 years in prison (though such a stiff sentence seems unlikely).

Clase and the fellow Guardians hurler Luis Ortiz were indicted last week for their involvement in the scheme, which allegedly netted bettors hundreds of thousands of dollars. (Attorneys for Clase and Ortiz have denied the allegations.) The scheme outlined in the indictment is the latest instance of legalized gambling's corrosive influence on professional sports. Major leagues have welcomed the industry with open arms and greedy palms, signing contracts with betting companies and bringing casinos into stadiums and arenas, but they act astonished when gambling starts to corrupt their own players.

Traditional sports fandom involves rooting for your team to win; traditional sports gambling involves putting money on the game results too. The most notorious baseball-gambling episode was the 1919 "Black Sox" scandal, in which members of the Chicago White Sox (including "Shoeless Joe" Jackson) were accused of intentionally losing the World Series as part of a mob betting scheme and banned from the sport.

The indictment against Clase and Ortiz alleges something that is both less directly threatening to the game's integrity and somehow even bleaker. Nothing in the charges suggests that Clase, a fearsome closer and three-time All-Star, intentionally lost any games. Instead, prosecutors say, he and Ortiz agreed to throw balls on particular pitches. The gamblers then placed prop bets--wagers on specific outcomes--and won money. In other words, this was gambling for gambling's sake, staking money on things that no one would care about for any independent reason, and then concocting elaborate methods of cheating to make those things happen.

For decades after the Black Sox scandal, MLB rigorously pushed gambling away. Pete Rose, the sport's all-time-hits leader, was permanently banned when he was revealed to have placed bets on baseball, though he claimed this didn't taint the game, because he bet only on his teams to win. (Rose's ban was repealed earlier this year, after his death, following pressure from President Donald Trump, a longtime casino owner.)

Since a 2018 Supreme Court ruling effectively legalized it, betting has been available widely and has shed much of its stigma. Individual problem gamblers are suffering, and Clase and Ortiz seem likely to pay for their involvement if found guilty. Yet the big corporations of the sports world are doubling down on gambling. Last week, ESPN announced that it was ending ESPN Bet, a gambling foray with Penn Entertainment that failed to capture many users. But the network isn't abandoning its hopes: It's signing a new deal with DraftKings, one of the two biggest industry players.

The big sports leagues are way out ahead. Hard figures on how much revenue their involvement with betting has brought them aren't available, but it's safe to say the numbers are large. A 2018 projection from an industry group suggested MLB would make $1.1 billion and the NFL would make $2.3 billion annually. And if those estimates aren't exactly impartial, anyone who's watched a game, looked at the ESPN app, or driven past innumerable billboards for DraftKings and FanDuel can surmise that a lot of cash is washing around--whether from direct agreements or indirect effects such as ad spending and more attention.

The answer from the leagues has been to try to cut back on prop bets. Keith O'Brien argued in The Atlantic last month--after another depressing gambling scandal, this time in the NBA--that "prop bets pose a particular threat to the integrity of the game." Any individual athlete has only so much control over whether his or her team wins or loses. But prop bets focus on smaller outcomes over which one player can have a great deal of influence, such as their point total (in basketball) and yardage (in football). As a result, players are particularly susceptible to manipulation, and that in turn corrupts their sport as a whole. After the Clase and Ortiz indictment, MLB said that its partners would limit bets on specific pitches, and NBA Commissioner Adam Silver earlier asked platforms to "pull back some of the prop bets."

That seems better than nothing, but barely. As Charles Fain Lehman wrote in The Atlantic last fall, the problem is not particular kinds of sports gambling--it's sports gambling more broadly. "The rise of sports gambling has caused a wave of financial and familial misery, one that falls disproportionately on the most economically precarious households," he argued, citing research that has found that less saving, more bank overdrafts, and greater rates of bankruptcy are associated with looser gambling laws. These problems are particularly common among young men, who are becoming dangerously addicted, as my colleague Hana Kiros has reported.

Young men also, of course, make up the rosters of MLB, the NFL, and the NBA. No one should be naive about how money suffuses professional sports--the leagues exist to turn a profit--but it's easy to see why putting intensely competitive men in situations where gambling is celebrated and advertised is going to create temptations they can't all resist, even if the payoff likely amounts to a rounding error on their paychecks, as in the Clase and Ortiz indictment.

Prohibition has a bad reputation, and American society seems to be turning against regulating vices. I tend to agree that banning everything that is socially undesirable just creates opportunities for overweening enforcement, but gambling still brings out my most puritanical impulses. (You can make a good policy case against banning betting and other vices while still disapproving of them; a principled libertarianism need not be libertine.) Before the 2018 Supreme Court ruling, though, betting wasn't completely banned. In addition to friendly leagues among friends, gambling was legal in a few select places: Las Vegas, Atlantic City, certain Native American lands. That provided enough of an outlet for people to be able to indulge in gambling from time to time yet ensured that it was viewed as an irregular indulgence, faintly improper.

The past month has seen the best of baseball, in the epochal World Series between the Los Angeles Dodgers and the Toronto Blue Jays, and some of the worst, in this indictment. MLB should think hard about the lessons of the latter. Sports leagues think that they're in on the deal, but they're really the mark, falling for the same trap that every gambler does. They see money on the table and can't resist trying for it, forgetting that the house always comes out ahead.

Related:

	Legalizing sports gambling was a huge mistake. (From 2024)
 	"I'm treating guys who would never be caught dead in a casino"




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The president's most annoying buddy
 	Michael Powell: The moral cost of the Democrats' shutdown strategy
 	Adam Serwer: Why Elon Musk needs Dungeons & Dragons to be racist




Today's News

	The Senate approved a bipartisan funding bill last night to end the government shutdown, sending it to the House for a vote, expected tomorrow afternoon. The measure would keep the government open through January of next year and fund key agencies for most of 2026. The proposal leaves out the extension of Affordable Care Act subsidies that Democrats had pushed for.
 	A Utah judge rejected a Republican-drawn congressional map on Monday, siding instead with a centrist coalition's proposal, in a redistricting victory for Democrats.
 	Flight disruptions continue as airlines are expected to cut about 6 percent of today's flights nationwide. More than 1,200 U.S. flights were canceled and 2,000 delayed amid a mix of Federal Aviation Agency staffing shortages and severe weather; the agency warned that cancellations could rise to 10 percent by Friday.




Evening Read


Illustration by M. Fatchurofi



What a Cranky New Book About Progress Gets Right

By Tyler Austin Harper

During the five years I worked as an environmental-studies professor at a progressive private college, I undertook a small, semesterly rebellion: I had students read "Confessions of a Recovering Environmentalist," a 2011 essay by the British writer and former green radical Paul Kingsnorth. In it, Kingsnorth chronicles his disenchantment with the activism that had once been his life's work--the very kind of advocacy that had driven many of my students, that had driven me, into that classroom in the first place.
 The essay makes the case that mainstream environmentalism has abandoned the commitments and ideas that originally defined it.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Why Trump's Ukraine peace efforts keep failing
 	The right-wing attack on Wikipedia
 	China's EV market is imploding.
 	The new brutality of OpenAI
 	Pope Leo's quiet provocation
 	The Trump administration has a new plan for Gaza.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Gilbert Flores / Variety / Getty; Swan Gallet / WWD / Getty.



Listen. Rosalia's new album mirrors the modern quest for salvation, in all its thrilling and frustrating contours, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. Megha Majumdar's novel A Guardian and a Thief imagines how climate disaster might scramble our sense of morality, Tope Folarin writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Back in April, I wrote about what I called the "pardon-to-prison pipeline": the string of people who reoffend after receiving clemency from Trump. Yesterday I saw two relevant updates: First, John Banuelos, who allegedly fired a gun into the air during the January 6, 2021, insurrection, was arrested last month in Utah on charges of sexual assault and kidnapping. And in New York, Jonathan Braun, whom I mentioned in April, was sentenced to more than two years in federal prison after his conviction on charges including assault and sexual abuse. "He is at least the eighth convict to whom Mr. Trump granted clemency during his first term who has since been charged with a crime," The New York Times noted. Also on Monday, the White House announced that Trump had pardoned 77 people accused of involvement in his attempt to overturn the 2020 election. I'm not a betting man, as you may have guessed, but if I were, I wouldn't stake much on that group staying out of trouble with the law.

-- David



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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

The shutdown vote revealed how the party plans to contend with the challenges posed by Trump.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 10 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.

What did last week's elections tell us about how the Democratic Party can win in the future? Probably a lot less than we're going to learn this week. Last night's Senate deal to end the government shutdown--which brought together Republican senators and seven Democrats, plus one independent who caucuses with Democrats--is the real fork in the road.

One major debate has been whether the party should tack left--call it the Zohran Mamdani strategy, after the New York mayor-elect--or hew to the center, like Virginia Governor-Elect Abigail Spanberger. But the more important question is strategic rather than ideological: Are Democrats willing to adopt new methods to respond to the novel challenge posed by Donald Trump?

The eight senators who moved to end the shutdown were not. Their decision has set off a round of recriminations in the party and fury from its base. The reasons are no surprise. Democrats shut the government down in large part as a response to anger from their backers, who wanted to see more fight. Now a faction of the party has surrendered. Not only that, it surrendered at a time when Democrats appeared to be winning politically. Polls consistently showed that Americans blamed Republicans more for the closure, and Trump himself said last week that "the shutdown was a big factor, negative for the Republicans" in Tuesday's elections. Trump's own approval rate has sunk further too.

Perhaps most damningly, the deal, assuming that it survives a few more votes in the coming days, lets Trump and the GOP off the hook with very little to show for it. Most of what it does is restore things to what they were: It would fund all of the government through January, keep a few key programs funded through most of 2026, provide back pay to government employees, and reverse layoffs for some federal workers.

What is new is a promise to hold a vote on extending expiring subsidies under the Affordable Care Act, the ostensible reason that Democrats closed the government. But another reason the government was shut down was that Democrats rightly don't believe promises that Trump or his congressional allies make. Now one of those flimsy vows is all they may get.

This split that the shutdown has exposed does not cleanly map onto any left-right axis. The Democratic defectors included Maggie Hassan of New Hampshire--one of the most conservative members of the caucus, according to a site that tracks legislation and voting records--and Dick Durbin, one of the more liberal. Those who remained opposed to a deal ran the spectrum from Mark Warner, a moderate who has often struck bipartisan deals, to Elizabeth Warren, a progressive icon. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries and Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer both blasted the deal; Schumer's No. 2 in the caucus, Durbin, joined it. (One takeaway here is that Schumer was unable to keep his caucus united. Calls for his ouster as leader, including from at least one prominent House Democrat, came quickly.)

Perhaps the most salient characteristic uniting the renegades is that they are not running for reelection in 2026. Two are retiring, and six have terms that expire later. That means they're more insulated from voter anger than their colleagues are. (Senator Tim Kaine, one of them, suggested that the group is taking the heat for other senators who favored a cave but didn't want to do so publicly.) The half dozen who expect to stick around longer may also be more eager, as my colleague Jonathan Chait wrote, to preserve the filibuster, which Trump was demanding Republicans eliminate.

They had other reasons for caving too. Democrats were facing pressure from the largest union of federal-government employees, traditionally a close ally. They were warily watching chaos in the air-travel system. And the Trump administration's moves to inflict pain by cutting off SNAP benefits in whole or in part seems to have worked on these Democrats--even though an appeals court last night affirmed a decision ordering the White House to pay out the benefits in full.

One of Trump's strongest cards in this shutdown is that he doesn't appear to care if he is politically unpopular or if Americans suffer because of his hard-nosed tactics. As a result, the breakaway group also seems to have worried that waiting longer wouldn't achieve any Democratic goals--just give the president more time to exact cruelty.

"I understand that not all of my Democratic colleagues are satisfied with this agreement," Senator Jeanne Shaheen, one of the defectors, told reporters last night. (Her own daughter, a House candidate, was one such critic.) "But waiting another week or another month wouldn't deliver a better outcome. It would only mean more harm for families in New Hampshire and all across the country."

No one can disagree that the shutdown has caused pain for Americans, but many of Trump's policies are about causing pain. He's systematically dismantling civil liberties, undermining checks and balances, attacking the rule of law, eroding the election system, and using federal power to punish ordinary citizens for their votes. The shutdown was a rare chance for Democrats, relegated to the minority, to have the leverage to try to force policy concessions that would stop or slow that. In voting to end the shutdown, the eight senators carried the day, but their method seems unlikely to carry the Democratic Party.

One of the burdens of elected office is sometimes having to make the least bad choice: to balance two options that both involve suffering and decide which one would do the most good for the most people. Seven Democrats concluded that the best option was a swift reopening, but it's tough to buy their argument that more Americans are better off this way.

Related:

	Senate Democrats just made a huge mistake, Jonathan Chait argues.
 	Why this shutdown is so dangerous




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Nick Miroff: Why ICE officers mask
 	The third Red Scare
 	The paradox of James Watson




Today's News

	The Supreme Court agreed to hear a case challenging Mississippi's law that allows a grace period for mail-in ballots to be counted after Election Day. If the Court rules against the law, the decision could affect similar legislation in many states ahead of the 2026 elections.
 	President Donald Trump pardoned Rudy Giuliani, Mark Meadows, and other allies accused of trying to overturn the 2020 presidential election.
 	The Supreme Court declined to hear a challenge to its 2015 decision legalizing same-sex marriage, turning down a petition from the former Kentucky clerk Kim Davis, who refused to issue marriage licenses to same-sex couples on religious grounds.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: What will climate change do to America by mid-century? Vann R. Newkirk II explores the country's future dead zones.
 	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal examines the dreams and limits of the suburbs.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Why I Am Resigning

By Mark L. Wolf

In 1985, President Ronald Reagan appointed me as a federal judge. I was 38 years old. At the time, I looked forward to serving for the rest of my life. However, I resigned Friday, relinquishing that lifetime appointment and giving up the opportunity for public service that I have loved.
 My reason is simple: I no longer can bear to be restrained by what judges can say publicly or do outside the courtroom.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Caitlin Dickerson: Hundreds of thousands of anonymous deportees
 	What actually changed in 1776
 	The costs of instant translation
 	Yair Rosenberg: Blaming foreigners for American failings won't fix them.
 	The ideal that underlies the Declaration of Independence




Culture Break


Will Heath / NBC



Watch. This week's Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock). James Austin Johnson's monologues as Donald Trump have become an ideal format for the recent onslaught of political news, Erik Adams writes.

Explore. Twenty-five years after the premiere of MTV Cribs, Kim Hew-Low examines the show's influence on a now-pervasive genre: the house tour.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Staff writer Caity Weaver is on a quest to find the best free restaurant bread in all of America and wants to hear from you! Which is your favorite? Fill out this form, or drop Caity a note at cweaver@theatlantic.com.

-- The editors



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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

Anne Lamott's stories, John Singer Sargent's paintings, and more culture and entertainment recommendations

by Nancy Walecki

Sun, 09 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.

Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Nancy Walecki, an associate editor who has written about her father, a guitar guru to the rock gods; the Palisades Fire that ravaged Los Angeles earlier this year; and her quest to find the East Wing rubble.

Nancy is an avid reader of Anne Lamott, whose writing blends faith and humor. She also enjoys listening to Erroll Garner's songs, debating the merits of the latest Taylor Swift album, and revisiting John Singer Sargent's paintings.

-- Stephanie Bai, associate editor



The last thing that made me snort with laughter: Traveling Mercies, by Anne Lamott. It tells the story of her journey to faith: She grew up in an atheist intellectual Bay Area family, became addicted to alcohol and drugs, lost her father to cancer, and eventually found her way to Christianity.

Some of the funniest bits are about her raising her son. When she's ashamed of yelling at him: "It's like bitch-slapping E.T." When another mother in her son's class makes a passive-aggressive comment: "I thought such awful thoughts that I cannot even say them out loud because they would make Jesus want to drink gin straight out of the cat dish."

The last thing that made me cry: Also from Traveling Mercies, in which Lamott describes God as a kind of adoptive parent who will take in even the most difficult children. "The mystery of God's love as I understand it is that God loves the man who was being mean to his dog just as much as he loves babies; God loves Susan Smith, who drowned her two sons, as much as he loves Desmond Tutu," she writes. "So of course he loves old ordinary me, even or especially at my most scared and petty and mean and obsessive. Loves me; chooses me."

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: I had to wipe away tears of laughter while reading Gary Shteyngart's "Crying Myself to Sleep on the Biggest Cruise Ship Ever."

An actor I would watch in anything: Anthony Hopkins.

An author I will read anything by: Ann Patchett.

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: One of my favorite quiet songs is "Misty," as performed by its composer, the pianist Erroll Garner. Listening to it makes even just a walk around the block dreamy. (Bonus: If you explore more of Garner's work, you'll notice he hums and vocalizes along while he plays!) For a loud one, I've been replaying "Nobody's Son," by Sabrina Carpenter. Every sonic variable is perfectly calibrated to yield the ideal amount of bubblegum pop.

A culture debate I recently had: A friend and I debated whether the new Taylor Swift album, The Life of a Showgirl, is good. I'm a longtime Swift fan, but even I thought it sounded like ChatGPT's version of a Taylor Swift album. And yet, "The Fate of Ophelia" remains stuck in my head. I don't even like the song! Maybe this is what Swift meant when she said the album would contain "melodies that were so infectious that you're almost angry at it." [Related: Taylor Swift's fairy tale is over.]

Something I recently revisited: I recently wrapped up a magazine feature about my father's musical-instrument shop, which was a hub of the 1960s and '70s music scene in Los Angeles. Once the story went to press, I rewatched This Is Spinal Tap, because nothing (lovingly) parodies rock music better.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: In general, I'm less affected by visual art than I am by music. The exception may be the "Sargent and Paris" exhibit at the Met earlier this year, which I saw four times. I especially love a painting of two young women on a rooftop in Italy; one appears to be dancing the tarantella, and the other is playing the tambourine. You can hear the music; you can feel the cool Capri air. Looking at the scene fills me with an emotion I haven't yet been able to identify, so I keep coming back.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: I was actually wasting so much time on my phone (mostly on Instagram) that I had to remove every single fun app from it. But one of my favorite ways to waste time on my computer is Pinterest. It is, in my experience, a universally positive part of the internet. I use it as a tool to dream with--usually about the southwestern-style home I hope to one day own, where I will have lizards and coyotes for neighbors. [Related: What is Pinterest? A database of intentions.]

A good recommendation I recently received: The novel Piranesi, by Susanna Clarke. I'll describe it to you the way my friend did to me: It is a strange, beautiful little book unlike anything I've ever read, and it's best to know as little about it as possible before you start.



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The age of anti-social media is here.
 	Why students are obsessed with "points taken off"
 	The inflammation gap




The Week Ahead

	The Running Man, a dystopian action thriller based on Stephen King's novel about contestants surviving a deadly game show for a $1 billion prize (out Friday in theaters)
 	The American Revolution: An Intimate History, by Ken Burns and Geoffrey C. Ward, who reframe the war as both a broader global battle and a civil conflict that shaped a divided new nation (out Tuesday)
 	My Nightmare Stalker, a documentary about Eva LaRue and her daughter's 12-year ordeal of surviving a stalker (out Thursday on Paramount+)




Essay


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Sources: Giovanni Giannoni / WWD / Getty; Gotham / GC Images / Getty; Jason Kempin / Getty; Lyvans Boolaky / WireImage / Getty; Victor Virgile / Gamma-Rapho / Getty.



The Pantsless Trend Reaches Its Logical Conclusion

By Julie Beck

Celebrities seem to have developed a pants allergy. Bella Hadid and Julia Fox have been running errands in their underpants. Bodysuits, oversize blazers worn as dresses, and sheer fabrics that reveal the lingerie underneath are all common sights. This widespread pantsless trend has given rise to a new sort of garment, more micro than micro-shorts, bulkier than lingerie: I call it the "fashion diaper."


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Sophie Gilbert: No, women aren't the problem.
 	Two unlikely biopics about unlikable people
 	Dear James: When it's time to say goodbye
 	The man who rescued Faulkner
 	The high-stakes SNL sketch about ... domestic chores
 	The best postseason in baseball history?
 	When helicopter parents touch down--at college
 	The most useless piece of parenting advice
 	Questlove: "What I learned from Sammy Davis Jr."




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Mamdani is the foil Trump wants.
 	The Court must decide if the Constitution means what it says.
 	The lonely new vices of American life




Photo Album


A close-up photo of a frog against a green wall ((c) Roman Willi / cupoty.com)



Take a look at some shortlisted images from the 2025 Close-Up Photographer of the Year contest.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Dreams and Limits of the Suburbs

They're more diverse than ever, but they remain the sites of deep racial and socioeconomic gaps.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 08 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.


Some critics of the suburbs argue that they're not a place at all. "The anthropologist Marc Auge coined the term non-places to describe interchangeable, impersonal spaces lacking in history and culture that people pass through quickly and anonymously," Julie Beck wrote last year. The highways and chain stores of suburbs such as the ones Beck grew up in can often feel that way. But suburbs have identities, and they leave their mark on people's lives, Beck notes: "Where there is life, there is connection and emotion. Where there is connection and emotion, nostalgia follows."

America's suburbs have evolved: Once known for segregation, they are now more diverse than ever, Beck writes. But suburban life is prone to its own dynamics of racial and socioeconomic disparity, mirroring the gaps that have become clearer and clearer in America's cities. Today's newsletter explores the nostalgia, the dream, and the failures of the suburbs.

American Suburbs Have a Financial Secret

By Michael Waters

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


Read the article.

Liberal Suburbs Have Their Own Border Wall

By Richard D. Kahlenberg

Residents of rich blue towns talk about inclusion, but their laws do the opposite.


Read the article.

What the Suburb Haters Don't Understand

By Julie Beck

The homogeneity of the suburbs has an upside: If strip malls and subdivisions remind you of home, you can feel nostalgic almost anywhere.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Revenge of the suburbs: Suburbia was never as bad as anyone said it was. Now it's looking even better, Ian Bogost wrote in 2020.
 	The suburbs have become a Ponzi scheme: A book looks at how white families depleted the resources of the suburbs and left more recent Black and Latino residents "holding the bag," Alex Kotlowitz wrote in 2024.




Other Diversions

	The most useless piece of parenting advice 
 	Three rules for a lasting happy marriage
 	The pantsless trend reaches its logical conclusion.




P.S.


Courtesy of Cynthia C.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "Every fall, millions of monarch butterflies travel several thousand miles from Canada to California and Mexico," Cynthia C., 69, from Laguna Woods, California, writes. "I am in awe of how these delicate creatures can survive what has to be a perilous journey."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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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, 08 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 13, 2025

	The ballooning of GPAs as professors give higher and higher marks is a phenomenon known by what name?
 	Some medical influencers say inflammation can be cured with what bitter herb that flavors absinthe and vermouth?
 	Yoknapatawpha County is the fictional Mississippi setting of all but a few of the novels by what 20th-century American author?


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 Bogost 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 Jason 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; Michael 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.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great one after reading an Atlantic story, send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Wednesday, November 12, 2025

	What president who took office after the 1901 assassination of William McKinley constructed the original West Wing and East Wing of the White House?
 	What poetic meter of 10 syllables per line was likely introduced to English drama by Marlowe, then popularized by Shakespeare?
 	In baseball notation, a strikeout is represented by what letter--flipped backwards if the batter goes out without swinging?


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 Neil 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," Isaac 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. Steve Rushin writes that Yesavage was hardly the lone star in a postseason that proved baseball can still surprise. Read more.
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Why This Shutdown Is So Dangerous

The way the president is disrupting essential services shows the dangers of his vision for big government.

by David A. Graham

Fri, 07 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.

Every government shutdown is a game of a chicken between Democrats and Republicans, or sometimes between Congress and the White House. And every administration tries to use its power to squeeze opponents, moving around money to keep some programs running and closing others. After Republicans shut down the government in 2013, for example, the Barack Obama White House closed National Park Service sites. Although it sounds quaint today, this caused a huge stir at the time, and Republicans in Congress called it a brazen political ploy. But the ploy worked: Many voters blamed the congressional GOP for the closures.

Donald Trump's version of this is, as one might expect, both more dramatic and more vicious. This week, he and his administration have threatened to withhold SNAP funding, deploying starving children and seniors as political weapons, and moved to throw airline travel into disorder by reducing flights through major hubs. Like Obama's National Park closures, the justifications offered are semi-plausible, but the Machiavellian way the president is messing with essential services and infrastructure demonstrates the dangers of the vision of big government that Trump has pursued. An executive branch unbound by Congress or the courts has a unique ability to inflict and prolong pain on the people.

The president's approach to SNAP, commonly known as food stamps, has been especially mercurial. On the eve of the shutdown, the Agriculture Department posted a memo saying that emergency funding would cover any shortfall. "Congressional intent is evident that SNAP's operations should continue," the memo stated. But late last month, the administration yanked down the memo and announced that funding would end on November 1.

Last week, a federal judge ordered the administration to restore the funding. The administration responded by saying that it would pay out only half of SNAP benefits in November. On Tuesday, Trump said he would defy the court, posting on Truth Social that SNAP benefits "will be given only when the Radical Left Democrats open up government, which they can easily do, and not before!" Fortunately, the White House basically ignored him. Yesterday, the judge ordered the administration to pay out full benefits rather than only half, saying that it had created the gap "for political reasons." As if to prove his point, the administration appealed the order today, seeking to keep essential food aid in limbo.

The Federal Aviation Administration also announced on Wednesday that it would mandate a 10 percent reduction in flights at some of the nation's busiest airports. The move was framed as a safety measure, to "alleviate the pressure" on air traffic controllers who are working temporarily without pay, some of whom have reportedly taken a second job to make ends meet. The multiplying stresses within the nation's air-traffic system are genuine problems (though the Trump administration's record on them is not encouraging), but the way the FAA is handling them doesn't suggest an orderly, methodical approach. After announcing the reduction, the FAA went radio silent until last night, leaving airlines and airports scrambling to guess what steps they'd need to take.

If Trump's goal is indeed to inflict political pain on Democrats, he's attempting a tricky bank shot. In the past, shutdowns have typically been instigated by Republicans in Congress, usually with a Democratic president. That made it relatively straightforward for the White House to put the blame on the GOP. This time, although Democrats forced the shutdown, polls consistently show that more voters blame the Republicans than the Democrats. Trump even said so after Democrats swept elections on Tuesday night. "If you read the pollsters, the shutdown was a big factor, negative for Republicans," he said at a meeting with GOP senators this week. Yet the White House wants to continue making things worse for more people and hopes that Americans will flip whom they blame instead of blaming the administration even more.

That might work, but it's dubious. Even though Republicans didn't start the shutdown, the White House has displayed obvious glee for cutting various programs since it began. In some cases, Trump or other officials explicitly described moves as punishment for Democrats or Democratic-led states; the president also posted an AI video of Russ Vought, the director of the Office of Management and Budget, as the Grim Reaper. Speaker Mike Johnson, a close Trump ally, has refused to bring the House back until an agreement is struck or to swear in Representative-Elect Adelita Grijalva, an Arizona Democrat who won her seat six weeks ago. Nor are Trump's moves hurting only Democrats: Millions of the people who depend on SNAP live in red states and districts.

One reason Democrats decided to shut down the government was to protest Trump's circumvention of Congress. The administration has cut off or moved funding around without Congress's say-so, and Vought has argued for refusing to spend money that Congress has appropriated, in violation of the 1974 Impoundment Control Act, which he maintains is unconstitutional. Democrats argued that they couldn't make a deal with Trump if he might simply refuse to honor it or use the rescission process to undo it with only GOP votes later.

A shutdown was a risky way for Democrats to make a point, because it gave the executive branch even more discretion in the short term. But Trump's aggressive use of that leeway has helped prove their point--and demonstrated why checks and balances aren't just an abstraction.

Related:

	This could be how the shutdown ends
 	Americans on food stamps have no good options.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Democrats have a new winning formula, Derek Thompson argues.
 	Just when it looked like the shutdown might end
 	Tulsi Gabbard's quest to bring the "deep state" under her control




Today's News

	The Trump administration asked an appeals court to block a judge's order for full SNAP payments, claiming that funding is needed for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) programs, after the administration said that it would provide only partial SNAP benefits.
 	More than 800 flights have already been canceled as the Federal Aviation Administration begins reducing flights at 40 major U.S. airports due to the government shutdown. Reductions are expected to increase throughout the day and into the weekend.
 	Cornell University struck a deal with the Trump administration to restore frozen federal research funds, ending federal investigations into alleged anti-Semitism and racial discrimination in admissions at the university. The agreement includes a $30 million fine to the government and a $30 million investment in programs that will improve agriculture and farming.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Pop culture is obsessed with female friendships, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Paola Saliby



The Most Useless Piece of Parenting Advice

By Olga Khazan

Possibly the most frustrated I ever got during my pregnancy was when I read a tip in a baby-advice book that said something like, "Swap child care with one of your friends--it takes a village!" At the time, I lived an hour from most of my friends, almost none of whom had kids. I didn't have a village, but now I had another thing to feel bad about.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: What the left still doesn't get about winning
 	The epidemiologists are running for office.
 	Democratic momentum could be a mirage.
 	Arash Azizi on the battle Iranian women are winning
 	Trump's Ozempic deal has a major flaw.
 	Dick Cheney didn't care what you thought, Mark Leibovich writes.




Culture Break


Illustration by Lauren Tamaki. Source: Evening Standard / Getty.



Read. Sammy Davis Jr. had an astonishing, confounding career. Questlove writes about what he learned from the great showman.

Watch. In Die My Love (out now in theaters), a struggling new mom loves her child--but can't stand anyone else, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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<em>Atlantic</em> Trivia on Showgirls, Poetry, Baseball, and More

And did you know that New York was once not only New Amsterdam, but New Orange too?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 4:15 p.m. ET on November 7, 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.

Friday, November 7, 2025

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

	Iranian law mandates the veiling of women in public, a practice known by what name?
 -- From Arash Azizi's "The Battle Iranian Women Are Winning"
 	What athletic event was created in 1896 to tie the first modern Olympics back to ancient Greece (where, I might add, the figure said to have completed the feat died at the end)?
 -- From Mariana Labbate's "The Wonder of Watching People Run"
 	In a 1967 Beatles song, a young Paul McCartney asks whether his lover will still be "mine forevermore ... when I'm" what age, according to the song's title?
 -- From Arthur C. Brooks's "Three Rules for a Lasting Happy Marriage"




And by the way, did you know that the Beatles' "Yesterday"--among the most covered songs of all time--is itself but a cover of McCartney's original version of the tune? As McCartney recounts it, he woke with the melody fully formed in his head, and so as not to lose it, he slotted in the words scrambled eggs; the lyrics became a long-running joke for the band.

A little romance managed to slip into version one in the next line: "Oh, my baby, how I love your legs." But then, well: "scrambled eggs" again. Taylor Swift, step aside.

Have a great weekend.



Answers: 

	Hijab. The centrality of hijab is why it's so remarkable that the Iranian government has practically lost the ability to enforce it, Azizi writes. The failure's evidence, he reports, is "visible everywhere," and it's only a matter of time before the regime's other ideological pillars crumble too. Read more.
 	Marathon. The 1896 race gathered 100,000 people or so, and marathons have been convening us ever since to celebrate human ability, writes Mariana--who is not much of a runner herself but adores the sport nevertheless. Read more.
 	Sixty-four. Brooks writes that such an outcome is totally possible for couples who recognize that what first attracted them to each other is not the same thing that sustains long-lasting love. (As it happens, McCartney sketches a pretty good picture in his song of the behaviors that do make love last.) 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.



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.)



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.




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



Pop Culture Is Obsessed With Female Friendships

Margaret Atwood's <em>Cat's Eye</em> perfectly portrays an intense, fickle, painful dynamic between women.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 07 Nov 2025




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


In Toni Morrison's Sula, the title character and Nel are friends and enemies all at once: Nel envies and eventually hates Sula but, at the end of the novel, finds herself entirely bereft without her. In Elena Ferrante's Neapolitan novels, Lila and Elena are united by their similarities in an unforgiving world, until their differences send them hurtling away from each other. These intense, fickle friendships between women have been chronicled in literature "for as long as women have been able to publish their work," Lily Meyer wrote in The Atlantic this week, "but the past 10 years have seen more and more novels about prickly, intellectual, and conflictedly maternal women like Elena, as well as gifted and charismatic yet abrasive ones like Lila." Meyer added, "Perhaps most striking, the success of the Neapolitan novels seems to have begun to influence breezier genres of fiction."

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	American suburbs have a financial secret.
 	A conservative rejoinder to the manosphere
 	Questlove: What I learned from Sammy Davis Jr.
 	The man who rescued Faulkner
 	The stubborn myth of the literary genius


Complicated female friendships have animated not only novels, but also TV shows and films in recent years. These bonds have quickly come to constitute a genre, with its own set of tropes. The stories are almost always about a pair of girls of similar ages, evenly matched in intellect, status, or beauty; the dyad is usually inseparable, at least at first. The two also typically resent and compete with each other, measuring themselves against their double. In many cases, they feel a confusing mix of contempt and desire (these books are best when they delve into their characters' ugly feelings or the erotic tension between them). And most of these couples will part by adulthood--only to wonder, in their later years, how much breaking away from their other half cost them.

Meyer praises the lively, provocative connection between two 1970s female writers in a new novel by Ella Berman, L.A. Women. Her essay reminded me of another book that portrays this dynamic perfectly: Margaret Atwood's Cat's Eye. A grown woman and successful artist, Elaine, remembers the girl gang that defined her childhood in postwar Toronto--Grace, Carol, and Cordelia. But whereas her friendships with Grace and Carol faded easily into the past, her vexed relationship with Cordelia lingers well into adulthood. When Elaine returns to Toronto for a retrospective of her paintings, she imagines Cordelia everywhere, just out of view.

Cordelia is, in grade school, Elaine's bully. But Cat's Eye is unsentimental and unblinkered about the nuances of their friendship; when Elaine later gets the upper hand, she wields it without pity. There may be no better novel about the savagery and strangeness inside girls, and it is deadly serious about the stakes of their youthful business. Elaine, thinking back on their relationship, acknowledges that she and Cordelia weren't enemies, not really. "With enemies you can feel hatred, and anger," Atwood writes. "With hatred, I would have known what to do. Hatred is clear, metallic, one-handed, unwavering; unlike love."




Illustration by Celia Jacobs



All Our Brilliant Friends

By Lily Meyer

The explosion of novels about intense female friendships, in the Elena Ferrante mold, is changing the genre--and making it more fun.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Boom Town, by Sam Anderson

Back in 2012, Anderson, a writer for The New York Times Magazine, fell in love with Oklahoma City. He'd traveled there to write about the Thunder, just four years after the NBA team had relocated from Seattle to Oklahoma's capital--an unlikely town for a major sports franchise. As he began to learn more about the city, the wild story of its founding (thousands of settlers claimed lots on a single day during a land rush), followed by alternating tragedies and glories, struck Anderson as a microcosm of American history. That assignment ended up inspiring him to write this brilliant, kaleidoscopic portrait of a place; his book isn't just about sports, but it never forgets how teams and homes reflect each other's fates, suggesting that a team begins to resemble its home the way a dog resembles its owner. Anderson hasn't updated the book since the Thunder won the NBA championship in June, but once you've read it, you'll never watch a Thunder game again without thinking of it.  -- Will Leitch

From our list: Seven books that will change how you watch sports





Out Next Week

? Girls Play Dead, by Jen Percy

? The Silver Book, by Olivia Laing


? The White Hot, by Quiara Alegria Hudes




Your Weekend Read


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



The Missing Kayaker

By Jamie Thompson

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.

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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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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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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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.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-5/684709/?utm_source=feed
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