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        When Border Patrol Comes to Town
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe latest city official to contend with Border Patrol agents is Janet Cowell, mayor of Raleigh, North Carolina. When they landed in Raleigh this week, she didn't know much about their plans; the best guidance she could offer residents was that if they felt unsafe, they should "call the police."Since arriving in Los Angeles this June, agents from Customs and Border Protection have been making their way to other locations,...

      

      
        To Get Happier, Make Yourself Smaller
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Early in my academic career, I noticed that one of the most popular classes on campus was Introduction to Astronomy, a general-science course that anyone could take. The students all loved it--especially the non-science majors. I asked one of them, an economics student, why she enjoyed astronomy so much. She didn't say anything about stars, but she did say something powerful about earthly existenc...

      

      
        President Piggy
        Sophie Gilbert

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The roughly six months that have made up November this year have--it's fair to say--not been a high point for women, journalism, women in journalism, women with jobs, or anyone following the news.A quick recap: On Friday, Donald Trump said to a reporter on Air Force One, "Quiet. Quiet, piggy," when she tried to complete the most basic requirement of her job by asking a question. Earlier this week, when a report...

      

      
        (Some) MAGA Girls Just Wanna Have Fun
        Elaine Godfrey

        One night at a party in an East Village speakeasy, a pair of 20-somethings--high on youth and rail liquor--made their way to the bar's single-occupancy bathroom, and proceeded to go at it. I know this because as I waited outside, the exuberant young man inside began to film the encounter. The bright light of his phone had reversed the effects of the bathroom's one-way mirror to reveal a pantsless youth with a deeply unfortunate broccoli haircut, and a young woman in a MAKE AMERICA HOT AGAIN cap. Wh...

      

      
        Democrats Finally Realize It Isn't 2016 Anymore
        Roge Karma

        Something strange is happening on the left. Signs of peace are emerging in the long civil war over economic policy between the progressive and moderate wings of the Democratic Party. In the past two months, a prominent group from each of the two factions has produced its own report on how to win back working-class voters--a problem that, notwithstanding Democrats' strong results earlier this month, has grown more acute since Donald Trump was first elected, in 2016. The result, far from a battle of...

      

      
        How to Fix the Mess of College Sports
        Sally Jenkins

        Here's an idea for overhauling the mess that is money in college sports: For every dollar that a university athletic department spends on coaching salaries fatter than a duke's inheritance, or locker rooms as luxurious as Hadrian's villa, a dollar should go toward academic funding--to faculty salaries, library maintenance, and other necessities that benefit all students, athletes included.Such an arrangement might help reform a truly broken system, which demands compulsive, destructive overspendin...

      

      
        A Self-Defeating Reversal on Ukraine
        Thomas Wright

        The Trump administration's new plan for Ukraine is apparently to reverse all the progress it has made there in recent months. And not just that--to create a much bigger strategic problem that will bedevil the administration for the next three years. The strangest part of all of this is that the plan emerged at a moment when Donald Trump's Ukraine policy had finally found its footing after a very turbulent start.Over the past 24 hours, multiple media outlets, citing several administration officials...

      

      
        Every State Is a Border Patrol State
        Nick Miroff

        The Border Patrol commander Gregory Bovino posted a video over the weekend showing a pep talk he'd given in Chicago to agents operating far from their usual stations along the Mexico border. Set to a rock anthem by the band Chicago, it was the kind of swaggering, trollish clip that has made him the star of the Trump administration's mass-deportation campaign."This is our fucking country," Bovino told the agents, gathered around him in a parking lot. "Nobody tells us where to go, when to go, how t...

      

      
        The Trump Steamroller Is Broken
        Jonathan Lemire

        President Donald Trump's administration has been embroiled in scandal and sloppiness. His own party has defied his political pressure. His senior staff has been beset by infighting. He has sparred with reporters and offered over-the-top praise to an authoritarian with a dire human-rights record. A signature hard-line immigration policy has polled poorly. And Republicans have begun to brace themselves for a disastrous midterm election.That was 2017. But it's also 2025.Ten months into the president...

      

      
        Trump's Toddler Response to the Epstein Saga
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.A bill in Congress demanding the release of the Epstein files now has the official, albeit reluctant, endorsement of the president himself. And so the question naturally arises: If Donald Trump supports the bill calling on the president (i.e., him) to release the files, why not simply ... release them?Trump reportedly hasn't given his advisers or allies a rationale for why he won't do so, leaving them to inve...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Gift-Giving Edition
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 3 p.m. ET on November 19, 2025.If I have provided you with any factoids in the course of Atlantic Trivia, I apologize, because a factoid, properly, is not a small, interesting fact. A factoid is a piece of information that looks like a fact but is untrue. Norman Mailer popularized the term in 1973, very intentionally giving it the suffix -oid. Is a humanoid not a creature whose appearance suggests humanity but whose nature belies it? Thus is it with factoid.So what o...

      

      
        The End of the American Empire
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTubeOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the recent gifts given to President Donald Trump by the Swiss government. He argues that the incident is yet another example of Trump's favor being won through personal gifts and another sign of how his administration has forced the United States to abandon its traditional leadership role in the global order, reshaping American foreign policy into somethin...

      

      
        Eight Plot-Heavy Books That Will Keep You Turning Pages
        M. L. Rio

        The literary landscape of the 21st century seems more and more divided when it comes to one particular aspect: plot. Some books have it; others don't. The have-nots have gotten a lot of critical attention in recent years: Think of novels that read like an extended internal monologue, describing in intimate detail the thoughts, feelings, and impressions of a protagonist. Usually, this is not someone who makes things happen, or to whom things happen; the strength of the narrator's voice and the dep...

      

      
        RFK Jr.'s Miasma Theory of Health Is Spreading
        Katherine J. Wu

        Last week, the two top officials at the National Institutes of Health--the world's largest public funder of biomedical research--debuted a new plan to help Americans weather the next pandemic: getting everyone to eat better and exercise.The standard pandemic-preparedness playbook "has failed catastrophically," NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya and NIH Principal Deputy Director Matthew J. Memoli wrote in City Journal, a magazine and website published by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, a con...

      

      
        Photos: When the Polar Bears Move In
        Alan Taylor

        Vadim Makhorov / APA polar bear rests in front of an abandoned research station on Kolyuchin Island, in the country's Far East, off Chukotka, Russia, on September 14, 2025.Vadim Makhorov / APPolar bears stand on the porch of an abandoned research station on Russia's Kolyuchin Island, on September 14, 2025.Vadim Makhorov / APAn aerial view of the abandoned research station on Kolyuchin Island.Vadim Makhorov / APPolar bears gather inside part of the abandoned research station.Vadim Makhorov / APA p...

      

      
        Trump's Self-Damning Response to a Legitimate Question
        Graeme Wood

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.At an Oval Office meeting yesterday between the American president and the ruler of Saudi Arabia, Mary Bruce of ABC News asked a series of questions that Donald Trump deemed "horrible," "terrible," and "insubordinate." Bruce's first question concerned possible conflicts of interest involving the Trump family's business in Saudi Arabia. "I think the broadcasting license should be taken away from ABC because yo...

      

      
        Whoa-zempic!
        Roxanne Khamsi

        Medical weight loss might be on the verge of a further revolution. For starters, people will likely have the option of taking a new class of medications that seem to have fewer bothersome side effects, such as nausea--which affects about half the people on Ozempic and similar drugs.Those now-familiar medications target a pathway involving the appetite-regulating hormone GLP-1; the new ones target cell receptors for a different hormone, amylin. AstraZeneca, Eli Lilly, Zealand Pharma, and, of course...

      

      
        The 2025 <em>Atlantic</em> Gift Guide
        The Atlantic

        From our editorial team to you, welcome to The Atlantic's 2025 gift guide. We've curated a list of 50 unique gifts to bring joy to your loved ones this holiday season.Someone Seeking InspirationShower Sing-Along (Or Not)
Courtesy of JBL
Some people do their best thinking in the shower. For others, it's a key part of the morning ritual. And a few even sing (mercifully, I don't). To help with all that: this waterproof Bluetooth speaker. I wake up very, very early to co-host a morning cable-news sho...

      

      
        'A Recipe for Idiocracy'
        Rose Horowitch

        For the past several years, America has been using its young people as lab rats in a sweeping, if not exactly thought-out, education experiment. Schools across the country have been lowering standards and removing penalties for failure. The results are coming into focus.Five years ago, about 30 incoming freshmen at UC San Diego arrived with math skills below high-school level. Now, according to a recent report from UC San Diego faculty and administrators, that number is more than 900--and most of ...

      

      
        Political Parties Have Disconnected From the Public
        Idrees Kahloon

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.One paradox of American politics is that voters are both extremely polarized about politics and extremely disdainful of political parties. A record share, 43 percent, self-identify as political independents. Most of these are not true swing voters, but they hold both major parties in low regard. As of September, only 40 percent of voters approved of the ruling Republican Party. The Democrats' favorability w...

      

      
        Trump Told a Woman, 'Quiet, Piggy,' When She Asked Him About Epstein
        Isabel Fattal

        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."Keep your voice down.""That's enough of you.""Be nice; don't be threatening.""There was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever.""Quiet, piggy."This is a sampling of what the president of the United States has said to and about female journalists during his time in office--and mos...

      

      
        Advent Calendars Are Totally Out of Control
        Ellen Cushing

        It is believed that in the fourth century, European followers of the still-newish religion called Christianity first formally observed the period in December leading up to the birth of Jesus Christ. They called it "the advent," from the Latin word for "approach" or "arrival," and it was a somber time, one for preparation and contemplation. In the sixth century, Pope Gregory composed many of the texts still associated with the advent, at least as it is practiced by Catholics. In the 19th, German P...

      

      
        The Trump Administration's Favorite Tool for Criminalizing Dissent
        Quinta Jurecic

        The videos have become commonplace. Federal officers wearing masks and bulletproof vests subdue a moped driver in the middle of a busy D.C. street. A 70-year-old protester in Chicago is pushed to the ground by an armed Border Patrol agent holding a riot gun. In Los Angeles, an agent shoves away a demonstrator.These videos capture the aggressive tactics of immigration officers under the second Trump administration. But they share something else, too. In each instance, following documented violence...

      

      
        America Has a Baby-Formula Problem--Again
        Nicholas Florko

        Three years ago, America was in the midst of an infant-formula crisis. Abbott, one of the world's biggest formula producers, had issued a nationwide recall after two children who consumed its products died of Cronobacter, a bacterial infection that can lead to complications such as meningitis. Because Abbott produced about 40 percent of the U.S. supply of infant formula, the recall contributed to a monthslong nationwide shortage stemming partially from pandemic-related supply-chain issues.Federal...

      

      
        The Social Cost of Being a Morning Person
        Liz Krieger

        In my old life, I liked mornings, but I wasn't a "morning person." I would routinely stay up late watching TV or reading in bed and say yes to dinners that started long after nightfall. My relationship with mornings was casual--I'd occasionally enjoy a sunrise but I certainly never set an alarm to see one. Then I had children, whose needs demanded an early start, and I spent years stumbling out of bed at their first sounds, making breakfast, and building block towers before I'd fully woken up. Now...
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When Border Patrol Comes to Town

The new face of Trump's immigration crackdown

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




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

The latest city official to contend with Border Patrol agents is Janet Cowell, mayor of Raleigh, North Carolina. When they landed in Raleigh this week, she didn't know much about their plans; the best guidance she could offer residents was that if they felt unsafe, they should "call the police."

Since arriving in Los Angeles this June, agents from Customs and Border Protection have been making their way to other locations, first to Chicago, then New Orleans, and now North Carolina. They may head to New York City, according to reports, to greet incoming Mayor Zohran Mamdani. Along the way, they've collected civil-rights suits and irate federal judges, and the list of people they've arrested has been light on hardened criminals. They've also produced plenty of video footage. "Nobody tells us where to go, when to go, how to go in our fucking country," Border Patrol Commander-at-Large Gregory Bovino said in one of his many John Wick-style promotional videos, this one showing him giving a pep talk to agents in Chicago.

When the Trump administration promised a mass-deportation campaign, it initially relied on Immigration and Customs Enforcement to carry out the effort, and Abolish ICE signs are still a common sight at protests. But many of the more aggressive, and even violent, interactions experienced by undocumented immigrants and protesters have been with Border Patrol agents. The administration quickly discovered that ICE, which was accustomed to operating in crowded communities, was too slow and bureaucratic to accomplish its goals, says the Atlantic immigration reporter Nick Miroff, our guest this week. So the administration turned to Border Patrol agents, who are trained to operate with a defensive mindset. The administration has especially relied on Bovino, who has brought the culture of border enforcement inland.

What happens when CBP begins patrolling in a crowded American city? We talk to Miroff about the administration's shift in strategy, Bovino's approach, the recent Supreme Court order that seems to sanction racial profiling, and where the agency might go next. We also talk to Brian Kolp, a Chicagoan whose quiet residential neighborhood was turned into what the local news called a "war zone" the day Border Patrol showed up.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Brian Kolp: I've always been a sucker for the foursquare with the front porch. You can just kind of sit out, have your morning coffee, have your drinks in the evening.


Hanna Rosin: This is Brian Kolp.

Kolp: I'm born and raised in Chicago--my dad was actually a Chicago firefighter--so I grew up in the far South Side in a neighborhood called Beverly. It's supersafe. It's super close knit. And I kind of always wanted my kids to have the same thing. But I wanted them to have at least a little bit more exposure to kind of the rest of the city and the rest of the world, and I think you get a little bit more of that up on the North Side than you do on the South Side.


Rosin: One day this fall, he and his kids did get a little more exposure to the world, although not in a way he had planned for.

Kolp: Yeah, so it was Saturday, October 25. At 10:30 that morning, there was supposed to be a neighborhood Halloween parade, where basically the families were just kind of walking a line around the neighborhood, an opportunity for the kids to kind of strut their stuff in their costumes, and then end at a local park, where there would be some activities and stuff for them.
 It was what was supposed to be a very normal day became probably, honestly, one of the craziest days of my life.


[Music]

Kolp: I was sitting on my couch, like I am often one to do on Saturday mornings, drinking my coffee, watching the news. Something caught my attention--it was, like, something quick-moving--through the window, and I looked out my window and saw two [Customs and Border Protection] agents in full military fatigues tackling a guy to the ground.


Rosin: At that point, "Operation Midway Blitz," the Trump administration's name for its immigration crackdown in Chicago, had been going on for about six weeks. There had already been scores of social-media videos circulating of agents tackling people, so Kolp guessed what this was about.

Kolp: Before I could even put my shoes on, before I could even grab my phone, I ran out in my pajama pants, and the rest kind of unfolded from there.


[Sounds of whistles and people yelling]

Kolp (from CBS): I never thought this would happen in my neighborhood.
 Marissa Sulek: This man walking barefoot in the Chicago Blackhawks pajama pants is Brian Kolp. He lives on Kildare, a picture-perfect area of Old Irving Park, which turned into what looked like a war zone Saturday morning.


Rosin: Online, Kolp became known as the "Blackhawks pajamas guy"--that's Chicago's hockey team, and he's a fan. He's also a lawyer, formerly a prosecutor, and he began his career as a city attorney defending Chicago cops in civil-rights cases, so he's familiar with things like wrongful arrest and excessive force.

And here's how he described what happened that day: Some agents went after a guy on a construction crew. The guy climbed down the ladder--

Kolp: And then as soon as they started to go after him, he fled on foot, and then that chase ended on my front lawn.


Rosin: And then, he says, the agents tackled the guy. Neighbors were out of their houses watching. The agents then put the suspect into the car, and that should have been the end of it.

Instead, that's when the mayhem started.

[Sounds of horns and people yelling]

Rosin: One of the agents' cars got blocked in by another car. Kolp walked over to the other end of the block, where things were quickly getting out of control.

Kolp: It was a pretty chaotic scene by the time I got out there. Another agent was getting ready to deploy a chemical agent at the end of the block that I was at.


Michael George (from CBS): The Department of Homeland Security is again the target of anger in Chicago after they deployed tear gas against civilians. A DHS spokesperson says it was done for crowd control.


Kolp: And I yelled out to him when I saw it, and I said, Are you seriously about to throw that in the middle of a neighborhood?


Rosin: The crowd got rowdier, the police more aggressive.

Kolp: They took two people to the ground, broke their ribs. They threw chemical agents--the tear-gas canister, the pepper-spray canister, whatever it was--to the ground. In my entire time defending Chicago police officers, never once did I have to justify that level of force, ever.
 These agents, these Border Patrol agents, are acting in ways that are bringing disrepute to law enforcement generally, and that is leaving minority communities and undocumented communities and some of the most vulnerable communities feeling as though they have nowhere to turn.
 Rosin: How did you know it was Border Patrol?
 Kolp: Again, I'm a former prosecutor; I pay attention to the distinctions between the various federal agencies. Most folks are not making that distinction, right? At this point, they just say "ICE," even if it is CBP.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, Border Patrol: the new face of the Trump immigration crackdown. What happens when an agency trained to operate at the desolate and sometimes dangerous border shows up in crowded American cities?

One of Trump's main campaign promises was that he would deport millions of "criminal aliens," as he called them, once he was in office.

Nick Miroff: Almost from the beginning, there was this kind of disappointment with ICE's ability to deliver the kinds of numbers that would get to a million deportations a year.


Rosin: That's Nick Miroff, who covers immigration for The Atlantic.

Miroff: ICE has never deported even half that many people in a year. It just requires an enormous amount of resources and effort, and the agencies involved, but especially ICE, were not set up for that kind of scale.


Rosin: So in order to speed up the process, the administration turned to a different agency.

Miroff: What we've really seen in the last few months is the growing role of the Border Patrol--first in Los Angeles, then Chicago, and now in North Carolina. The most confrontational imagery, the most violent imagery that's on social media, and is often blamed on ICE, is the actions of Border Patrol.
 The White House and the Department of Homeland Security are using them kind of as like shock troops or like a strike force that is going from city to city, escalating the pressure and trying to make as many arrests as possible, and it's just a completely different way of operating than the way that ICE officers are trained to conduct themselves.


Rosin: What is the difference between ICE and Border Patrol?

Miroff: That's a great question. So the simplest answer is that ICE--Immigration and Customs Enforcement--is responsible for enforcing immigration law within the interior of the United States, away from border areas, and often, that requires enforcing compliance with immigration court orders from immigration judges.

There are more than 6 million people who are on what's considered the nondetained docket--that means they have some kind of immigration claim or case pending in immigration courts. And ICE's job is to ensure that they fulfill their obligations to appear at the court, and if they're ordered deported from the country and don't leave voluntarily, then it's up to ICE to go and arrest them and deport them from the United States. There's a much smaller population of people who are in ICE detention, but that population has been growing rapidly under the current administration.

In contrast, the Border Patrol is really focused on defending the borders of the United States and protecting the country from illegal migration and illegal narcotics--and really anything that is coming into the United States outside of the legal border crossings. And so Border Patrol agents are out there, often in remote desert and mountain areas, watching the border, patrolling, looking for smugglers, traffickers, that type of thing. And they have a very kind of defensive mindset. Their No. 1 job is to make sure that nothing sneaks past them that could harm the United States, and obviously, since the September 11 terrorist attacks, that role took on an even greater importance, with the level of concern that somebody who could really do a lot of damage would try to sneak into the United States. It's just the Border Patrol's responsibility to stop them and make sure that doesn't happen.

Rosin: So when you mentioned ICE, you talked about courts. When you mentioned Border Patrol, you talked about defense and 9/11. So how are those two agencies different in tactics, and how are they different in culture?

Miroff: Well, ICE has to work in U.S. cities and communities, many of which are run by Democrats, and so ICE officers have to do their jobs with a relative degree of caution and restraint. They practice what is called "targeted enforcement." And so, over the years, as they have been accused of carrying out sweeps and roundups, they have insisted they do not engage in those tactics and that what they do is called "targeted enforcement": They know who they're looking for, they do research in advance, and they plan the best way to take that person into custody. And that's one of the reasons you have seen ICE over the years really emphasize that it's going after criminals, particularly those who have committed violent crimes, that it's not just randomly going out and grabbing people or racially profiling people on the streets.

The difference here is that the Border Patrol, which has this kind of defensive mindset, and the mentality of its agents is that Someone who comes into my area, I need to make sure that they're not a threat.

And I think that that has carried over into the contrasting ways that the two agencies are trying to conduct the president's mass-deportation campaign. That is why there's a frustration with ICE's inability to generate huge numbers--again, because its agents are trained to know who they're looking for and to go for specific individuals, but that does not get you millions of deportations a year. Unlike the Border Patrol, which is trained to police general areas and treat anyone that they encounter in that area as a potential suspect, and I think generally feel much more entitled to stop that person and wanna check their status.

Rosin: We've seen a lot of videos come out of cities like Chicago and now Charlotte that seem to show more aggressive tactics, and it's actually hard to understand: Is this ICE--ICE is a shorthand that we tend to use--or is this Border Patrol? Can you interpret some of what we are seeing for us?

Miroff: Sure. You're absolutely right. There are a lot of videos circulating on social media that show federal agents using force, whether it's against protesters or people they're seeking to detain on immigration violations, that everyone is just referring to as "ICE," when often it's Border Patrol agents who are in the video.

That said, both agencies have been directed to be much more aggressive in their enforcement tactics under this administration. We saw very early on the Trump administration lift the restrictions on ICE, for example, operating in "sensitive locations," so schools, hospitals, around churches, that type of thing.

That's a big reason why we're seeing so many videos from the hallways of courthouses, where ICE officers have been assigned to, basically, take people into custody as they come out of court. Some of the most appalling imagery that we have seen has come from ICE officers in those situations, where there are distraught families, and they're trying to arrest one of the parents, and children are crying.

[Sounds of ICE officer speaking and family crying]

Miroff: On the streets, many of the videos we've seen that have been attributed to ICE are actually Border Patrol agents who are conducting the kind of broad, less-discriminating enforcement tactics that I was describing earlier.

Those are often agents in camouflage. They have ballistic helmets, vests, masks, obviously, and often much heavier weaponry than you would expect for this kind of enforcement operation.

Ali Rogin (from PBS): Hundreds of federal agents rappel from Black Hawk helicopters, use drones and flash-bang grenades to storm an apartment building in the city's South Shore neighborhood.


Miroff: And where Border Patrol agents arrive--especially in public places like Home Depot parking lots and car washes, the specific locations that Stephen Miller told them that he wanted to target--and really kind of flooding a zone or a neighborhood to conduct more kind of sweeping tactics, to make a large number of arrests rather quickly, to aggressively question people that they encounter, we often see crowds gathering as people, some activists, some just bystanders, start to film what the agents are doing, often yelling at them.

[CBP officers and protesters clash, and a vehicle horn blares]

Miroff: This is how we've gotten so many of these clips of confrontations out on the streets, and some of them show agents behaving quite violently and using a lot of force. And that is also what has led to some of the litigation that has found the Border Patrol at fault--Border Patrol using tear gas excessively or pepper balls, which are these munitions that they shoot at people.

Rosin: So what I hear you saying--it's both that ICE is behaving more aggressively than they typically do, and that Border Patrol has newly arrived into cities and introduced their tactics that they usually use at the border.

Miroff: That's right, with the caveat that I would say ICE officers, because they have more experience operating in cities and communities, are trained to think about their actions in advance, to use more caution. And there's, I think, a greater awareness that they're being filmed and that they're gonna be accountable for their actions.

Rosin: Nick, what about this 100-mile rule? I've heard that the Border Patrol shouldn't actually operate so far from the border. Is that not actually a limit on their actions?

Miroff: It isn't a limit. It's more like, within 100 miles, they have additional authorities to stop vehicles, to question people. There's a lower bar to the standard that they need to meet, which is that they have to have a "reasonable suspicion" that someone is in the country, is present, illegally. And so within that 100-mile zone, they have more powers, but they do have a broad authority to enforce U.S. immigration law across the country.

And so what's different is that ICE officers, by and large, get more training in meeting that reasonable suspicion standard. ICE officers are really trained to avoid U.S. citizens, to avoid hassling U.S. citizens, and when an ICE officer takes a U.S. citizen into custody and detains them for a period of time, that's really considered, like, a screwup within the agency.

Whereas the Border Patrol, because it has this mentality that anybody who gets past them is a potential threat, the default for Border Patrol agents is to stop someone and detain them and question them until they're satisfied. Acting first and working out the details later isn't considered bad operating policy for Border Patrol agents.

Rosin: Right, and it sounds like, from what you're saying, it's actually considered the right way to operate because anybody is a potential threat, and letting a potential threat in brings about the specter of terrorism or drug trafficking or sort of much more dangerous things--in their culture.

Miroff: That's exactly right. In Border Patrol, you're faulted for failing to act, whereas, I think, in ICE, you can get in bigger trouble for making a mistake.

And I think there's just generally--like, for an ICE officer working in a U.S. city, if you are trying to go for somebody and they duck into a day care, or if they go into a church or something, and you didn't get 'em, well, you come back a couple hours later, or you come back the next day. It's not like the Border Patrol, where it's if somebody sneaks past you, you're not gonna get 'em again, and who knows who they are.

Rosin: After the break, Greg Bovino, the Border Patrol commander who is leading this effort--and who just loves a good propaganda video.

[Break]

Rosin: A face of the Border Patrol presence has been Greg Bovino. Who is he?

Miroff: Greg Bovino was the chief of the El Centro Border Patrol Sector in California's Imperial Valley; it's sort of a lower-tier border sector, not one of the higher-profile jobs at the agency.

And he's a nearly 30-year Border Patrol veteran who, in this administration, has taken on this kind of extraordinary role that is almost outside of his own agency. He is now, as he's said under oath, reporting directly to Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and to her kind of de facto chief of staff, Corey Lewandowski, the longtime kind of Trump world figure.

And so Bovino is leading this kind of road show of Border Patrol enforcement that started in Los Angeles, went to Chicago, and is now arriving in North Carolina.

Within the Border Patrol, Bovino has been viewed as kind of an extreme figure, an attention seeker. He is the only Border Patrol chief who, in his social-media profile photo, was carrying a weapon, right? He's holding a big military-grade rifle.

For years now, he's been at the forefront of making social-media videos, kind of Border Patrol propaganda videos, initially with an eye, I think, on trying to boost recruitment and depicting the job as something akin to kind of a military service, with a lot of action and a lot of guns and vehicles and things like that.

[Sounds of helicopter, agents yelling, music]

Miroff: Increasingly, as he travels around the country with his own film crew, they're making videos that are almost akin to kind of a trolling operation, where they're using certain songs--like, they would take a Kendrick Lamar song and use it in Los Angeles as they were rolling through the streets,

[Music]

Miroff: You know, making themselves out to be like action figures.

And so the president's most ardent supporters love these kinds of videos and love to see these guys deployed on the streets almost like kind of MAGA action heroes. But a lot of people are upset by them, and a lot of people within the Department of Homeland Security, including the Border Patrol, think that it's gone too far and that he's inviting a big backlash against the agency.

A good example of this, and probably the one action that most typifies Bovino's approach, was this raid on a South Side Chicago apartment building at the end of September, in which Bovino and hundreds of agents--primarily from the Border Patrol, including the Border Patrol's elite kind of SWAT teams--they raided this apartment building, looking for alleged Venezuelan gang members.

And they flew a Black Hawk helicopter and used fast-rope techniques to repel down onto the roof of this building. They set off flash-bang grenades. They kicked down doors. They went apartment to apartment, pulling people out of this building, including minors and children, in the middle of the night.

And they made 37 arrests and touted the operation as a huge success. But they ended up, for a period of time, detaining and zip-tying a number of U.S. citizens. And weeks later, they haven't released the names of the people that they arrested; they haven't produced evidence of narcotics or weapons.

That operation was viewed within the Border Patrol as very risky and with the potential that something could have gone badly wrong if one of the agents had slipped or if worse violence had erupted as part of that raid.

Rosin: So what is the story, then, they're telling with these videos?

Miroff: Well, if you listen to Bovino's--the kind of speeches that he makes to agents that appear in some of the videos, the message is very much that No one is gonna stop us, that they're empowered to do this mission, that this is their country. Nobody can tell them where to go, where not to go. They view this very much as taking out criminals and kind of taking back the streets, so there's a kind of vigilante undercurrent to it.

And I think that's the most, probably, exciting part to a lot of the president's supporters. I think they view themselves almost kind of like an untouchables, where they are taking back some territory that has been occupied or taken over by criminals.

And obviously, that's not what a huge part of the American public sees when they see these images of heavily armed, masked agents arresting women or grabbing families, smashing people's windows, grabbing gardeners on quiet streets. They see something that is just absolutely foreign and beyond the pale of any domestic law-enforcement operation they're familiar with.

Rosin: The story the administration tells in these videos and in other ways was that they are focusing on "the worst of the worst," the criminals. But the percent of people they pick up who have criminal records does not seem to match that. There are varied numbers coming out of Chicago, but it's definitely not anywhere close to the majority. How big is that gap, and what does it mean?

Miroff: The gap is big, and it's growing.

When ICE was responsible for domestic interior enforcement, the statistic that ICE officials were always emphasizing was the percentage of people they arrest who either have criminal convictions or have pending criminal charges. Now, oftentimes, ICE had all the incentive to overstate that, and a lot of the pending criminal charges were for things like traffic violations or immigration violations. But it was a big part of the way ICE has justified its role in carrying out immigration enforcement.

And what we're seeing with the Border Patrol, to the extent that Border Patrol is playing a bigger role in the deportation campaign, [is] that a growing share of the people who are arrested do not have criminal records. The percentage that have criminal records, who have criminal convictions or even criminal charges, is dropping.

Probably the best example is these court filings out of Chicago in the case involving excessive use of force by the Border Patrol that show that, of a more than 600 suspects whose names were provided to the court, only 16 had criminal records that led them to be considered public-safety risks by ICE.

Rosin: Right, so that is a small percentage.

Miroff: A small percentage. Again, that it's a sign of a less-discriminating approach. And they continue to insist that they are doing targeted enforcement, but numbers like that tell a different story.

From the beginning, they've been trying to have it both ways: They say that they're going after "the worst of the worst," but that anybody who is present in the country illegally is fair game.

I think it's helpful to try to think about this in terms of the message they're seeking to send. And you have to look at what the Biden administration's policy was, and the Biden administration, what they were trying to do with ICE, after a period in which a lot of people within the Democratic Party were calling for ICE's abolition, was to direct ICE officers to really focus on public-safety threats, people who had come into the country recently, and national-security threats--really to be even more discerning--but not to go after immigrants who were living in the country long term and were basically keeping their heads down and staying out of trouble.

And so, as the Trump administration came in, they continued to say that criminals were going to be their priority and that they were going after "the worst of the worst," because that was the imagery that the president had really leaned into on the campaign trail, depicting cities as being overrun by immigrant gangs.

And so, in reality, they were going after "the worst of the worst," but then they would say, Anybody who is in the country illegally is fair game, and that they were going to conduct more what they call "collateral arrests," in which they are specifically targeting an individual, but then, once they arrive at a location, they will check the immigration status of other people they encounter and potentially arrest them.

And over the course of the last few months, I think we've seen them get further and further away from that type of tactic and toward what we discussed earlier, in which agents arrive at a general geographic area and then just start questioning anybody they encounter. And that's a big reason why the percentage of people who have criminal records who are being arrested has been going down.

What immigration and enforcement veterans would say is that these agencies have limited resources, and so it's a matter of, "Who do you prioritize for enforcement?" Is it more important to arrest fewer people, but get higher-quality arrests--that being people with violent histories or violent criminal records, who, I think, there's broad bipartisan consensus that those types of people should be deported from the United States--or are you going for just raw numbers?

And what we've seen with this administration is that the priority is getting to high numbers and to meeting the president's really kind of arbitrary desire to get millions of arrests, which appears to sound better, but leads to a more kind of indiscriminate immigration-enforcement approach. And that's what we're seeing increasingly play out with the Border Patrol.

Rosin: So one thing we haven't covered--there was a recent Supreme Court opinion that opened up new options for Border Patrol. Can you explain what it is and how it works?

Miroff: Yeah, well, when the Border Patrol first deployed to Los Angeles, quickly, there were a number of complaints about agents racially profiling people on the streets and disproportionately going for people who appeared Hispanic or Latino, or who spoke Spanish.

And so activist groups in the city brought this lawsuit against the government and initially won some victories at the district-court level. And by the time it made it to the shadow docket of the Supreme Court, it came back with a ruling in favor of the administration, and an opinion from Justice Brett Kavanaugh that agents could continue to use racial and ethnic appearance as a factor in determining a reasonable suspicion to stop and question someone. And it couldn't be the only factor, but that they could continue to use that as a factor.

And the administration, and particularly the Border Patrol, I think, interpreted that really as a green light to lean even more heavily into the kinds of tactics that we've seen from Bovino in Chicago and now in North Carolina, in which they use speaking Spanish or ethnic appearance as some of the primary factors in determining who to stop and question.

Rosin: Yeah, the words Kavanaugh used were "do not speak much English," "apparent ethnicity," and then he said it was "common sense" that these factors "can constitute at least reasonable suspicion of illegal presence in the United States." Is that now the settled law of the land--that that is permissible?

Miroff: No, this was a shadow-docket decision written by a single justice, an emergency docket decision. The case is still working its way through the courts and is scheduled to be revisited on the merits and to be heard on the merits. But it's certainly an indication of the way the court seems to be leaning.

Rosin: Nick, we talked about Bovino turning his sights from Chicago to now North Carolina. Do we know why he left Chicago? Do we understand why they leave one city and choose another city?

Miroff: So DHS and Bovino himself haven't given a great answer to this question, but I think it's a series of factors. The biggest ones are that this district court found that he had repeatedly, and his agents had repeatedly, used excessive force and put limits on their ability to deploy tear gas and things like that.

And then I think that they were also getting diminishing returns. Once they operate in a city this way for a long period of time, you start to see activist groups and neighborhood groups really mobilize in defense of their neighborhoods and communities and really kind of resist, with tactics that include blowing whistles whenever they see ICE officers or Border Patrol agents, filming them, following them around, sending out notices of where they're located. And I think it just gets harder and harder for these federal agencies to operate when the community gets so stirred up.

And the administration also--it's important to keep in mind--really wanted, I think, a bigger National Guard deployment and a more robust National Guard role. We've heard the president talk about wanting to use active-duty troops in these cities, and the courts have really pushed back at that. And, as we know, the Posse Comitatus Act really limits the ability of armed troops to operate in a domestic law-enforcement capacity, and the courts, I think, have really tried to uphold that.

And so they didn't get the kind of military force that they were wanting in Chicago. And so Bovino, after getting this kind of adverse ruling from the court and wanting to go to a new city where they could make kind of a new splash, ended up going to North Carolina--which, coincidentally, is Bovino's home state.

Rosin: And does going to North Carolina reset things? The federal judge issued pretty specific warnings--like, You have to issue warnings before you use tear-gas canisters at protests--but does it all just reset once he goes to Charlotte?

Miroff: That's my understanding. Plaintiffs could bring a lawsuit, a similar lawsuit on similar grounds, in North Carolina, and I think we should probably expect that'll happen soon.

But I think that they view it as a reset, and given the way that they are treating this both as an immigration-enforcement campaign but also as a social-media campaign, I think that they view this campaign almost episodically. You hear about Trump saying, We're gonna do this city next, or We're gonna go into that city.

And so the point isn't to stay forever in a particular city. I think they're looking to go to new cities to get kind of a new narrative, get new images. They like to give these operations cute names; that's why their North Carolina deployment is called "Charlotte's Web." And they've talked about going into New Orleans after North Carolina. I would say, at this point, there's widespread expectation within the Department of Homeland Security that Bovino and the Border Patrol are going to target New York City next, once Mayor-elect [Zohran] Mamdani takes office on January 1.

No one has officially confirmed that, but I've spoken to several officials within the Department of Homeland Security who say that that is the expectation at this point. And we know that the White House is setting up Mamdani to be a kind of political foil for the president. The White House has long wanted to do a big enforcement operation of this kind in New York City.

But given how combustible that could potentially be and the challenges that agents will face, operationally, in a dense urban environment like that, where they can't easily maneuver their vehicles in and out--again, these are Border Patrol agents, who are used to working down along the desert, in these wide-open spaces where they can drive wherever the hell they want, and so if they are in a tightly packed urban neighborhood, where vehicles get blocked and whatnot, it's not hard to imagine things really spiraling outta control.

And so that would, I think, weigh against whatever decision they make. But, I can say at this point, there's an anticipation that that's going to happen next year.

Rosin: How scalable is this operation? How big can this operation get?

Miroff: Well, I've covered the Border Patrol for more than a decade, and I'd say there aren't a lot of other Bovinos within the leadership of the Border Patrol. He's something of an outlier even within his agency.

The Border Patrol says that it has about 2,000 agents right now assisting with this deportation campaign in 25 U.S. cities. But I think that, in most of those locations, it's not the kind of high-profile deployment that Bovino is engaged in. It's more of an auxiliary-support role for ICE, which continues to take the lead.

That said, the White House continues to be disappointed and frustrated with ICE's ability to deliver the numbers that the president wants, and they have started replacing ICE regional-office directors with Border Patrol commanders. And so the Border Patrol is going to expand its role in this campaign. There will be more agents out on U.S. streets.

It's creating tension between ICE and the Border Patrol, and a lot of senior ICE officials are frustrated and demoralized. But, given that border crossings are so low and the White House sees a need for more manpower in these cities, I think we can expect that more agents are going to deploy over the coming months.

Rosin: You're talking about this in terms of ICE v. Border Patrol, but where does it ultimately go for immigration enforcement? I can see a scenario where DHS and ICE start to slowly take on the style of Bovino.

Miroff: I think that, by promoting Bovino in this way, the White House is definitely signaling that this is what the president wants. These are the kinds of tactics that he wants to see. When 60 Minutes asked the president what he thought of the operation in Chicago led by Bovino and whether it was too violent, he said he didn't think that they had "gone far enough."

[Music]

Miroff: It's also crucial to keep in mind that the president's "big, beautiful bill" provided $170 billion for Customs and Border Protection and for ICE, just this extraordinary amount of money. And so that funding is going to allow ICE to more than double the size of its workforce and to expand its detention capacity to more than 100,000 beds--that means that it can basically hold more than 100,000 people in custody at any given time awaiting deportation.

And so they certainly have the resources to work toward the president's stated goal of at least 1 million deportations a year, and I think that they're trying to signal to the ICE and Border Patrol workforce that what they want is more Bovinos.

The question, I think, is gonna be, "Does the pushback to that become so great that there's a bit of a reset or a pause?," if it becomes so politically,untenable for the White House to continue in this way, given what we've seen in the polling about diminishing public support for the president's immigration-enforcement campaign.

Rosin: It seems like this is an immigration crackdown, but it also seems like this is part of Trump asserting himself in just a more militarized way on U.S. soil, particularly in Democratic-led cities. Is that a fair assessment?

Miroff: Yeah, I think that's spot-on. Stephen Miller has talked for years about imposing the power of the federal government on sanctuary cities that have adopted these policies to limit cooperation with ICE, and that Democratic officials in these jurisdictions are akin to insurrectionists. He has long mused about using the Insurrection Act to call in troops and to unlock extraordinary emergency authorities that would allow for the deployment of even more troops and federal forces in places where the government is getting pushback.

And so I think this kind of militarization is targeted both at protesters, at Democratic officials that have resisted this campaign in California and Chicago, and then as part of a desire to just mobilize the entire federal government on behalf of this effort to deport as many people as possible.

[Music]

Rosin: Thank you to Nick Miroff for joining us on the show, and thank you also to Brian Kolp for sharing his story from Chicago.

By the way, his neighborhood did end up holding their Halloween costume parade.

Rosin: What were your kids gonna be, by the way?
 Kolp: They were--ironically, they were both police officers.
 Rosin: Really? (Laughs.) You're kidding. Wow.
 Kolp: Yeah, no, no joke. No, I'm not even kidding.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Kolp: Not even kidding.


Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. Susan Banta 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. Thank you for listening.
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How to Be a Happy Speck in Time

Self-esteem is overrated. The better path to enlightenment is through contemplating one's insignificance.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




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

Early in my academic career, I noticed that one of the most popular classes on campus was Introduction to Astronomy, a general-science course that anyone could take. The students all loved it--especially the non-science majors. I asked one of them, an economics student, why she enjoyed astronomy so much. She didn't say anything about stars, but she did say something powerful about earthly existence. "When I go into class on Thursday mornings, I usually am stressed out about my life," she told me. "But 90 minutes later, I feel relief because I am just a speck on a speck."

She was expressing a profound philosophical truth. We tend to believe that to be happier, we need to become bigger in our own mind, and in the minds of others. But that's wrong. What we really need to achieve both the perspective on life we need and the peace we crave is to get smaller in relation to everything and everyone else. When we experience our own littleness, we stop blocking our ability to see our life in just proportion. We can relax into a humble reality of not being the object of attention and criticism, and we can appreciate a magnificent universe without spoiling it with our self-absorption and petty concerns.

Unless you suffer from a narcissistic personality disorder, you know that, being completely honest with yourself, you are not the center of most things in life. Virtually all of the time, other people are thinking about themselves, not you, and the world would continue with little disruption if you weren't here at all. It is very possible that even your own great-grandchildren will not know your name. And yet, when you aren't making a conscious effort to recognize these truths, you go about your business with the illusion that you are, in fact, the focus of intense outside interest.

Arthur C. Brooks: The key to critical self-awareness

People care what you think and do, you believe--after all, they judge you all day long, both positively and negatively. Or so you think. This self-aggrandizing fantasy is almost certainly a product of evolution: By thinking that they mattered more as individuals than they actually did, your ancestors strove to rise in social hierarchies. This work of constantly comparing themselves with others made it more likely that they would pass on their genes in a competitive mating environment. You inherited their delusions of grandeur.

But this comes at a cost: Thinking about yourself all the time makes you miserable over the long term. Researchers have shown that such self-focus can provoke emotional problems, making social situations or task performance feel frightening and unpleasant. Self-focus is especially deleterious for people who by nature have high social anxiety: Neuroscientists have observed hyperactivation of brain structures associated with anxiety when these people are instructed to think about themselves. An additional downside is that self-focus makes performing skilled tasks less enjoyable. In a study of basketball players published in 2002, sports psychologists instructed one group of players to focus on their own performance during warm-up. These players experienced higher anxiety than others who were not given this instruction.

And the reward? Even success in hierarchy-climbing is costly. Primate researchers studying wild baboons have shown that the highest-ranking males have greater testosterone levels than lower-ranking males, but they also have raised glucocorticoid levels, indicating constant elevated levels of stress. In humans, stress-hormone levels fall among those high in status only when their position is stable. Personally, I know no one who has made their way to the top who feels the slightest bit secure about their position.

All of this might strike you as strange. Mother Nature tells you to do something that makes you miserable. And the more miserable you get, the more you do it. But Mother Nature simply doesn't care whether you're happy. She just wants you to ascend the hierarchy and pass on your genes. Happiness is your problem, not hers.

As I have shown in the past, getting happier very often requires you to resist your natural tendencies, not give in to them. The world is constantly inviting you to try to make yourself appear bigger in others' eyes and in your own; this fact underpins the entire social-media business model. The trick to finding happiness is to get smaller. Here are three ways you can achieve that.

1. Stand in awe.
 I have previously cited the work of the UC Berkeley psychologist Dacher Keltner about the importance for happiness of standing in awe, which he defines as the "feeling of being in the presence of something vast that transcends your understanding of the world." The reason that awe raises happiness is that it makes you smaller--exactly the feeling that the econ student was expressing about her astronomy class. But there are ways to experience awe besides looking at the night sky through a telescope. Keltner recommends spending time in nature, enjoying great music and art, and witnessing acts of moral beauty. Find what leaves you speechless and transfixed, and you will understand.

2. Seek the divine.
 A common theme in most major religions involves the loss of self through communion with the divine. In Sufism, this is called fana', or "the annihilation of the ego." The 13th-century Sufi mystic Rumi wrote about fana' in exquisite metaphors; in this poem, he compared his self to a "clear bead":

There are no edges to my loving now.
 The clear bead at the center
 changes everything.


Modern neuroscience has revealed how this works. With colleagues, Columbia University's Lisa Miller has shown that recalling spiritual experiences lowers activity in the medial thalamus and the caudate, brain regions that control sensory and emotional processing; this allows us to transcend our ordinary concerns and focus on deeper questions than how many people liked your latest social-media post.

Peter Wehner: Awe is essential

3. Quietly serve others.
 Virtually all of the many experiments on charitable behavior show that giving raises well-being--especially when it is anonymous, with no spotlight on your virtuous acts. One 2020 study demonstrated this in a novel way by studying anonymous kidney donors. The 114 donors were, on average, significantly happier than the general population after their donation to a stranger. You don't have to give away an organ to benefit from this effect--just give more of yourself, without expectation of acknowledgment or reward. That way, you are truly transcending yourself.

This evidence for the happiness-enhancing power of self-abnegation might seem like a repudiation of what we have heard for decades about the importance of self-esteem. At one level, this is true insofar as high self-esteem leads to pleasant feelings in the short term. But working this psychological lever is not especially helpful for a good and satisfying life over time, and indeed it can lead to narcissism, by returning us to the delusion of our own importance and the constant need to maintain a mirage that we are at the center of everything. The opposite approach--finding peace and perspective in smallness--is the lasting way to well-being.

So relax into the reality of your cosmic smallness. The plain truth is that you are a speck on a speck. But you're a lovely little speck, and beloved by a few other specks. That's a good life.
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President Piggy

This is what consequence-free misogyny looks like.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




The roughly six months that have made up November this year have--it's fair to say--not been a high point for women, journalism, women in journalism, women with jobs, or anyone following the news.

A quick recap: On Friday, Donald Trump said to a reporter on Air Force One, "Quiet. Quiet, Piggy," when she tried to complete the most basic requirement of her job by asking a question. Earlier this week, when a reporter at the White House asked Mohammed bin Salman, the Saudi crown prince, about the determination by U.S. intelligence that he was complicit in the killing of a Washington Post journalist--a finding that bin Salman has denied--Trump viciously scolded her for her "horrible, insubordinate" question. On the flip side, a reporter, doing herself zero favors in the take-me-seriously department, published an excerpt from her memoir--in which she describes her love for a man she calls the "Politician" (clearly the much older Robert F. Kennedy Jr.), whom she'd ostensibly been profiling--after which one of the reporter's (also much older) exes piled on with claims of his own.

Somehow, it all feels connected: the denigration of professionals doing their job, the fetishization of young women, the older men's blindness to their own abuse of power. I've felt, consuming the news with no little amount of nausea these past few weeks, like we're revisiting the same characters over and over, with no consequences and no forward momentum. A month or so ago--you may remember--the political commentator Helen Andrews published an essay for Compact magazine titled "The Great Feminization," arguing at length that the defenestration of Larry Summers as president of Harvard in 2006, after he suggested that women had less natural aptitude for math and science than men, was the catastrophic and unjust work of a feminized woke mob, proof of how unreasonable and vindictive women can be when you give us any power. But then, here came Summers again, in the Epstein email cache released last week by the House Oversight Committee, quizzing one of the 21st century's most notorious sex criminals for advice on how to get "horizontal" with an economist who was looking for a mentor, and joking about how women are so dumb that we didn't even understand his brilliant joke about how dumb we are.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Four more years of unchecked misogyny

And still, it wasn't over. Because here comes a New York Times podcast briefly titled "Did Women Ruin the Workplace?" (Not yet, but we do have several full ruination weeks left before the holidays.) And here comes Jeffrey Epstein again, sending apparently infinite ungrammatical, innuendo-filled emails to members of the Davos elite, and composing bizarre notes to himself about whether skin conveys thought. Here's the manosphere hate preacher Andrew Tate, a man who has been charged with sex crimes (Tate has denied wrongdoing), and who is my personal least favorite of all the misogynist bobbleheads, having his confiscated personal devices returned to him by U.S. Customs and Border Protection after the intervention of Paul Ingrassia, who--it's hard to keep track!--was previously accused of canceling a colleague's hotel reservation so that she'd be forced to share a room with him. (Ingrassia's attorney disputed the allegations.)

And here's Olivia Nuzzi, being portrayed in The New York Times as a tragic Malibu Ophelia, in a profile in thrall to her excuses for having engaged in a romantic relationship with a married, elderly conspiracy theorist who may finally soon realize his apparent dream of making measles in the U.S. endemic again, and whose legacy will be measured in child death. Here's Cheryl Hines, the conspiracy theorist's wife, sharing a stage at an anti-vaxxer conference with Russell Brand, an alleged rapist. (Brand has denied being a rapist.) Here's Keith Olbermann--it's been a while, in fairness--popping up to claim that, yes, he did pay for Nuzzi's jewelry and "writing studio" while she was barely an adult and Olbermann was a middle-aged TV host, but that he was justified in doing so because, according to him, they were in a four-year relationship and he was making a lot of money at the time.

A common thread weaves through all of these stories, these outbursts, these leaked emails and petulant tantrums and collusions and cursed blogs. Some men, possibly many men, have always believed that women are simply not their equal. Some women have believed or internalized this idea, too: that women can and should be fetishized, sexualized, domesticized, but not respected. In the recent past, as women gained rights and men seemed to gain enlightenment, the public tended to frown on these beliefs, which is why all the jokes about teenagers in Epstein's birthday book were supposed to be private, and why Summers concluded an observation to Epstein about men who "hit on a few women 10 years ago and can't work at a network or think tank" with the all-caps qualifier "DO NOT REPEAT THIS INSIGHT." The impulse to dehumanize women used to be something that people had to hide. (In her recent memoir, Virginia Roberts Giuffre--who died by suicide earlier this year, and who alleged that Epstein had trafficked her to many rich and powerful men--noted that Epstein also used to say that a woman's primary value was being "a life-support system for a vagina.")

Read: The dumb truth at the heart of the Epstein scandal

What's changed is Donald Trump. In the decade since he became the singular influence on American politics, he has completely and thoroughly dispensed with concepts of shame, of decency, of equality. He has proved himself time and again to be entirely self-seeking, totally amoral, cruel by nature, and impossibly fragile. And the rewards he's gained in the process have emboldened others to be just as unabashedly themselves as he is.

It stands to reason, too, that journalists--the people whose job it is to consistently challenge power--have provoked such great ire from this administration. Highlight reels of the president insulting female reporters have gone viral over the past few days. When the White House press secretary responds to a reporter's question with "Your mom," it's a signal that the decay has spread. When men direct particularly humiliating and degrading treatment at women, it is because of the "psychic threat," as the philosopher Kate Manne once put it, that these women who question male authority pose.

It's exhausting. It's enraging. The past decade has been a gloomy lesson in how limited a proportion of men actually see women as equal human beings. The fact that many men believe they no longer even have to pretend to respect women in order to participate in public life makes it unlikely that anything will change anytime soon. The fish rots from the head. The pig is in the Oval Office.
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(Some) MAGA Girls Just Wanna Have Fun

What does it mean to be female and conservative in 2025?

by Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




One night at a party in an East Village speakeasy, a pair of 20-somethings--high on youth and rail liquor--made their way to the bar's single-occupancy bathroom, and proceeded to go at it. I know this because as I waited outside, the exuberant young man inside began to film the encounter. The bright light of his phone had reversed the effects of the bathroom's one-way mirror to reveal a pantsless youth with a deeply unfortunate broccoli haircut, and a young woman in a MAKE AMERICA HOT AGAIN cap. When I mentioned the encounter to the event's organizer, Raquel Debono, she clapped her hands and squealed, "I told you people find love at my parties!"

Debono's path to party planning happened, in her telling, because she was bored. The MAGA gatherings she'd attended were stuffy. So last year, she started throwing parties under the auspices of a new movement--"Make America Hot Again"--to attract fun, sexy conservatives. The kind who might enjoy, say, low taxes and public fornication.

I have come to think of Debono, a 29-year-old lawyer turned influencer, as MAGA chic: a Chanel-wearing representative of the Barstool Sports corner of the womanosphere. She finds the president hilarious and supports his crackdown on illegal immigration, but she also believes that casual sex, abortion, and gay marriage are fine. "Literally do whatever you want; I don't care," she told me in one of our many conversations. I've found Debono fascinating because her attitude is so at odds with those of the more socially conservative women in her political party--women who like to advise their peers to prioritize starting a family over having a career, for example, and who talk about the importance of "submission" in marriage (and who might not, in other words, be so chill about a couple of sloshed singles getting it on in a bar bathroom). Debono and women like her have set off an angry debate about which kinds of women are in fact welcome in the MAGA tent.

For a decade, something particular to Donald Trump--his agenda, his vibe--has united America's libertines and religious traditionalists under the same red cap. But now that coalition is cracking. Young women drove Democratic wins in three states earlier this month; and as Republicans argue over how to win back female voters, MAGA women are engaged in an existential clash about what, exactly, it means to be a conservative woman in 2025.

For Debono, the battle line is drawn between the irreverent, socially libertarian types like herself and the religious conservatives--or, to use Debono's shorthand, the "city Republicans" versus the "tradwives." This particular conflict, which plays out largely on social media, can feel mesmerizingly petty. But to those involved, the stakes are high. If the right wing doesn't lighten up soon, Debono told me, "they're going to push every woman out of the Republican Party."


Raquel Debono, left, mingles at a "Make America Hot Again" event in New York. (Jonah Rosenberg for The Atlantic)



In person, Debono is chatty and unfiltered. Moments after I arrived at her party, in May, she pulled me in close and gestured toward a man nearby: "He's so hot," she whispered. "Doesn't he look just like Patrick Bateman?" Debono's Instagram account is a gallery of photos featuring her sipping cocktails in Miami and strolling through ritzy New York neighborhoods, with captions such as "Fat women are invisible, but so are poor men" and "Make Skinny Great Again."

Like many Trump voters, Debono supports the president for reasons that are less to do with policy and more to do with the freedom to offend: "A lot of it comes down to political correctness," she told me. She often refers to things she dislikes as "retarded," and in a recent video, she announced that "as a general rule of thumb, I really don't like Muslims." The strangest thing about Debono's MAGA activism is that she is Canadian. She couldn't cast a vote for Trump. ("It's crazy, I know," she told me.) Still, Debono has managed to make American politics at least a part-time job. After working for a few years as a lawyer, she quit to consult for private companies and political campaigns, and to focus on her modest social-media following (a little more than 100,000 users on TikTok and Instagram combined).

Every influencer needs a niche, and Debono has found hers: "I'm a Sex and the City conservative," she told me. She sees her role as showing women that there is more than one way to be a Republican. "Breaking news: you can have a job, a martini and still be conservative," she posted earlier this year. "Sry @ trad wives."

Debono draws a line, for example, at attending events for women put on by Turning Point USA. The conservative youth organization, she says, is both "creepy" and "cult-y." Every summer, the group founded by the late Charlie Kirk brings together a few thousand young women to hear about being feminine rather than feminist. The event is an explosion of frilly femininity in which attendees, many dressed in sundresses and hair ribbons, learn about the benefits of homeschooling and menstrual-cycle tracking. Speakers at these events are women who encourage the revival of biblical womanhood, which typically involves modeling a gentle and quiet spirit (1 Peter 3:4) and submitting to one's husband, as to the Lord (Ephesians 5:22-23).

Read: The wellness women are on the march

It is difficult to imagine Debono, whose spirit is neither particularly gentle nor quiet, thriving in such an environment. She admired Kirk's work on college campuses, she told me, and loved watching his debates with students. But Turning Point's messaging to women is predatory and hypocritical, she says: Plenty of Turning Point's female contributors are single or work full-time as influencers and public speakers.

Women in the Turning Point universe have heard these critiques before, and some of them offer a slightly softer interpretation of the group's message: "It's not about either-or," Alex Clark, a 32-year-old Turning Point contributor and podcast host, told me. It's a promise that "women can have it all--but not at the same time." Clark is not married and doesn't have children, though she recently told an interviewer: "If I had the chance to become a wife and mother, but the show had to end tomorrow, I'm choosing wife and mother."

When asked about Debono's push for permissiveness, Clark was firmly opposed: "It's not conservatism if a bunch of people are involved that aren't conservative," she said. Being conservative means something to Clark and her allies, and that something includes being pro-Christianity, pro-life, and pro-traditional marriage. Clark disagrees, for example, with the Trump administration's plan to make IVF accessible to more Americans, because she believes that discarding unused embryos amounts to murder. "If that loses us some voters, then I can sleep at night knowing that I stood for the right thing," she said.

Ultimately, Clark isn't worried that Republicans will lose women forever: As more young men turn to the GOP, so will young women, because it's their "natural instinct to follow strong men and strong leadership," she said. In the meantime, Clark is focused on recruiting women by talking more about health and wellness. Her podcast, Culture Apothecary, features the occasional segment on conservative womanhood--"How to Nag Less & Let Him Lead"--but otherwise focuses mostly on food and Big Pharma: "How to Heal Your IBS in 30 Days (No Meds!)." Other conservative women have started similar projects. Evie Magazine, which was launched in 2019 as counterprogramming to girlboss outlets such as Cosmopolitan, offers a slightly less titillating range of articles, including modest fashion recommendations and sex advice marked with an asterisk: for married women only.

A universe of conservatives exists to the right of women like Clark. Over there in what I'll call the "Ultra-Trad Zone," hard-liners see some Turning Point influencers and contributors as covert feminists. And after young women voted overwhelmingly for Democrats this month, some of these ultra-trads argued that maybe the Nineteenth Amendment had worn out its welcome. There's no way to make women more conservative, Savanna Stone, a 20-year-old married influencer, wrote on X. "You just take away their right to vote or make any political decisions."


Attendees of the 2025 Turning Point USA Young Women's Leadership Summit in Grapevine, Texas. (Sam Hodde / The Washington Post / Getty)




Alex Clark, right, poses for a photo at the Turning Point USA Young Women's Leadership Summit. (Sam Hodde / The Washington Post / Getty)





Perhaps now is a good time to acknowledge that the job of any commentator or influencer is to provoke engagement; those sweet, sweet rage clicks won't harvest themselves! But whether their positions are genuine--or designed, first and foremost, to shock--doesn't especially matter, because female voters see and hear these positions, and take them into account when they're deciding which political party has their interests at heart.

The MAGA influencer Emily Wilson understands this, and she sees the right wing's hectoring about women's roles as a huge political liability: "We're going to lose elections if we don't agree to go to the middle ground," she told me. Conservatives "put all this effort into shit that the public does not agree" with them on. Wilson, a former Democrat who now posts pro-Trump content on Instagram under the handle Emily Saves America, is known for sharing her own provocative--and sometimes genuinely bigoted--videos. ("Black fatigue is real," she declares in one recent clip.) Wilson also believes that "marriage at a young age is not good" and sees herself as working to make the MAGA movement more appealing to women.

Not everyone appreciates Wilson's efforts. This spring, she posted a video mocking "tradwife bullshit." Discouraging women from getting an education or earning their own living, she said, makes them vulnerable to being "trapped by a man." The video got millions of views and lots of angry feedback, including from Sarah Stock, a Catholic commentator and self-described Christian nationalist. "She is spreading a toxic, far-left feminist message about homemaking in general," Stock wrote in a blog post. "If she were some random liberal girl, this wouldn't matter, but Emily has about half a million followers on all of her platforms--all people who look up to her as a face of the conservative MAGA movement."

Read: Conservative women have a new Phyllis Schlafly

Three months later, the feud between Stock and Wilson boiled over in the pettiest way possible: Stock got engaged and announced it by posting, "I won," on X, next to a photo of her sparkling new ring. But Wilson couldn't help herself. "The ring size ?," she commented, before posting on her own page: "It's gonna be hard to be a trad wife when your man can't even afford a ring."

The right wing erupted. A fashion designer dubbed Wilson "a disgusting feminist whore"; a Catholic commentator said Wilson was a "'boss bitch' with a body count higher than the national debt."

Gentle spirits did not, in other words, abound. The whole exchange ended up serving as powerful confirmation for both sides. To Wilson and her supporters, the vitriolic responses were wildly disproportionate to the original ring insult. But to Stock, the back-and-forth simply proved that Wilson isn't conservative. "I have no problem with infighting," Stock told me later. "It exposes a lot of these people as frauds."


"I'm a Sex and the City conservative," Debono said. (Jonah Rosenberg for The Atlantic)



This rift among women is not poised to split the MAGA movement in half. But so many people offering such wildly distinct definitions of womanhood makes it difficult for the party to communicate a clear message to persuadable women voters. The conflict also presents an important reminder about the fragility of coalitions: When Trump is out of the picture, will this uneasy mingling of "conservatism and coarseness" fall apart?

This month's disappointing election results have Debono doubling down on her quest to win women and keep the tent big. She hopes to throw her Make America Hot Again events next year in every swing state, where she can register new Republican voters and give conservatives a reason to party. She dreams of building an organization that looks like Turning Point, she said, only with events that are "chic" and "not, like, cringe." In September, Debono started consulting for Ethan Agarwal, a Silicon Valley entrepreneur and candidate for governor of California, who also happens to be a Democrat.

Debono laughed when I expressed surprise at the choice. "He's a moderate," she said. It's basic politics: "A Republican is not going to win in California." Rather than aligning herself with a losing team, she has simply picked a more winnable fight.
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Democrats Finally Realize It Isn't 2016 Anymore

Members of the left and the center seem to have concluded that, to win elections, each side needs to become more like the other.

by Roge Karma

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




Something strange is happening on the left. Signs of peace are emerging in the long civil war over economic policy between the progressive and moderate wings of the Democratic Party. In the past two months, a prominent group from each of the two factions has produced its own report on how to win back working-class voters--a problem that, notwithstanding Democrats' strong results earlier this month, has grown more acute since Donald Trump was first elected, in 2016. The result, far from a battle of dueling worldviews, is a surprising amount of consensus. Although they might not put it this way--and although fierce debates still rage over cultural differences--members of the far left and the center seem to have concluded that, for Democrats to win elections, each side needs to become more like the other.

The first report, "Democrats' Rust Belt Struggles and the Promise of Independent Politics," was produced by a constellation of progressive organizations and labor groups--some of which were founded to channel the energies of the 2016 Bernie Sanders campaign--along with the socialist magazine Jacobin. And yet the report does not call for classic Sandersian policies such as Medicare for All and universal child care; indeed, it warns against big redistributive government interventions. Its authors point out that such programs are "often met with skepticism by working-class voters, who may distrust government-administered systems they perceive as inefficient, overly bureaucratic, or disproportionately benefiting others." This will sound obvious to some readers, but coming from the Bernie left, it's a major concession.

The report argues that Democrats should focus instead on policies that directly lower costs, rein in excessive wealth, and shape how resources are distributed in the first place--often referred to as "predistribution." To that end, it recommends such progressive but non-radical ideas as capping drug prices, raising taxes on the superrich, upgrading the country's infrastructure, and cracking down on corporate price gouging. "These are the kinds of policies that align most closely with working-class values," Jared Abbott, the director of the Center for Working Class Politics and a lead author of the "Rust Belt Struggles" report, told me. "It's this sense of, We don't just want a handout. We want to be able to provide for our families and have the dignity and respect that comes with that."

"Deciding to Win" ends up in a similar place, starting from the opposite direction. Democratic moderates have long been associated with such technocratic '90s-style ideas as means-tested programs, business tax credits, and deregulation. But the report--which drew input from uber-establishment Democrats including James Carville, David Axelrod, and David Plouffe--concludes that many of these policies are political losers. So, too, are some of the buzzier new centrist-coded policies, such as loosening land-use regulations, paring back environmental-review laws, and subsidizing electric-vehicle purchases.

Meanwhile, the moderate report's list of Democratic proposals worth running on is full of ideas well to the left of even Barack Obama's agenda, including many of the same policies recommended by the "Rust Belt Struggles" report as well as other longtime progressive priorities, such as universal paid family leave. "Don't get me wrong: This isn't exactly a socialist wish list," Simon Bazelon, the lead author of the report, told me. "But I think it may come as a surprise to everyone just how much there is for progressives to like in here."

David A. Graham: Are the Democrats overthinking this?

After the 2016 election, Democrats plunged into a prolonged struggle between a socialism-curious left in favor of Medicare for All, a Green New Deal, and free college, and moderate capitalists who preferred tax credits and means-tested programs. That clash of big, sweeping ideologies is nowhere to be found in these reports.

How did two camps with such different worldviews arrive at such similar recommendations this time around? The answer may be that both groups were committed to figuring out what policies are actually popular among voters. This is surprisingly rare in politics. During the 2020 Democratic primary, leftists and centrists tended to assert that their ideal policy agendas also happened to be beloved by the public; both groups cited their own carefully selected polls as evidence. This gave the impression that almost every Democratic policy was, somehow, widely popular with voters.

In recent years, however, an emerging body of evidence has found that single-issue polls--in which a pollster asks, for example, "Do you support Medicare for All?"--tend to greatly overestimate real-world voter support. (This is in part because so many of them are commissioned by advocacy groups for the purpose of pushing a particular agenda.) Policies that garner supermajority support in polls, such as universal background checks and school-choice laws, regularly fail to gain even a simple majority when they appear on the ballot.

To avoid those traps, the authors of both reports used more rigorous methods in an effort to figure out which policies actually resonated with voters. "Deciding to Win" gave respondents the kind of context they would likely get if the idea were proposed in the real world, such as which party tends to favor it, the arguments for and against, and how much it would cost. "Rust Belt Struggles" required voters to rank different policies against one another to determine their relative popularity. By doing that, the groups ended up with a more credible picture of how voters might respond to Democratic policies in the context of an election.

The reports converged not only on policy specifics but on how Democrats should talk about economic issues. On this point, the party has long been divided between economic populists such as Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, who tend to rail against corporations, billionaires, and the system more broadly, and economic pragmatists including Obama and Joe Biden, who prefer the more positive-sum language of equality, fairness, and opportunity. But the report from the party's moderate wing ends up endorsing the populist approach--which in 2025 means a focus on affordability for ordinary citizens, and strong criticism of powerful individuals and corporations that benefit from the status quo.

"In our view, the case for a more anti-establishment posture is strong," the "Deciding to Win" authors write, citing reams of evidence showing that majorities of voters are dissatisfied with the state of the country, distrusting of institutions, and convinced that the economic system is rigged in favor of the wealthy. In that kind of political environment, Democratic messaging centered on concepts such as the American dream and Kamala Harris's "opportunity economy" has become out of touch. "Deciding to Win" suggests that even those who propose a more moderate economic agenda should embrace populist rhetoric to tap into these prevailing attitudes. "Being moderate does not mean running on a defense of the political establishment, elites, corporate interests, or the status quo," the report argues. "It also does not mean having a mild-mannered temperament or taking the centrist position on every issue."

The convergence on both policy and rhetoric is already beginning to occur in the real world. The latest policy agenda released by the congressional Progressive Caucus calls for raising the federal minimum wage and extending federal drug-price negotiation, but doesn't mention Medicare for All or universal child care. Moderates, meanwhile, have begun to sound a lot more like their progressive counterparts. In her successful campaign for governor, New Jersey's Mikie Sherrill, a centrist, adopted distinctly populist themes, including a utility-rate freeze. She touted an "affordability agenda" that promised to lower prices by going after "health care middlemen who make your prescriptions unaffordable, the monopolies that hike up mortgage and rental prices, and the grid operators who continue to raise energy costs without accountability."

If the Democratic Party appears to be marching toward something of a big-tent consensus on economics, disagreement remains over how to approach social and cultural issues.

According to the moderates, the root cause of working-class disaffection with the Democratic Party is the fact that the party swung too far to the left on issues such as crime and immigration. "Deciding to Win" notes that, as Democrats have taken more progressive positions on a range of social and cultural issues over the past decade, the number of voters who say the party is "too liberal" has spiked, voter trust in Democrats on these issues has plummeted, and voters who self-identify as ideological "moderates" and "conservatives" have abandoned it. "When you put all of this together, it tells a really clear story," Bazelon told me. "The Democratic Party has moved significantly to the left on a number of issues that are important to voters, and lots of voters have moved away from our party in response." The only way to win back these voters, the report concludes, is for Democrats to adopt more conservative cultural and social stances that may infuriate their base but align with the views of working-class voters in a general election.

Jonathan Chait: Democrats still have no idea what went wrong

This approach, the moderates argue, has worked in the past. In 1992, Bill Clinton ran as a tough-on-crime Democrat and went out of his way to distance himself from left-wing racial-justice advocates. While running for president in 2008, Obama refused to support gay marriage, and throughout his presidency clashed with immigration advocates who considered his positions to be overly restrictionist. "It's extremely difficult to find examples of Democratic candidates who win in swing districts without taking more conservative positions on some issues--particularly immigration and crime," Bazelon told me. "Over and over again, the candidates we see winning tough races do so by breaking with the national party."

Many on the left have a different view. "Even on issues like immigration, populists don't need to ape Trump to win Rust Belt voters," the "Rust Belt Struggles" report declares. Although it acknowledges that some voters may think the party is too far left, it argues that "the cultural critique of the party is ancillary to many voters' core criticism: that the party is beholden to elites, doesn't deliver, doesn't listen, and doesn't fight." So long as Democrats adopt a relentless eat-the-rich message, recruit working-class candidates who embody genuine anger at the status quo, and offer policies that speak to voters' real material concerns, this theory holds, they can win over those voters without needing to substantively change their positions on social issues.

The progressives have their own examples. They point out that Bernie Sanders is the most popular politician in the Democratic Party. A less obvious but perhaps even more important case study is Dan Osborn, a 2024 independent U.S. Senate candidate who nearly upset a Republican incumbent in Nebraska, a state that Trump won by 20 points, by running on an aggressive economically populist message. "What we think is vital about them is that they exude a kind of populist anger," Abbott, the "Rust Belt Struggles" report's lead author, told me. "They aren't just saying the words. This is deep in their bones. They're pissed off; they're fed up. People relate to that. It's more important than even the policies."

Here, the weight of the evidence supports the moderates. Osborn himself ran as not just an economic populist but an immigration hawk. His 2024 campaign ads, for instance, featured lines such as "Social Security to illegals? Who would be for that?" and "If Trump needs help building the wall, well, I'm pretty handy." Sanders, too, has routinely taken immigration stances that make many on the party's left uncomfortable, including calling open borders a "Koch Brothers proposal" during his 2016 campaign and more recently praising Trump's approach to the border.

Marc Novicoff: Democrats don't seem willing to follow their own advice

Still, the fact that this is the central debate among Democrats is revealing. The first time Democrats lost to Trump, in 2016, the party plunged into a grueling battle over economic ideology that pitted democratic socialism against reforming capitalism. Democrats still have their share of disagreements. But, for the time being, they might actually have managed to find an economic message they can agree on.
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How to Fix the Mess of College Sports

Athletic departments are spending too much money on the wrong things.

by Sally Jenkins

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




Here's an idea for overhauling the mess that is money in college sports: For every dollar that a university athletic department spends on coaching salaries fatter than a duke's inheritance, or locker rooms as luxurious as Hadrian's villa, a dollar should go toward academic funding--to faculty salaries, library maintenance, and other necessities that benefit all students, athletes included.

Such an arrangement might help reform a truly broken system, which demands compulsive, destructive overspending--on coaching, facilities, and more--in a cycle of one-upsmanship. The problem is most acute in football, which is the largest moneymaker in college sports but also the most egregious cost driver. Total revenue shared by the 136 major schools that compete in the top-tier Football Bowl Subdivision amounted to about $11.7 billion in 2024. The money comes from media rights--such as the College Football Playoff's $1.3 billion yearly deal with ESPN--along with ticket sales, corporate sponsors, donor gifts, and, in some cases, student fees and state funds. These schools tend to spend most of (and, in some cases, more than) what they take in--on waterfalls and golf simulators, on $700 showerheads, on wood-paneled locker rooms with custom pool tables, and, most disproportionately, on a handful of coaches.

Efforts to curb all this spending are rarely directed at the spenders themselves. Instead, athletes are routinely cast as culprits for demanding to be paid and thus in need of strict oversight to keep them pure, an attitude that President Donald Trump expressed last week in an interview with ESPN's Pat McAfee. "It is a very serious problem because even football, where they give quarterbacks $12 million, $13 to $14 million," Trump said, "all of a sudden you're going to be out of control." But the behavior that needs correcting in this era of billion-dollar-a-year TV contracts and other accelerant revenues is that of shopaholic college administrators, whose expenditures have become so untethered from any scholastic purpose. Regulate them.



Nine head football coaches at major universities began this season with an annual salary of more than $10 million, and 46 others are scheduled to make at least $4 million. Coaches' pay is the second-biggest athletic expense at Football Bowl Subdivision schools, behind only facility costs. Many of these coaches will collect millions even if they fail. In 2021, for example, Louisiana State University granted Brian Kelly a 10-year, guaranteed contract worth $95 million--only to dismiss him after the team started 5-3 this season. His firing triggered an almost $54 million buyout clause, and a lawsuit over what he is owed. Since the College Football Playoff system was launched in 2015, public universities are on pace to pay more than $1 billion in severance to coaches, according to a report from the Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics, a think tank that studies educational reforms in sports. To repeat: Public universities are paying more than $1 billion in just 10 years to a handful of fired gym teachers. "The severance payments," the Knight Commission's CEO, Amy Privette Perko, told me, "have really put an exclamation point on the problem."

Read: The shame of college sports

In a normal business, this would be irrational behavior. But the administrators who make these deals are simply responding to extreme forces in an abnormal market. College athletic departments are caught in an asymmetrical situation: They are part of institutions that are legally defined as educational nonprofits, yet they operate in a kill-and-eat environment awash in torrents of profit. They must spend to win and spend to force their competitors to fail. It's a "zero-sum game," Kevin Blue, a former UC Davis athletic director, told me. From a "behavioral economics perspective," Blue has written, college sports' financial decision makers are "acting rationally."

But unlike conventional businesses, athletic departments have no owners or boards or shareholders to enforce spending controls. Instead, they're shadow-ruled by constituencies of powerful alumni donors with idiosyncratic desires. "People are spending essentially nobody's money to service their own objective of being competitively successful," Blue said. When an additional $10 million comes in--whether from a big donation or higher-than-usual ticket sales--the incentive is to do more competitive spending, not less. These systemic distortions are why coaching salaries have spun out of control.

This market is badly in need of regulation by Congress, the only body with the authority and reach to enact reforms that could create a fairer, more reasonable system. The main governing body of college sports, the NCAA, has been hobbled by antitrust litigation and the self-interest of its voting-member schools. State laws have been a patchwork. Without Congress's intervention, athletic departments at schools that don't win or have fewer resources will face trade-offs. Runaway expenditures could mean cuts--particularly to some Olympic sports and women's sports that don't bring in enough revenue to cover their expenses. "Fewer scholarships, fewer teams," Perko said. It can also mean higher student fees, and for public schools, taxpayer liability. For example: Virginia Tech's athletic spending rose by 41 percent from 2019 to 2024, and the school recently increased its mandatory student fees to help cover the department.

Only a handful of major football powers are equipped to compete sustainably in this landscape. The University of Texas at Austin is one of them. With almost $332 million in athletic revenues in 2024, it is a self-perpetuating department that doesn't rely on state funds or student fees. Of its nearly $66 million football budget, almost $23 million goes to coach Steve Sarkisian and his staff, who are in the middle of a disappointing season. If Sarkisian were fired, he would be due more than $60 million on his guaranteed, seven-year, almost $81 million contract extension. But the burden would be easily shouldered by the school's oil-rich, football-fevered boosters, who in 2024 provided $137 million in gifts to the athletic department.

Texas's fiscal behavior squeezes its competitors, especially the smaller ones. The Football Bowl Subdivision is a jigsaw puzzle of different-size schools with varying incomes and priorities. Appalachian State University's football budget is just $16.2 million--and it grew by 66 percent over five years, while its overall athletics debt rose by 20 percent over the same time. At Middle Tennessee State University, where athletics debt has grown by 102 percent in five years, thanks in part to a more than $100 million upgrade to its facilities, the department has cut back on football uniforms. Texas administrators are not being intentionally villainous. They're simply playing to win, within the market structure.



The great fear of NCAA-member schools is that they are now encountering another artificially inflated market, this one for players. From 2021 to 2025, court decisions and legal settlements have rightly granted long-denied economic rights to athletes, including control of their own names, images, and likenesses (NIL). Ambitious donors have turned NIL into another distorted market by forming "collectives," large collaborative funds that sign athletes for real or purported commercial endorsements, in deals known as "pay-for-play." These collectives essentially establish payrolls, further widening the competitive gap. One coach estimated that some college rosters are being paid as much as $40 million a year.

In a panicked response, NCAA lobbyists are pressing Congress and the White House for antitrust protection to restrict athlete compensation. In an obliging July executive order called "Saving College Sports," Trump identified the "waves of recent litigation" that "eliminated limits on athlete compensation" as a "mortal threat" to American games and commanded various agencies and departments to study federal interventions. An alphabet soup of congressional proposals, such as the SAFE Act and SCORE Act, would also regulate athlete pay and behaviors, though to differing degrees.

But none of these measures properly aim at the colleges and universities themselves, or what drives them. Yes, the LSU quarterback Garrett Nussmeier will reportedly make $4 million on NIL deals this season. But he didn't create the market. Nussmeier is not the "mortal threat" to college athletics. The mortal threat is a system that compels an otherwise-sage school president to authorize paying a coach $130 million over 10 years.

Read: The most difficult position in sports

Until the NCAA's structural fault is recognized, no reform can work. Campus officers actually crave federal help in curbing their reflexive spending. A poll conducted last summer by Elon University and the Knight Commission of 376 school officials found that 79 percent of them fear they'll have to rely on institutional money and student fees in the future to fund sports. Nearly seven in 10 respondents said that they favor national legislation that would limit how much they can spend on their athletic budgets.

Several feasible proposals for spending limits are floating around, which Congress could incorporate into a bipartisan bill. One, from the Knight Commission, would require institutions to devote at least half of shared athletic revenues either directly to the education and health benefits of its athletes, or to university academics. Some schools already follow this guidance, but not many. A similarly strong proposal comes from the Drake Group, another academic think tank. It recommends a mandate that whatever a school's "aggregated annual coaches and staff compensation and benefits," the same amount must be devoted to financial benefits for student athletes. This is an ingenious cap: LSU probably wouldn't pay another football coach a ludicrous $95 million under those conditions.

The most dominant football programs, and their influential donors, are likely to oppose such broad measures for fear of surrendering their competitive advantage. But Congress has the leverage to make it happen. These institutions badly want a reform of their own: legislative antitrust protection to cap the talent market and stop endless litigation with players. This should be conditional on also capping broader athletic spending. As Blue has written, "If we are asking Congress to treat symptoms of the athlete compensation problem, we should also ask for help dealing with its root cause." Lawmakers have a golden opportunity to force these schools to act like what they are supposed to be--schools.
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A Self-Defeating Reversal on Ukraine

The Trump administration had actually begun to make progress. Now it's all in doubt.

by Thomas Wright

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




The Trump administration's new plan for Ukraine is apparently to reverse all the progress it has made there in recent months. And not just that--to create a much bigger strategic problem that will bedevil the administration for the next three years. The strangest part of all of this is that the plan emerged at a moment when Donald Trump's Ukraine policy had finally found its footing after a very turbulent start.

Over the past 24 hours, multiple media outlets, citing several administration officials with direct knowledge, have published details of a new U.S. peace proposal that is tantamount to a Ukrainian surrender. As drafted, the plan would require Ukraine to give up territory and fortifications in the parts of the Donbas that it still controls, cut the size of its armed forces by half, abandon weaponry that Russia deems to be offensive (including long-range missiles), accept an end to U.S. military assistance, and agree to a ban on foreign troops on Ukrainian soil. The Trump administration is dangling a U.S. security guarantee for Ukraine in the event of future Russian aggression, but what that would entail is unclear and would almost certainly fall far short of a NATO-style mutual-defense commitment. The plan actually guts the one security guarantee that would make a real difference, namely a strong and capable Ukraine.

Russia has demanded these concessions for years, but the Trump administration, to its credit, has rejected them before now. Earlier this year, President Trump floated a proposal that was tilted toward Moscow--freezing of the front lines, no NATO membership for Ukraine, U.S. recognition of Russian sovereignty over Crimea, and a lifting of all sanctions on Russia--but stopped short of demanding that Ukraine give up additional territory or accept a unilateral demilitarization. Those negotiations reached an impasse, and so Trump had a choice. He could continue to support Ukraine, mainly through arms sales and by increasing pressure on Russia. Or he could take Russia's side and try to impose a Vladimir Putin-backed deal on the Ukrainians.

Read: Why Trump's Ukraine peace efforts keep failing

The president eventually chose the first option. This meant accepting that the war would continue, despite his strong desire to end it; but it also allowed him to begin to create the conditions for a negotiated settlement later in his term.

The news over the past 24 hours has cast all of that into doubt. Some speculate that the latest diplomatic effort is the work of Trump's special envoy for peace missions, Steve Witkoff. Witkoff appeared to confirm these suspicions on social media, when he replied to a post with what seems to have been intended as a direct message, saying that Axios must have gotten the original story from "K," possibly a reference to the Russian negotiator Kirill Dmitriev. On Tuesday night, Secretary of State Marco Rubio seemed to distance himself from the plan with a post on social media that said the United States was developing a list of ideas with input from both sides.

The leaked initiative comes at a moment when Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has been weakened by a recent corruption scandal, and when General Keith Kellogg, special envoy for Ukraine and one of the administration officials most sympathetic to Kyiv, has let it be known that he will be stepping down from his role in January. Maybe Witkoff saw an opportunity in these circumstances. But Zelensky cannot accept such a punitive deal, no matter how weak he is politically. And even if he did accept it, the Trump administration would be making a world of trouble for itself.

Trump may recall that President Joe Biden's poll numbers never recovered from the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. He can expect something similar with Ukraine. If his administration ends all arms sales and intelligence cooperation with Kyiv, it will be held responsible for the slow and painful Ukrainian defeat that will surely follow. Moscow will probably then press its advantage by stamping out every ember of sovereignty inside Ukraine, on the excuse that this is all a part of implementing the peace plan's provisions. Russia may also act against European states that continue to help Ukraine. China and North Korea will be emboldened by their ally's victory. And the Trump administration will find that its problem has metastasized.

All of this is completely unnecessary. After much back-and-forth, before today, Trump had landed on a Ukraine policy that was consistent with his views, workable, and sustainable. The United States was no longer spending money on Ukraine. Ukraine and the Europeans were close to putting together a $90 billion arms purchase, much of which would be produced in the United States and be a boon to the American defense industry. A strong Ukraine that could defend itself would not have to rely on the United States for a security guarantee. The United States could continue arm sales while insisting on a peace settlement that allows for an independent and sovereign Ukraine--and Trump might have had a deal to end the war later in 2026 or in 2027.

Instead, Witkoff may have convinced himself that he could reproduce the deal that ended the war in Gaza. The circumstances there were fundamentally different. Israel had defeated Hamas and Iran on the battlefield. Hamas effectively acknowledged that. The United States helped to codify that reality into a deal. But Russia has not defeated Ukraine. It is also not an ally of the United States. This latest plan trades a policy that was making slow but real progress for one that threatens to become a strategic defeat. Assuming the plan is Witkoff's, the question now is whether it was a solo effort, leaked by the Russians to damage Ukraine--or if he has the support from the president and the rest of the administration to get his way.
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Every State Is a Border Patrol State

Far from the southern border, agents are leading raids on U.S. cities.

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




The Border Patrol commander Gregory Bovino posted a video over the weekend showing a pep talk he'd given in Chicago to agents operating far from their usual stations along the Mexico border. Set to a rock anthem by the band Chicago, it was the kind of swaggering, trollish clip that has made him the star of the Trump administration's mass-deportation campaign.

"This is our fucking country," Bovino told the agents, gathered around him in a parking lot. "Nobody tells us where to go, when to go, how to go in our fucking country." That same weekend, they hit the streets of Charlotte, North Carolina, raiding Home Depot parking lots and notching 130 arrests. Bovino called the operation "Charlotte's Web," quoting the classic children's book to say his agents "take to the breeze, we go as we please."

When President Donald Trump ran for office in 2024, his campaign wanted voters to tie the problems in their communities and personal lives to the chaos at the U.S.-Mexico border. Trump's surrogates adopted a talking point long used by Homeland Security officials when they wanted more attention and funding from Congress. "Every state is a border state," they'd say, meaning that problems generated at the border--illegal migration and drug trafficking--don't stay there.

It should come as little surprise, then, that Trump and Stephen Miller, who oversees the administration's mass-deportation campaign, have turned the U.S. Border Patrol inward, deploying its green-uniformed agents to cities and states around the country. During the Biden administration, when the number of illegal crossings soared to an all-time high--roughly 2 million a year--the Border Patrol was so overwhelmed that it turned to other federal agencies, including Immigration and Customs Enforcement, for help. Today those roles are reversed. Trump's militarized border crackdown and ban on asylum seekers have reduced illegal crossings to the lowest levels since the 1960s, leaving Border Patrol agents with more time on their hands. ICE, which is responsible for enforcing immigration laws in U.S. cities and communities, is the agency that is now overwhelmed--by pressure from the White House.

Miller and Kristi Noem, the Department of Homeland Security secretary, told ICE officers in May that they wanted 3,000 immigration arrests a day, a nearly tenfold increase from the daily average last year. Trump had promised "millions" of deportations in his inauguration speech, and Miller and Noem threatened to sack ICE officials who failed to deliver. Arrests increased for a time, but the numbers declined to about 1,000 a day during the summer months. Displeased, Miller and Noem have started replacing the leaders of ICE regional offices with Border Patrol commanders.

Read: As money rushed in, ICE's rapid expansion stalled out

Tom Homan, the former ICE acting director whom Trump designated as "border czar," is no longer the face of the crackdown. That role now belongs to Bovino, the Border Patrol commander who has been taking what he calls his "Green Machine" on a traveling road show: first to Los Angeles, then Chicago, and now North Carolina, his home state. Trump has turned Bovino's agents into a personal army as well as a political tool, picking which cities he wants them to strike based on shifting factors, including whether mayors are nice to him. (San Francisco's leaders talked Trump out of a deployment last month.) Two ICE officials I spoke with expect the White House to send Bovino to New York City early next year after Mayor-Elect Zohran Mamdani is sworn in.

No president has ever used the Border Patrol this way. But the agency is modeling the kind of aggressive tactics Trump wants, raising the likelihood that the next phase of his crackdown will be more confrontational and violent. A federal judge this month found that Bovino and his agents used excessive force against protesters and the public in Chicago, while lying about the threats they faced. The judge put restrictions on their ability to use tear gas and force. The Trump administration appealed, and won a stay on Wednesday, but Bovino had already left town.

When asked by 60 Minutes if agents in Chicago had gone too far, Trump responded: "I think they haven't gone far enough."

Trump has often mused about sending active-duty troops to U.S. cities, but that risks running afoul of the Posse Comitatus Act, the 1878 law limiting the U.S. military's role in domestic law enforcement. The president's attempts to deploy National Guard troops have met legal resistance, too, and recent mobilizations in Chicago and Portland, Oregon, were blocked by federal courts that found the administration's justifications thin.

Most of those troops have been withdrawn, but the Border Patrol is still ramping up. With their body armor, camouflage, and heavy weapons, agents look more like U.S. Marines than federal police officers. And they have broad latitude to enforce U.S. immigration laws.

Bovino, who travels with his own film crew, has been churning out the social-media clips and Fox News footage the White House craves. His agents are not the only Border Patrol forces the administration has deployed. Michael Banks, the top Border Patrol official, said during an interview with NewsNation Saturday that 2,000 agents, about 10 percent of the agency's workforce, have deployed to 25 cities.

ICE and the Border Patrol are both part of DHS. The spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin wrote to me in a statement that the department "is one team, and we have one fight, to secure the homeland." But the traditional division of labor between the two agencies has resulted in sharply different internal cultures. Because ICE has to operate in U.S. cities and communities, many of them run by Democrats, its officers have learned to conduct themselves with a relative degree of restraint and caution in order to accomplish their mission.

In the face of pressure from Democrats and activists' calls for ICE's elimination, the agency has worked to justify and defend its role in immigration enforcement. ICE officials have long insisted that they do not conduct indiscriminate sweeps or roundups. Their officers are trained to make "targeted" arrests that require them to formulate plans in advance, and to figure out how to take suspects into custody with minimal disturbance or risk. Determining the immigration status of the people they target is often complex and legally nuanced, and they go to great lengths to avoid the arrest of U.S. citizens, usually treating it as a screwup.

These methods help reduce community blowback and potential liability. But they aren't conducive to racking up the deportation numbers the White House wants. Border Patrol agents, in contrast, often work in remote mountain and desert areas where anyone who shows up is a possible suspect. They face almost no downside to stopping someone to check their immigration status. Agents are trained to act first and ask questions later, because the biggest mistake they can make is allowing a dangerous person or a drug smuggler to get past them.

Scott Shuchart, an attorney and a former ICE official who worked at the agency's Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties from 2010 to 2018, told me that ICE officers operate "more like a police force that does things with plans and considers collateral damage," whereas the Border Patrol thinks of itself as a "defensive military agency" for which "nothing out there really matters except officer protection and the mission."

"When there's nothing else you could hit except, like, armadillos, of course you do less operational planning, and care less about collateral damage, than when you're 15 feet away from a kindergarten," he told me. "That is rationality and basic human decency, and not wanting to get sued and lose your house for running over a kid."

During the Biden administration, DHS officials tried to remake ICE's public image and defuse some of the anger generated by family separations in Trump's first term. ICE officers were told to once more prioritize quality over quantity, and to target violent offenders, public-safety threats, and recent border-crossers, rather than focusing on sheer arrest numbers. Biden officials gave ICE's Homeland Security Investigations division a lead role fighting the fentanyl crisis and Mexican traffickers. The "Abolish ICE" calls faded.

Trump has jettisoned that framework, along with directives urging ICE officers to avoid what the agency considers "sensitive locations" such as schools, hospitals, and churches. When reporters asked how the agency could possibly remove 1 million people a year--it had never deported half that many--Homan insisted that it would continue to conduct targeted enforcement and prioritize criminals. Nearly a year later, Trump officials still claim they're going after "the worst of the worst," long after that has become manifestly untrue.

The latest ICE statistics show that about one-quarter of those held in custody and facing deportation have criminal convictions. Only 16 of the 614 people detained in Chicago whose names were released in litigation over DHS's "Operation Midway Blitz" were labeled public-safety threats by ICE, with convictions or pending charges such as driving under the influence and assault, court documents show.

"They just want numbers," one administration official, who wasn't authorized to speak with reporters, told me. A longtime ICE official told me Bovino is "out of control," and warned that his expanding role will lead to the detention of more U.S. citizens and "more hate and more violence."

Read: The hype man of Trump's mass deportations

"If I walk up to somebody that's minding their own business and just putting groceries in their car because we're at a Latino supermarket," the official said, "I'd be pissed too."

"That's going to fan the flames," the official told me. "The more we get away from targeted enforcement operations with reasonable suspicion, the more you're going to see what's happening right now, with attacks on ICE. You're going to lose the support of the American people."

A common view among some of the most gung-ho Trump officials I've spoken with is that ICE was too passive and slow to act at the beginning of the administration. One senior DHS official told me that ICE's Enforcement and Removal Operations division--responsible for immigration detention and deportations--has been "digging out" from years of underperformance. The officials described meetings where ICE's Homeland Security Investigations agents would show up with suits, tablets, and PowerPoint reports, while shabbily dressed deportation officials would be "slouched around the table."

"When you'd squeeze them for results, accuracy, and analysis, they would throw their hands up and say 'Nobody likes us,' or 'We don't have the systems to do that,' or 'That's never been done before,'" said the official, speaking on condition of anonymity to describe internal tensions. "In the early days of this administration, that was exactly the frustration."

The pressure to meet quotas has left many ICE officers burned out and on edge, according to veteran officials I've spoken with over the past several months. Some have visibly lost control, such as the ICE officer who was filmed tackling a distraught mother outside a New York City courtroom in September, or the officer who angrily handcuffed Chicago Alderperson Jessie Fuentes at a hospital last month when she asked ICE to show a warrant.

Read: The conquest of Chicago

At the meeting in May, Miller berated ICE officials who spoke up in defense of targeted enforcement, and ordered them to boost arrests by raiding Home Depot parking lots and other public places where they were likely to find immigrants they can deport. That was exactly what Bovino and his agents did when they arrived in Los Angeles soon after.

Bovino reports directly to Noem and Corey Lewandowski, the Trump-world insider who does not have a formal role at DHS but operates as the department's de facto chief of staff. Bovino is the only Border Patrol commander whose social-media profile photo shows him holding a weapon. He represents a subculture within the agency that has tried to boost recruitment by making the job look more like military service, when in reality agents often spend long shifts sitting alone in their vehicles watching the border. His traveling strike force features Border Patrol tactical teams trained to jump out of helicopters, engage in combat against heavily armed traffickers, and put down riots and angry crowds.

In late September, Bovino's teams flew a Blackhawk helicopter over Chicago's South Shore neighborhood in the middle of the night so agents could rappel onto a roof and raid an apartment building they said had been taken over by Venezuelan gang members. Agents kicked down doors, set off stun grenades, arrested 37 people, and zip-tied others, including U.S. citizens. Six weeks later, DHS has not presented evidence of weapons or narcotics seized in the raid, and federal prosecutors have not filed charges against any of the people Bovino's teams arrested, according to ProPublica.

A proposal to fold ICE into U.S. Customs and Border Protection, which includes the Border Patrol, has long been favored by immigration hard-liners aligned with Miller. The Heritage Foundation's Project 2025 policy handbook urged the breakup of DHS and the creation of a stand-alone Cabinet-level department focused solely on border security and immigration enforcement.

Founded in 1924, the Border Patrol is known within DHS for its insular, paramilitary culture and success at capturing congressional funding. Within 100 miles of the U.S. border, its agents have the authority to operate roadside checkpoints and question the immigration status of passing motorists. Outside those areas, agents are allowed to question someone if they can articulate factors that add up to a reasonable suspicion that the person lacks legal status. This is a lower threshold than probable cause.

Read: Why they mask

Soon after they arrived in Los Angeles, Bovino's teams were sued for racially profiling Hispanic residents. A district court ordered Bovino to stop, but the Trump administration appealed to the Supreme Court, which sided with the government. Justice Brett Kavanaugh's concurrence affirmed the ability of U.S. agents to use factors including ethnic appearance and speaking Spanish to develop a reasonable suspicion of illegal presence. The Trump administration viewed the ruling as a major victory, and a green light for Bovino to double down.

DHS insists that Bovino and the Border Patrol also conduct targeted enforcement. But when he and his agents arrived in Chicago this summer, they leaned even more into selecting locations considered "target-rich environments," such as car washes and retail parking lots, where they can run searches on license plates and question pedestrians.

"Border Patrol's operations are targeted. We do our research beforehand," McLaughlin, the DHS spokesperson, wrote to me, listing serious crimes committed by suspects recently taken into custody by the administration. "Is it your contention we stop targeting these rapists, pedophiles, drug dealers, and career criminals?"

Kerry Doyle, an immigration attorney who led ICE's legal department during the Biden administration, said Kavanaugh's opinion affirmed the government's broad authority to conduct checks, but she cautioned against viewing Bovino's tactics as a significant departure from standard practice.

"I think that even before this, they probably relied quite heavily on people's appearances and race and other similar characteristics," Doyle told me. Immigration court is not like criminal court, where evidence gathered improperly can be suppressed, she noted. Being subjected to an immigration arrest by dubious methods does not bestow legal status on someone facing deportation. "The truth is that even if someone is stopped by ICE or CBP for what looks like an unconstitutional reason, there's very little consequence for having done so," Doyle told me.

Administration officials have described the Border Patrol mobilization as a temporary fix for an ICE staffing shortage. They say ICE remains on track to hire and deploy 10,000 new deportation officers by early next year, a surge that will more than double the size of its workforce. Their training schedule has been fast-tracked, but the process has been plagued by high dropout rates among recruits who have struggled to pass fitness tests and meet other standards.

Peter Mina, a former ICE attorney and deputy director of the agency's Civil Rights and Civil Liberties Office, told me that "mission creep" between ICE and CBP is occurring at a time when new officers "aren't going to get the training they need to do their jobs properly, with a clear delineation of what their missions are."

"It's just: Let's get bodies out there," Mina said.

DHS says it has received more than 200,000 applications for the ICE jobs, which offer a $50,000 signing bonus and other perks. Most of the new hires will be experienced law-enforcement officers from other federal agencies or state and local police departments, according to the department.

Read: Who wants to work for ICE? They do. 

Shuchart told me that would be a good thing, because ICE would benefit from having more veteran police officers who know how to navigate urban environments. "If they're actually getting experienced cops who know what they're doing, they might be better trained for this part of the mission," Shuchart said. "It's not obvious to me that getting a 15-year veteran of the Cincinnati Police Department would be a minus here."

DHS has not said whether it'll send Bovino and his agents back to their border jobs once the new ICE officers are ready.



*Illustration sources: Scott Olson / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Kamil Krzaczynski / AFP / Getty; Ryan Murphy / Getty; Jamie Kelter Davis / Getty




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/border-patrol-ice-immigration-charlotte/684986/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Trump Steamroller Is Broken

Infighting. Bad polls. Party divisions. Midterm fears. It's all back.

by Jonathan Lemire

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




President Donald Trump's administration has been embroiled in scandal and sloppiness. His own party has defied his political pressure. His senior staff has been beset by infighting. He has sparred with reporters and offered over-the-top praise to an authoritarian with a dire human-rights record. A signature hard-line immigration policy has polled poorly. And Republicans have begun to brace themselves for a disastrous midterm election.

That was 2017. But it's also 2025.

Ten months into the president's second term, Trump 2.0 is for the first time starting to resemble the chaotic original. And that new sense of political weakness in the president has not just emboldened Democrats who have been despondent for much of the past year. It's also begun to give Republicans a permission structure for pushing back against Trump and jockeying for power with an eye to the elections ahead.

This was not the plan. Trump and his inner circle used their four years out of office to create a policy blueprint--drawn substantially from Project 2025--and form a disciplined team of true believers who used their experience with the levers of power to dominate their political opposition. The beginning of Trump's second term was marked by an unprecedented display of executive authority, as the president dominated a subservient Congress and defied the courts, brought to heel some of the nation's most formidable institutions and wealthiest people, fulfilled long-held conservative wishes to dramatically shrink the size and influence of the federal government, reoriented the nation's relationship with the rest of the world, and rammed through legislation that benefited the rich over the working class and the poor. Trump has been a steamroller.

But that has begun to change. Voters punished Trump's party in this month's elections, seeming to condemn his presidential overreach and the abandonment of his central campaign promise to rehabilitate the nation's economy. A rare Republican rebellion on Capitol Hill rattled the West Wing and embarrassed the president. And although the White House likes to project a political image of never surrendering, a pair of retreats in the past few days has punctured Trump's aura of invincibility.

Few things have frustrated Trump like his inability to make Jeffrey Epstein go away. The disgraced sex offender and financier, of course, has been dead for six years. But questions about the powerful men with whom he associated--and the mystery around his death in prison, which was ruled a suicide--created a conspiracy theory in the MAGA base that has overwhelmed the White House. Trump angrily ordered his supporters to let the matter go this past summer but was largely ignored. And then, last week, four GOP lawmakers--some of whom have been among Trump's most ardent acolytes--triggered a full House vote to release Department of Justice records related to Epstein.

Read: Epstein returns at the worst time for Trump

Revolt was in the air. One of those defiant lawmakers, the MAGA icon Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, did not buckle, even as Trump called her a traitor. "Let me tell you what a traitor is," she responded yesterday. "A traitor is an American that serves foreign countries and themselves." GOP leadership signaled to the White House that most lawmakers could not put their name to a vote to protect a pedophile and that the measure would pass easily, two officials told me on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations. Trump was furious, but he didn't want to be seen as getting rolled by his own party.

Trying to save face, he begrudgingly posted on social media that he would support Republicans who voted to release the files. The measure passed the House yesterday 427-1. It then cleared the Senate by unanimous consent. Trump announced tonight he had signed it. (Questions persist as to whether the Justice Department may try to block the release of some or all of the files, citing a need to protect an ongoing investigation of prominent Democrats that it launched last week at Trump's request.)

The other Trump walk-back came far less dramatically, buried in the text of an executive order released late Friday. But it was no less noteworthy. Trump, as is often said, has few constant ideological stances, yet one is that tariffs will spur economic growth and benefit the consumer. In a tacit admission that tariffs have, in fact, caused prices to rise (as most economists have long said), the administration quietly lifted tariffs on goods such as bananas, beef, and coffee.

The reversal came days after Republicans were swept in off-year elections in places such as Virginia, New Jersey, and New York City. Voters made clear that the GOP was not fulfilling its promises on affordability that helped Trump get elected last year. A number of Republican lawmakers loudly insisted that Trump needs to refocus on prices and inflation--defiance reminiscent of when senators voted down the White House-led efforts to repeal the Affordable Care Act in 2017.

Chaos within the White House was the norm during Trump's first term. This time around, the president's team has prioritized professionalism and tried to minimize turnover. Senior-level firings have been rare, and even the president's deposed national security adviser, Mike Waltz, was given a soft-landing spot as ambassador to the United Nations. Trump's first administration was plagued by sloppiness; the original travel ban, Trump veterans will remember with a shudder, was hastily scrawled by Stephen Miller and Steve Bannon and not properly reviewed by government attorneys before it was enacted. (It was promptly tossed out by a federal court.) This time, Trump aides vowed they would be methodical and efficient, and for months, they faced little resistance as they rolled out the president's agenda.

But that sense of disorder has returned, and the losses have begun to pile up. Just in the past two weeks: Trump's prized tariffs were greeted with great skepticism by the Supreme Court, with the justices appearing unsympathetic to the notion that the president could usurp what is normally congressional power on the back of a flimsy declaration of a national emergency. The president's campaign of retribution may have hit a snag when a federal judge found that the case put forth by Trump's handpicked interim U.S. attorney, Lindsey Halligan, was marred by a series of errors that could lead to the dismissal of the criminal case against former FBI Director James Comey.

And yesterday, a Trump-appointed federal judge issued a rebuke of the methodology used by Republicans in Texas to redistrict the state's congressional map. (The judge wrote in his opinion that it was "challenging to unpack" all of the "factual, legal, and typographical errors" in a Justice Department letter that claimed that the original districts were to be eliminated because they were created solely on the basis of race.) Trump, desperate for his party to keep control of both houses of Congress next fall, had pushed for a number of GOP-led states to create more Republican seats, but he took a loss in Texas and has been rebuffed by Indiana, meaning that the Democrats--who responded to the Texas push by successfully creating friendly districts in California and may follow suit in Virginia and Maryland--could end up besting the Republicans at their own game. The administration is confident that the Supreme Court will take up the Texas case and ultimately approve the new districts.

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans'

There have been other recent flashbacks to Trump's first term. Much like in 2018, the president and the Republicans were on the losing end of a government shutdown. Infighting was frequent during the first Trump administration, as aides tried to knife one another in the press to improve their standing with the boss. There has been less internal dysfunction this time around--especially after Elon Musk departed DOGE--but last week, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. had to publicly ask his supporters to stop criticizing White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles for allegedly blocking his MAHA agenda. And yesterday, the president ignored the CIA's conclusion that Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman played a role in the murder of the Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi--much as in Helsinki in 2018, when Trump famously sided with Vladimir Putin over U.S. intelligence agencies on Russian election interference. When an ABC News reporter asked about Khashoggi in front of MBS, Trump threatened to revoke the network's broadcast license.

The White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me in a statement that the past two weeks have brought nothing but victories. "President Trump and the Administration have been delivering results since Day One, and the past two weeks have objectively been a continuation of this winning streak for the American people," he said. But White House aides have privately admitted that this month has been the most challenging stretch of Trump's second term.

Other Republicans have begun to notice. Some of Trump's closest allies have warned him about polls that show the public is unhappy with some of his extreme moves, including cheering on masked ICE raids and demolishing the East Wing of the White House. Trump has so far been unwilling to do much to take on--or even acknowledge--the problem of affordability, but aides say that plans will be unveiled soon. Meanwhile, an urgency has set in: The calendar churns even for a president who has wielded power in extraordinary ways. Each day closer to next year's midterms is a reminder that Trump is a lame duck whose time governing with Republicans in charge at either end of Pennsylvania Avenue could soon be coming to a close. Even before then, his sway within his own party appears to be ebbing. One official who worked in both Trump administrations told me, "The president has had absolute loyalty from Republicans this year." But, the official added, "losing that would be the first step toward losing power--and relevancy."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/trump-has-lost-control/684987/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Toddler Response to the Epstein Saga

The president baits, deflects, and chews the scenery in a drama that just won't die.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




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

A bill in Congress demanding the release of the Epstein files now has the official, albeit reluctant, endorsement of the president himself. And so the question naturally arises: If Donald Trump supports the bill calling on the president (i.e., him) to release the files, why not simply ... release them?

Trump reportedly hasn't given his advisers or allies a rationale for why he won't do so, leaving them to invent reasons of their own. The answer they've come up with is that Trump is innocent and is acting guilty for no reason whatsoever. "He looks like he has something to hide even if he doesn't," asserts the Wall Street Journal editorial page. "This is a self-inflicted wound," complains Megyn Kelly.

But why has Trump chosen to inflict this wound upon himself? A Trump ally suggests to Politico that the president, like many young children, is expressing what some might call oppositional defiant disorder: "POTUS doesn't like to be told what to do or give Dems a win, so he's been fighting it." This theory might make more sense if releasing the Epstein files hadn't been Trump's own idea before he abruptly reversed course earlier this year.

Trump's own responses to this very question are even less reassuring.

Asked on Air Force One last Friday why he won't just release the files, Trump snapped at a female reporter, "Quiet, piggy." As a longtime married man, I have seen enough rom-coms to recognize the trope where Mr. Wrong, after having maintained a thin veneer of suitability for 90 percent of the movie while misbehaving just enough to make the audience root against him, suddenly rips off the mask and delivers a crass or entitled speech that makes the heroine snap out of her infatuation. A set piece in which the bad guy, under suspicion of misogynistic conduct and consorting with a trafficker of teenage girls, launches a sexist attack on an inquisitive female journalist would be too ham-handed even for the writers at the Hallmark Channel.

Isabel Fattal: Trump told a woman, 'Quiet, piggy,' when she asked him about Epstein

Trump apparently concluded that this scenery-chewing performance was too subtle and conciliatory. So when an ABC reporter asked the same question at the White House yesterday, he promptly assailed the reporter's "attitude," called the question "insubordinate and just a terrible question," accused the journalist of being "a terrible person and a terrible reporter," threatened to take away ABC's broadcast license, and again did not answer the question.

Trump's bellicose replies are so substantively vacant that it is difficult to discern the administration's actual position. Having helped whip up paranoia that the "deep state" was burying the Jeffrey Epstein case to protect the elite, Trump pledged to release these files as president. But Trump seems to have forgotten these promises, and the Justice Department and the FBI announced over the summer that, after an "exhaustive review" of these files, "we did not uncover evidence that could predicate an investigation against uncharged third parties."

Perhaps the DOJ didn't share its findings with Trump, given that he wrote on Truth Social last week, "I will be asking A.G. Pam Bondi, and the Department of Justice, together with our great patriots at the FBI, to investigate Jeffrey Epstein's involvement and relationship with Bill Clinton, Larry Summers, Reid Hoffman, J.P. Morgan, Chase, and many other people and institutions, to determine what was going on with them, and him."

So maybe there is evidence that could predicate an investigation against uncharged third parties? Apparently so, because Bondi immediately accepted the assignment, explaining this morning that new information had driven her decision, which only coincidentally came after Trump ordered her to look into various political enemies.

David A. Graham: Trump's Epstein-files punt

In place of any explanation as to why Trump is withholding the files, his staff has taken to threatening retribution. "The Democrats are going to come to regret this," a White House official told Politico. "Let's start with Stacey Plaskett. You think we're not going to make a scene of this?"

Plaskett is a nonvoting Democratic delegate from the Virgin Islands who exchanged texts with Epstein during a 2019 congressional hearing. If the revenge campaign is going to start with her, one wonders where it will end: A state legislative aide? An assistant sewage commissioner in Omaha?

I suspect that the threat of making Plaskett's career collateral damage will not deter Democrats from continuing to demand the release of the files.

Trump is now left simultaneously insisting that Epstein is too tedious to merit discussion--"pretty boring stuff"--and also is the nuclear bomb that will destroy the entire Democratic Party, or at least an obscure elected official or two. In this way, the Epstein investigation exists in a state of uncertainty, both alive and dead, like Schrodinger's cat--trapped in a box that, like the ones holding the Epstein files, cannot be opened.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/11/trumps-epstein-files-congress/684984/?utm_source=feed
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Gift-Giving Edition

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 3 p.m. ET on November 19, 2025.

If I have provided you with any factoids in the course of Atlantic Trivia, I apologize, because a factoid, properly, is not a small, interesting fact. A factoid is a piece of information that looks like a fact but is untrue. Norman Mailer popularized the term in 1973, very intentionally giving it the suffix -oid. Is a humanoid not a creature whose appearance suggests humanity but whose nature belies it? Thus is it with factoid.

So what of those fun, itty bits of info that are correct? In the 1990s, William Safire suggested factlet for the small-but-true fact (and The Atlantic in 2012 agreed), though minifact is sometimes used. And for the statements somewhere in between interesting and untrue--factini, perhaps? Start with five parts fascinating to one part wrong; adjust to taste.

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

Wednesday, November 19, 2025

Today's questions all come from The Atlantic's 2025 gift guide.

	According to Jane Austen, "It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of" what?
 -- From Dan Fallon's entry, "Colorful Storage"
 	From its beginnings to the 1950s, moviemaking was much riskier than it is today, thanks to what quality of nitrate-based film?
 -- From Kaitlyn Tiffany's entry "The World's Most Dangerous Film Festival"
 	A guitar pedal's volume knob controls the ultimate loudness of the output. What other knob controls the strength of the signal as it enters the device?
 -- From Evan McMurry's entry "DIY Guitar Pedal"
 	The name of what Romantic English poet is now used in adjective form to describe any brooding, enigmatic type?
 -- From Walt Hunter's entry, "The Perfect Black T-Shirt"
 	In the musical Cabaret, a character is given as a gift what fruit, which she assumes arrived from Hawaii (but actually came from California)?
 -- From my own entry "[REDACTED] Perfection"




And by the way, did you know that in some cultures, giving a loved one a gift of scissors or a knife is inauspicious, as it risks severing the relationship? I recently ran afoul of this when I sent kitchen shears to a friend raised in an Indian family; bless her for rectifying the situation by wiring me a dollar and thus turning the transaction into a purchase.

So if anyone buys the nail clippers that senior editor Alan Taylor recommends and suffers a schism with the recipient, let me know--we'll add them to the bad-luck list.

Happy shopping!



Answers: 

	A wife. Likewise, Dan writes, "anyone in possession of too many things must be in want of a storage solution." His favorite option is eye-catching enough to double as decor. Shop here.
 	Flammability. Kaitlyn is a fan of the annual film festival in Rochester, New York, that flirts with disaster by screening nitrate reels. Haven't you always thought that the frisson of mortal peril is what Meet Me in St. Louis is missing? Shop here.
 	Gain. Building your own guitar pedal is more fun and much more affordable than buying a nice one, writes Evan (who advises that the sweet spot for his selection's gain knob is at about 1 o'clock). Shop here.
 	Lord Byron. A black T-shirt from the no-frills Japanese retailer Muji is possibly the world's quickest shortcut to a Byronic air, Walt writes, even when you're very un-Byronically slumped on a bench wolfing a taco. Shop here.
 	A pineapple. You, however, can send a friend a slice of actual aloha--as I have done many, many times--thanks to a farm that delivers its homegrown jewels from Maui to the rest of the States. Shop here.


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 top-notch fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, November 18, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Isabel Fattal:

	The manufacturer Abbott once produced about 40 percent of the U.S. supply of a particular product. A 2022 recall by Abbott therefore contributed to nationwide shortages. What is the product?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's "America Has a [REDACTED] Problem--Again"
 	A U.S. trial jury is smaller than a grand jury--hence its also being known by what name containing French's opposite of grand?
 -- From Quinta Jurecic's "The Trump Administration's Favorite Tool for Criminalizing Dissent"
 	What is the term for a paradoxical anecdote or riddle used by practitioners of Zen Buddhism to deepen their meditation?
 -- From Julie Beck's "How to Cheat at Conversation"




And by the way, did you know that fewer humans have visited the bottom of the ocean than have gone to space? Depending on how you count, somewhere between 600 and 800 have slipped the surly bonds of Earth; only a few dozen have pulled those bonds as tight as they'll go by putting seven miles of Pacific Ocean over their head at the Mariana Trench's Challenger Deep.

Then there is Kathy Sullivan. She has been to both. Her trench trip was in 2020, and in 1984, she was the first woman to complete a spacewalk. She is now, rather charmingly, referred to as the world's "most vertical" person.



Answers: 

	Baby formula. The supply-chain disaster prompted regulators to explore ways to make the vulnerable industry a little less so, but Nicholas writes that a new recall from a different manufacturer is a reminder of how easily formula making can crack. Read more.
 	Petit jury. Quinta reports that neither the grand juries empowered to indict nor the petit juries empowered to convict have been particularly convinced by the Trump administration's cases against the people it alleges are "assaulting, resisting, or impeding" federal officials. Read more.
 	Koan. "How do you cheat at a conversation?" sounds as though it could be one, Julie muses, but it is in fact the value proposition of a new artificial-intelligence tool. Cluely promises to give users any answer they might need in a social interaction, but Julie says it only makes them worse. Read more.




Monday, November 17, 2025

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

	U.S. pennies are plated in copper but principally made of what other metal at the end of the alphabet?
 -- From Caity Weaver's "Pennies Are Trash Now"
 	What beverage is traditionally made of ground tencha leaves, prepared with a whisk, and drunk from a ceramic bowl called a cha-wan?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The [REDACTED] Problem"
 	Broken chains and shackles were originally intended to be held in the left hand of what American landmark before a new design replaced those items with a tablet?
 -- From Clint Smith's "Tell Students the Truth About American History"




And by the way, did you know that for more than six decades the United States produced half-cent pieces? They were 100 percent copper and stamped with Lady Liberty, who sported a variety of hairdos over the years. The coin was almost the size of a modern quarter, which seems big until you consider that at the end of its run, the half-cent had a purchasing power of about 17 cents in today's money.

Still, in 1857 it was deemed insufficiently valuable to keep minting--at 17 contemporary cents! Considering that the government is once again in the coin-discontinuing mood, the nickel and dime might want to watch out, too.



Answers: 

	Zinc. Penny minting abruptly stopped last week. The coins will soon drop out of circulation, and their composition--zinc is much less valuable than copper--makes them unappealing to recycle. What this means, Caity writes, is that those 300 billion pennies floating around are now Americans' problem. Read more.
 	Matcha. This old-school Japanese preparation is a far piece from the energy drinks and sugary beverages that new companies are marketing as matcha. Ellen explores the ramifications of the collision between matcha's tradition and its current world-historic demand. Read more.
 	The Statue of Liberty. The gift from France, Clint writes, was meant not just to welcome immigrants but also to celebrate America's abolition of slavery; he wonders whether the change was intended to make the statue "more palatable" to a wider audience. That instinct has never gone away, and it's the job of educators to resist it. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/11/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-8/684966/?utm_source=feed
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The End of the American Empire

The historian Margaret MacMillan on the impact of the Trump-led American withdrawal from world leadership. Plus: David on the corrupting effects of lavish foreign gifts to Trump, and Charles Dickens's <em>The Old Curiosity Shop</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the recent gifts given to President Donald Trump by the Swiss government. He argues that the incident is yet another example of Trump's favor being won through personal gifts and another sign of how his administration has forced the United States to abandon its traditional leadership role in the global order, reshaping American foreign policy into something closer to that of an extractive predator state.

David is then joined by Margaret MacMillan, emeritus professor of history at the University of Toronto and emeritus professor of international history at Oxford University, for a conversation about what a "post-American" world order might look like. They examine the United States' retreat from global leadership under Trump, and consider whether the U.S. functions as an empire and whether that empire is now in decline

Finally, David closes with a discussion of what Charles Dickens' The Old Curiosity Shop can teach us about grief.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Margaret MacMillan, the eminent historian and scholar of international relations. Our topic is the end of the American empire. My book this week will be The Old Curiosity Shop, by Charles Dickens, and I hope you'll stay to the end of the program to hear that discussion. But first, some preliminary thoughts on some recent events.

I'm going to open with an ancient story that has, I think, some points of familiarity with modern-day Americans. I think you'll see what I mean as I go along. Well, let me start with the story. In the year 448 of this era, a Roman writer named Priscus accompanied his friend Maximin on an embassy to the camp of Attila the Hun. They were sent by the Roman emperor Theodosius the II, who reigned in Constantinople, the capital of the eastern domains of the Roman Empire. And they were sent on a mission laden with lavish gifts for the benefit of Attila: There was gold. There was silver. There were spices. There were silks. There was all the wealth of the highly developed Roman realms, all on their way to the Cross Danubian camp of the terrifying barbarian chief.

Now, at the time, 448, Attila commanded probably the most formidable military force on the entire European continent. It had ravaged the domains of the Western Romans, and the Eastern Romans were terrified that this weapon would be turned on them. And so they sent the gifts to propitiate Attila--as I said, gold, silks, spices, everything you could want. Priscus recorded his recollections of the visit, and that recording still survives; you can read it online to this day. He described what it was like to meet Attila, to watch Attila eat, and he described delivering--he described his friend, rather, Maximin, delivering a letter from the Roman emperor full of good wishes for Attila's health and prosperity, and pleading for Attila's grace and favor, a humiliating thing for a Roman emperor but necessary under the circumstances.

As I say, all of this is recorded, and it came to mind when I read the story in Axios of the government of Switzerland sending a delegation to Washington, D.C., bearing gifts for President Donald Trump: a personalized Rolex desk clock; a solid gold bar, apparently a kilogram in weight, worth $130,000, inscribed with the numbers 45 and 47, so it was the two terms of Donald Trump's presidency, so personalized to Donald Trump, the gold bar--nice touch if you're Swiss. And profusions of flattery and good wishes from the government of Switzerland to Donald Trump.

And, as with Attila, it paid off. Shortly afterwards, it was announced that the American tariff imposed by Donald Trump on Swiss goods would be cut from 39 percent to 15 percent. So if you enjoy your coffee in Nespresso pods, good news for you: The tariff on Nespresso pods will drop. Other Swiss goods--chocolate, watches--those will all be cut too. And good news for Switzerland, good news for American buyers of Swiss goods, good news for the world economy.

But as I read the story and recalled Priscus's visit to Attila, I found myself wondering, What do the Swiss really think after they buy Donald Trump's favor with a clock and a gold bar? Switzerland is a highly developed country with strict rules and standards of behavior. Swiss government officials do not accept gifts. They don't take gold bars. I don't know much about Swiss law, but I'm guessing that that would be frowned on by Swiss rules and by Swiss public opinion; they would not accept that their government accept these kinds of lavish personal presents. But in the United States, it seems to be okay. Does Switzerland respect the United States more after buying Donald Trump's favor with a gold brick, or does it respect it less? Is there--as there was with Priscus's account of the visit to Attila--a kind of quaint, mixed with the fear, certain condescension and contempt of people of a superior cultural level to people of a lower cultural level: barbarians who accept bribes?

Now, the theory of the gift to Donald Trump is that these gifts, the gold bar and the clock, will someday go to the Donald [J.] Trump Presidential Library, and that makes them legal. Remember, the United States Constitution forbids presidents--forbids anyone, but forbids presidents--to accept gifts from foreign powers, except with the express consent of Congress. And, of course, there are all kinds of anti-corruption statutes that apply even to the president where he can't take bribes and gifts. But the library has become a loophole, and it's to the library that, for example, the jumbo jet that the government of Qatar has given Donald Trump is supposedly going to go.

When people heard about the gift of the jet from Qatar to the library--when people who wish to defend Donald Trump, that is--they recalled that there's an old Air Force One in the Reagan Library in California. But that Air Force One, which was the plane flown by presidents from John F. Kennedy to Ronald Reagan, was decommissioned; it doesn't fly anymore. It's on the ground, and tourists can enter and walk around and see it as it was, but it can't be used anymore. It can't fly. But the jet that the Qataris are going to give Donald Trump to his library is apparently going to remain operational. And the idea is, yeah, it will belong to the Trump so-called library, but Trump will be able--and his heirs, in their turn--to fly around in it and to use it until such time as it too ultimately meets whatever fate it has. But for now, it's an operational airplane that has been given to the library, along with the gold bar, along with all the other benefits that are sluicing through Washington. The New York Times recently reported that Pakistan had bought itself a lot of goodwill and a lower tariff rate than India by splashing benefits around the Trump circle. There's just money upon money, gift upon gift flowing from all the allies and all the dependents of the United States into Trump's Washington, making many people very comfortable and some very rich.

This is not how a Republican system of government is supposed to work. As I said, the Constitution contemplated this fate and tried to forbid it. But that provision, like so many others, has just gone out the window. And it's also illegal for the president to impose tariffs. Tariffs belong to Congress. And it's also illegal for the president to withhold money that Congress has appropriated. The Supreme Court has ruled that the president cannot refuse to spend money that Congress appropriated. He cannot withhold the funds. He cannot pocket veto them. That's the law--in the same way that Donald Trump cannot spend money, he cannot say, I'm taking this money from the tariffs and giving it to the farmers or whoever else I like. That's a power of the purse; that belongs to Congress--or, at least, that's what the Constitution says. That's what it used to be. But, as I said, with the gifts, with the tariffs, the emoluments, all of it out the window. It's a different kind of regime.

The theme this week is the end of the American empire. And what I mean by that is not that the United States is diminishing so very rapidly in power and wealth. But the United States has always been something more than a system based on power and wealth. It's been an idea in the minds of people. It symbolized something. And that something has been very important and very powerful--it's part of the power and wealth of the United States, but it's also bigger than wealth or power. There's a kind of belief that people all over the world have had. It's a reason why people migrate to the United States. It's a reason why people who are not Americans still look to the United States with trust and hope when they get in trouble and they need protection against aggression or violence or domination. There's something about America that is supposed to mean more. It's an idea in the minds of human beings, not just battalions and divisions and entries in a Federal Reserve credit book.

The United States is, right now, amassing in the Caribbean the largest military force, naval force, seen in that sea since, apparently, the Cuban missile crisis--or so it's reported. Apparently, President Trump contemplates deploying this power in some way against Venezuela, a dictatorship under a crooked leader, for sure--Nicolas Maduro--that's involved in all kinds of bad activities, from money laundering to drug smuggling; associated with Cuba and with Russia. And it is hated by its own people. There's a lot of reasons why the United States would regard Venezuela as a legitimate object of concern.

But a military expedition against Venezuela would require, normally--again, on the same theory that the president's not supposed to take gifts--it would require the consent of Congress, and it would be wise and well for the United States to mobilize regional allies to join with it in any project involving Venezuela. The United States has always advertised itself as something more than just another big power that throws its weight around. It represents some idea of international law and consensus, and to demonstrate that, to make that vivid, when it deploys power on a large scale, it does so in association with others. The allies are there both because they bear risks and pay costs, but also because they create a legitimacy and so show, This is not just one powerful country or one powerful man acting out its wishes; this is some kind of representation of a consensus of many nations.

I think we would all have one view of what was happening in Venezuela if, right now, President Trump had gone to Congress and obtained some kind of authorization, had assembled Colombia and Mexico and Brazil and other regional neighbors to cooperate with the United States--whether they sent literal military forces or not, that they would have some stake. And if he were explaining his plan for the future of Venezuela, some system of moving toward elections, recognizing some kind of legitimacy, creating some kind of path of development so that the many millions of Venezuelans who have had to flee their country--the single largest number of them in Colombia, but in other countries too--could hope to return home, and a way to forge or rebuild a democratic and successful Venezuela for the future.

The plan seems to be just to either hit them from the air, probably, or intimidate them into replacing Maduro with the next thug in line--no elections, no authorization, no plan, no consent by neighbors, just an expression of dominance and force, as if the United States were some imperial power of the past, exercising gunboat diplomacy to replace this dictator, who's obnoxious to the gold-bar-receiving president of the United States with another dictator less obnoxious to the gold-bar-receiving president of the United States. That's a change in what America was, and it's something that everybody has to accommodate in their thinking.

When Donald Trump was elected the first time, friends of the United States could say, Well, that was kind of a fluke. It was a good run. And the American people wanted Hillary Clinton--that's pretty clear; she won by a big margin. Had Hillary Clinton won the Electoral College, the popular-vote margin would not have been considered an especially close one. But the system is ancient and glitchy, and it produced this one weird result. But the American people spoke in the congressional elections of 2018. They replaced Trump's party in the House with a Democratic majority, and then they ejected Trump himself in 2020. Everybody can breathe a deep sigh and get back to normal.

But it happened again. It happened a second time, and this time with a popular vote back behind it. And everybody--whether they wish America well or ill--has to accept this is really an expression of some kind of American preference, and if it happened twice, it can happen three times. And the whole world has to adjust to a new kind of United States, where the president takes gold bars, where the president's administration is perforated and permeated by foreign gift giving, and where power is used without much regard to what the formal letter of the Constitution says, and where power can be used--or military power can be deployed--without Congress, without allies to replace one dictator with another dictator at the whim and wish of the president of the United States. It's a different kind of country.

So regardless of whether or not American power, in any objective sense, is ebbing or waxing or waning, it's clear the American idea is ebbing. What America meant, what it means is ebbing and changing and evolving, and the United States is becoming something a little less special and a lot more like, well, like empires past.

When Attila died in 453--he died five years after the meeting with Priscus. The Huns left nothing behind. There are no buildings. There're not even any documents. We don't even really know exactly what language they spoke. There was a language called Hunnic that people refer to, but whether it was Turkish in origin or Mongol or what, no one really knows because they wrote nothing down. There are no cultural remains. There are no achievements of the Hunnic empire. It was just a system of attack, aggression, domination, exploitation, predation, and then Attila died, and the whole thing fell apart, and he's gone, dead. That's it. Nothing more to say about the Huns.


 The mark of a civilization is that it does leave something behind. It creates in its time and then it leaves behind something better for others to build upon. That's what we thought the United States was: not some extractive regime like Attila's, but an ongoing civilization committed to ideals, of which democracy was one, but many others--respect for the decent opinion of mankind. It's in the Declaration of Independence that the United States would show respect for the opinions of others, and that was said when the United States was small and weak, but it remained a factor in American thinking even as the United States became great and powerful: respect for the opinion of mankind. If you're going to invade somebody, you do it with some idea of making the situation better. You do it with the permission of your Congress. You do it in association with allies. You do it with a clear vision of the end state. Otherwise, you're just another vanished historical predator.

I don't think literally the United States is an empire, exactly, and I don't think it's on its way out, exactly. But it's changing into something I don't recognize anymore, and I think a lot of people feel the same way. I grew up in Canada, where the United States represented a powerful ideal of security and something to admire, something you could rely upon. I don't think there are many Canadians who feel that now. I don't think there are many Danes who feel that now. I don't think there are many true friends of America who feel it now. But I think there are a lot of enemies of the United States that feel relieved and grateful that the United States no longer pretends to be more, but has agreed under Donald Trump to be less--hence the gold bar: useless, shiny, gonna be put in a vault somewhere, not do anything except endure as a kind of memento of shame and disgrace of this once so admired, gleaming democracy.

And now my dialogue with Margaret MacMillan. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Margaret MacMillan is one of the modern world's leading historians of war and peace. Many will know her from her best-selling books about the beginning and the end of the First World War, [The War That Ended Peace:] The Road to 1914 and Paris 1919: [Six Months That Changed the World]. She has also written important histories of global conflict, of women in British India, and of the [Richard] Nixon-Mao Zedong relationship as well.

Margaret MacMillan has divided her career between her native Canada and the United Kingdom, where she served, among many distinguished roles, as warden of St. Antony's College at Oxford University. I'm very grateful and delighted to welcome her today to The David Frum Show.

Thank you, Margaret.

Margaret MacMillan: Well, thank you too.

Frum: Let me start by taking us all back on 101 International Relations. The lesson that we all thought we had learned from historians like you about the 20th century is that we tried to put together a stable peace in 1919 without the United States--well, they didn't know it was going to be without the United States, but that's the way it turned out. And that project completely failed: the Great Depression, Second World War. And the lesson that leaders of the world took from the Second World War is that stable peace depends on American presence. And that lesson held for, by international-relations standards, a reasonably long time, but it seems to be becoming unstuck now.
 
 In the Obama years, there was a phrase that went round about a "post-American world." And the idea there was: that would be a post-American world because India and China and others would get so big and powerful that they would overtake the United States. What no one ever seemed to contemplate was a return to your Paris 1919 situation and a post-American world because America withdrew. Can you reflect on that experience, the comparisons then and now, and what lessons we ought to have learned and seem to be failing to learn?

MacMillan: Well, I suppose what we should always remember is that any international order or any international system is only as good as the parties in it. And so, unless you have the most powerful nations in the world willing to support a stable international order, you're in trouble.

And I think where the League of Nations did have problems--I wouldn't agree with you it was a complete failure; I think it did actually do some very good things--but where it was in trouble was that it didn't have the United States in it, and it also, for a long time, didn't have the Soviet Union--two very big powers, indeed.

And the Second World War, I think, brought a recognition that, if you wanna build an international organization and an international order, then you've gotta get the good powers in if you possibly can. And so the United States under President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was very determined to get the United States in, to win over American public opinion, to get the United States into the United Nations and all the Bretton Woods organizations, but also to get the Soviet Union in. And I think that's what helped to make the post-World War II system work better, that there was a commitment by the big powers, and eventually, of course, Communist China came in as well.

Frum: We do seem to have, in the present day, a kind of American abdication, an American withdrawal, not just from a role in the system, but also from the rules of the system. Right now, we're poised on, apparently, the verge of a United States war on Venezuela with no authorization by Congress, no partners, no allies, no real stated cause of the war, and no idea of what the United States hopes to achieve. It's just acting like a pirate state. And again, it may all fizzle out, but it looks like there's a kind of completely roleless, ruleless American war coming.

MacMillan: I think you're expressing very much what I feel as well: that the United States is playing a role which we didn't expect it would play, because it has, in fact, played a very significant role in keeping a world order. And we don't have to agree with everything it's done--and I wouldn't agree with everything it's done since 1945--but it's been key in keeping the world on an even keel. And I think what's been very important is that the United States and other powers have obeyed the rules; there are international treaties, international laws, international conventions. They've also followed the norms, that nations behave in certain ways if they're responsible and don't behave in other ways. And we now see a United States, under this present administration, which really doesn't seem to care about any of that, that makes its own rules, breaks whatever norms and rules and ignores whatever values it doesn't like.

And once you get a great power doing that, perhaps the key power in the international system, then others will follow along. And we've already seen Russia beginning to abdicate any responsibility for the international order, beginning to break the rules, beginning to invade its neighbors. And we're now seeing a United States which I don't think is planning to invade its neighbors anytime soon, but is certainly not upholding a system where everyone is expected to obey the rules, and I find this very dangerous indeed. And in the case of Venezuela, it's not at all clear what the United States wants to do--that's the other worrying thing: What is their purpose, and what is their goal, and what are their plans? Very unclear.

Frum: Yeah. Well, a caveat to the question about not attacking their neighbors: Greenland isn't literally a neighbor of the United States, but there does seem to be a fairly developed plan to attack Greenland. I'm guessing that, as experienced players of the board game Risk know, that to secure North America, you need Venezuela, Greenland, and Kamchatka, so the pattern here is going to be a little disturbing if we find ourselves at war with Kamchatka. There are American troops in Greenland, under NATO arrangement, but the United States wants more and more and more, and aggression against Greenland would be a very feasible project.

MacMillan: I don't see the point of it myself, because the United States can get everything from Greenland that it wants. It's had a base there since the end of the Second World War.

In fact, it used to have more bases, but it closed a couple of them down. It can get whatever minerals it wants from Greenland. The Danish government, I think, is very willing to work with the United States. The Greenlanders themselves, I think, have made it very fairly clear in the last election that they don't want to become part of another empire. They would rather come out of the Danish empire and have their independence, but they certainly don't wanna be part of an American empire. And what I find about a lot of the Trump administration's policies is I just don't get the point. I don't see what they're gaining from the actions they're taking. In fact, if anything, they're creating pushback, which is, presumably, not what they want.

Frum: Yeah. Well, I think, in Greenland, I think I do see a glimmer of what they want. I think the American presence in Greenland goes back before the Second World War--it starts before the United States enters the Second World War, in 1941, with the consent of Greenland. Denmark was, of course, occupied by the Nazis, there was a government in exile in Greenland, and they welcomed the American presence in the same way that Iceland welcomed a British presence to keep the northern sea lanes free from Nazi submarines.

But I think the logic I do see is, yeah, you can mine in Greenland, but you're subject to Danish law, and it's hard to bribe people in Denmark. Whereas if Greenland were annexed, then mining in Greenland could be subject to American law, and as we see, America has a much looser approach to bribery among its leading officials. (Laughs.) That seems to be a motive. But as you say, otherwise, aside from the question of bribery, there's not a lot of point to it. Greenland is part of Denmark, and Denmark is a country where people can and do successfully do business.

MacMillan: Well, I think the same thing's happening with Canada. The United States has always had access to Canadian resources, it's had a quiet neighbor on its northern border, and we've had our disagreements. But why do what the present administration is doing and alienate Canada unnecessarily? I don't see that this is benefiting the United States. What it is doing is creating a lot of mistrust out there in the world of the United States and its motives. And once you lose trust, I think, it is very difficult to restore it.

Frum: I think this administration likes the idea of being able to do whatever it wants, regardless of other people. And in fact, that may be the real fun of it. It doesn't have to make sense; it just has to make the people running the policy feel empowered and dominant. Because in some ways, I think, Trumpism--and this goes back to the points I wanted to ask you about at the beginning--Trumpism is a psychological coping mechanism for feelings of weakness. I talked before about the post-American world concept that was circulating in the 2010s, and the idea then was China and India were going to get so big, America would seem reduced in comparison.

And so Trumpism is about self-assertion, but self-assertion on a much smaller scale, which is: We're giving up on Asia. We're giving up on Europe. We're going to have a Western Hemisphere zone of influence, stretching from Argentina to Greenland, that will be dominated--it'll run much more like a 19th-century zone of influence than like the American idea of a world order governed by rules. But it will be America's, and America will otherwise retreat. And the more boastfully America conducts itself, the less people will notice--I think Trump feels, and others around him hope--the less people will notice that America's actually reducing its position in the world.

MacMillan: Well, the Chinese will notice, won't they? And a number of others will notice. And I think you have a China which is spending more and more on defense; which is talking, really, more and more openly about how it sees a future role for China as a dominant power, certainly in East Asia, perhaps further afield; and a China which is, at least as far as we can tell, beginning to surpass the United States in very key technological developments. And so the idea that the United States can sort of pull up the drawbridge, even in the 19th century, that was becoming a rather old idea. And the United States has always been protected by two big oceans, but we are living in a very globalized world, with highly advanced weapons that can travel very, very fast, in some cases. The idea that the United States can somehow put a moat around itself, I think, simply doesn't work anymore. It hasn't worked, actually, for decades, since the end of the Second World War.

And I think, also, the idea that the United States can have a zone of influence--this whole idea of zones of influence, which seems to be revived now, I think, is a formula for instability because what you get is always the points where the zones meet, and you always get meddling in each other's zones. If the United States tries to dominate the whole of the Western Hemisphere, I would predict, and I think it wouldn't be a difficult prediction, that other powers--China, for example, which is already making inroads into Latin America, already building ports, already winning friends and influencing people--will continue to do it. And there will be points at which the Chinese zone of influence--in the Pacific, for example--clashes with the American zone of influence. And so the idea that you can have these neat little boxes and just ignore the rest of the world, it seems to me, is unrealistic.

Frum: Well, a lot of it comes from too much looking at maps and not a lot enough looking at economic realities. So the idea that Brazil is the largest country in South America, the most powerful. It's also a major agricultural exporter, like the United States. Its economy isn't very complementary to the United States; it's more competitive. If you're gonna have a Western Hemisphere behind high tariff walls, what does Brazil do for a living? I guess it can sell coffee to the United States, but who takes its soybeans? Who takes its beef? Who takes its other agricultural products? The Americans produce those. And the whole idea of a multilateral free-trade system is you don't make your partners your prisoners. In a multilateral system, Brazil can be a member of the American security alliance system while still selling its agricultural products to other people who need them, which will not be the United States.

MacMillan: Yeah. No, I think Brazil is increasingly selling its products to Asia, and certainly, the countries on the West Coast of Latin America are dealing with Asia. I was in Chile fairly recently and met someone there who had a fruit farm, and she told me that most of her products go to China now because the Chinese have an enormous appetite, with their population, for the products of Latin America. And what also the danger of zones of influence, of course, is that the peoples within them don't always choose to be there and don't always like it, so not only do you have, always, the threats from outside, the tensions with the other zones of influence, but you also have [an] arrested population who don't like the fact that they've ended up under your domination.

Frum: Well, that is such an important point; I'm very grateful to you for making it. Because, for those who wanna take pride in the American role in the world, Europe and northwest Asia, Germany, Japan, those are good stories; the Latin American story is not a good story. And even its best chapters aren't that great, and its worst chapters are some of the darkest chapters in American history and pretty bad even by world standards. You mentioned Chile. The [Augusto] Pinochet coup in 1973, it wasn't the doing of the United States, but it wasn't stopped by the United States, and the United States certainly had the power to stop it if it wanted to. And Argentina, possibly even worse, their dictatorship in the '70s, even worse than the Pinochet--I mean, certainly more crazy. I think the death toll was bigger in Argentina than in Chile, but Argentina's a bigger population, but there seemed to be a kind of sadism and cruelty and stupidity and insanity to the Argentine program, whereas the Chilean was sort of more cold and ruthless and purposeful, not to make that any kind of justification.

So those are bad chapters, and a lot of them have to do with, as you say, Latin Americans saying, If this is gonna be a zone of American empire, we want out. And the United States saying, Well, then we will back the people who will lock you in by whatever means they need to lock you in.

MacMillan: It's a very grim prospect, and what will happen in Venezuela? Will Maduro go, and if he goes, will someone even worse take over? There are a lot of very nasty people around him who, presumably, will have some control over the military, or will there be chaos, which won't benefit the very unfortunate people of Venezuela, who've already been through so much torment and through so much poverty, and so much unnecessary poverty? One of the richest countries in the Americas and it's been reduced to sort of a basket case by incompetent rulers.

But I think what the American policies are doing is reawakening the anti-Americanism which is always there under the surface in Latin America. And sending the gun boats, it's back to the pre-World War I period, or post-World War I period, where the Americans thought they could bring in Latin America under control by sending in the military. And it didn't work then, and I don't think it will work now.

Frum: Well, while you were in Chile, I was in Mexico last week, and I spoke to a lot of people about the Maduro regime. Now, the present government of Mexico, under President Claudia Sheinbaum [Pardo], is very Castroite, or emotionally--I mean, they run a fairly conservative domestic policy, but there's a lot of lip service to the glorious ideals of the [Fidel] Castro revolution abroad, and Mexico ships subsidized oil to Cuba to keep it afloat. So the government has, or the leaders of the government have, kind of an emotional connection to Venezuela. But most Mexicans have little love for the Maduro regime, which has sent 8 million or so refugees spilling all over the world. The largest group of Venezuelan refugees are in Colombia, and there's a big number that ended up in Mexico, as well as, of course, the United States.

But what they're terrified of is unilateral American action. They want some deference to the concept that the United States respects the other countries of Latin America. If you wanna intervene, do so in a multilateral way, get some buy-in and consent, and reassure everyone that the goal is to restore the Venezuelan democracy that existed before [Hugo] Chavez and Maduro, and not to appoint the next thug in line who will do business with Trump and avoid some of the provocations that Maduro has indulged in.

MacMillan: Yeah. No, I agree with you completely, and I think we've seen, in recent history, regime change doesn't always go well. I think great powers often have this illusion that, because they're so powerful, they can control everything. And it's a temptation and a snare. And you can't control events once they start to happen on the ground, and you don't always get the results you want. Look at Afghanistan today. I don't think any American government would have wanted what's happened in Afghanistan, but that's what they've got now; they've got a Taliban government again.

Frum: Let's go back to the year 1919, which seems to be such a mystic turning point. I think one of the things that Americans don't remember enough about their history--everyone, I think, is taught in high school the story of the U.S. decision not to join the League of Nations. But I don't think enough people, because it's a little technical, understand what it meant that the United States, in 1919--or actually, a little later: 1921 and '23--decided to return to its high-tariff policies that prevailed before the First World War.

Europe was ravaged. Europe needed to export. Europe needed to earn dollars. And the United States said, No, we are withdrawing. And in a way I won't go into here, for complicated reasons, that isolation triggered both the artificial 1920s boom in the United States, but also the 1930s Depression. And Americans remember the boon, and they think, Oh, that's our good policies. And they remember the 1930s Depression and say, I guess something happened on Wall Street, but it's very complicated. And they don't see that the two are linked together. But the people who lived through it understood that that must never be repeated. And so after the Second World War, the United States integrated itself with the economies of Europe and northwest Asia.

And now, it's 1919 again.

MacMillan: Yeah, it's sort of beggar your neighbor, isn't it? And we've seen these tariff wars before, and this idea that, somehow, you can protect your own economy--well, there are times when protecting your economy and protecting infant industries works. It worked for the Asian Tigers. They protected domestic production--for a time--until their domestic industries were capable of competing. But in the end, what they did is lower the tariffs. And I think the idea that you can protect your economy by putting up tariffs, especially if you haven't got the basis to develop industries, I don't know. Do you really think that Americans are gonna go back to producing things in fat, massive factories which are now being produced in Asia or elsewhere? Is this the way the American economy is going to go? I don't see it myself.

Frum: Yeah. And tariffs on bananas and chocolate and coffee.

MacMillan: Well, and the use of tariffs to do non-economic things, the use of tariffs to force political change or the use of tariffs just to punish someone you don't like. Canada got another tariff slapped on when the premier of Ontario did an advertisement with Ronald Reagan's making a speech that President Trump didn't like.

Frum: Yeah. Well, that sends a message to the world, and this is something we need to underscore, that one of the ways that the United States is going backwards is, in those years from the end of the Second World War to Trump, there was a thing called the United States that was bigger and different from the president of the moment, and that in many, many important areas of the United States' relationships with the world, it didn't matter that much who was president. NATO went on being NATO. The U.S.-Japan arrangement went on being the--sometimes it was a little bumpier, sometimes a little smoother. And sometimes there was some difference, that sometimes Democrats were more comfortable with one country than another, and the Republicans were more comfortable with one country than another. But basically, you did not depend on the moods of the president. And that's also part of going backwards. It makes the United States feel more like a semi-developed country that the moods of the president matter so much.

MacMillan: Or an absolute monarchy. I've always found it an irony that the United States had a revolution in the 18th century to get rid of a king, and they've ended up--and long before this president--they've ended up with a president who has more powers than poor old George III, who was king at the time in England, ever had.

But I think what always gave the United States a lot of strength--it was, by far, the biggest economic power in the world after the Second World War, and it was the major military power; it had assets that the Soviet Union couldn't even begin to compete with. But what gave it a great deal of influence, I think, was the fact that people looked up to it; they thought the United States represented a better kind of society, a better kind of politics, a hope for the world.

I think, also, a lot of people had a belief that, if the United States makes a mistake, as all nations do, it will correct itself because that's what democracies can do. And so what the United States had, and I think there was a very wise--I think he was from one of the Scandinavian countries, a historian called Geir Lundestad, and he said the Americans built an "empire by invitation." And it was the invitation coming from the people who wanted to be part of it. The Western European countries wanted American leadership; they wanted American protection. And the Japanese did too, a number of Asian countries. So this gave the United States tremendous power, far more than the Soviet Union ever had. The Soviet Union's empire was empire by sheer brute force, and as soon as people could get out, they did, whereas the United States had great moral authority, as well as great power.

And that, I see, is something that it really is losing now. And it seems to me, again, extraordinary that a power would throw away obvious advantages. And what I'm struck [by], also, is that a great power--and I've asked all my fellow historians about this, and we can't think of other examples--a great power would throw away dependable allies. You get rid of the ones you can't count on. But getting rid of the dependable ones, like Denmark, like Canada, why would you do it? It doesn't gain you anything, really.

Frum: It's so imbecile that when you try to think, Is there something deeper going on?, as I said, the theory that I come to is this is a coping mechanism. What is happening to the United States is retreat under pressure, that many in American life feel they can't compete with new rivals--China and India--they're retreating, but in order to conceal their retreat, especially from themselves, that they then are more boastful, more obnoxious, more aggressive.

But as you say, where power meets power, the United States suddenly isn't there. If you're Vietnam or Indonesia, the United States was the most important factor in your life in 1995. Since 1995, there's been more and more competition, and that competition seems to be ending on Chinese terms, that the United States is receding from those places. And indeed now, after--you never know whether these things last, but at least as of this speaking, Trump's latest mood swing has tariffs on Vietnam higher than the tariffs on China. So what's the message to them?

MacMillan: Well, I don't get it, because we know that Vietnam has a long and complicated history with China. It was part of the Chinese empire for a thousand years and then broke free. And the Chinese have never been regarded in Vietnam as, I'm exaggerating, but they've usually been regarded as not a very benevolent power, something the Vietnamese want to steer clear of. And the Vietnamese, in spite of the Vietnam War--and this is, I think, quite extraordinary--really look to the United States, admired the United States, have traded with the United States, and yet the United States policies at the moment seem to be driving them towards China, which, I suspect, is not where the Vietnamese leadership or the Vietnamese people want to go. But it's a result of American policies. And the Americans are doing the same thing to South Korea. That raid on the factory, when the technicians were rounded up and accused of being illegal immigrants, this was a factory being built by--it was Hyundai, I think, wasn't it? They're being built in the United States.

Frum: I forget which firm, but it was more than 300 people, I believe, were detained and without warrants and under inhospitable conditions, and--

MacMillan: Yeah. And that did not go down well in South Korea. The South Korean press there covered it. And the Japanese, again, I think, who have been firmly in the American camp, are now finding themselves sort of pushed at arms length. So, again, I don't get it. I think your explanation that, perhaps, it's a way of covering up a sense of unease may be part of the story. I just don't see what the United States is getting out of it.

Frum: Well, the new South Korean president made his first trip abroad to Tokyo. He came to power in June, made his first foreign trip to Tokyo--unheard of. Every South Korean president since the coming of the democratic regime has made the first visit to Washington. As you know well, the Japan-South Korea relationship is fraught. South Korea was a Japanese colony for a long time, and it was a very brutal occupation. And South Koreans looked to the United States as their protector, principally against North Korea and China, but not a little also against Japan. And now they're having to make the best deal they could, because, again, the United States just seems gone.

MacMillan: Yeah. And, again, I speak as a Canadian--you're Canadian too, and you've been in Canada recently--but the shock. It's just shock and disbelief, actually: What have we done to deserve this? And I was in Oshawa fairly recently, and people there said, Everything has shifted. Things we took for granted has just changed. And I said, Do you think it'll go back? One of the people I was talking to said, No. Once things shift like this, they don't go back easily. And it doesn't help that we seem to have an American ambassador in Ottawa who behaved like sort of a kindergarten teacher, ticking us off the whole time and telling us to behave better.

Frum: Yes, a former congressman from Michigan, so somebody who should know better, you would think.

MacMillan: Yeah, I know. I'm surprised because--but he did the same thing, I gather, in the Netherlands, so perhaps this is just a characteristic.

Frum: Or maybe they're chosen for obnoxiousness.

Canada's had a very peculiar kind of national--it's vast terrain, not a big population, never been a major military power, although it certainly has a very distinguished chapter of military history in two world wars, but always in alliance with others. But Canada's always benefited from a security guarantee from the great power of the day. And so, in the 19th century, one of the ways--I think a lot about the compare and contrast of Canadian and Mexican history, that even though Canada was also on the American border and even though it also was, at interval, subject to depredations, that the Americans always knew, ultimately, behind Canada in the 19th century stands Great Britain, which is the dominant military power in the world, certainly the dominant naval power. So handle with care.

And then Canada seamlessly transitioned from British protection to American protection. And it's a shock to the national outlook that the British protection is long gone, and the American protection has been withdrawn, and they're now meeting their neighbor that is behaving to Canada the way it's behaved to many of its Latin American neighbors. And it's building the same kind of feelings in Canada, and pushing, I think, in my opinion, Canada to some destructive ideas about being more self-sufficient in industry which are not feasible, but which, certainly, are emotionally appealing.

MacMillan: It'll be interesting to see how far it goes. I think what Canada is doing, something that perhaps it should have done before, is it's upping its defense spending and it's thinking more about how it can find partners elsewhere. It's been very comfortable to be protected by great powers--not always, but it has, on the whole, been comfortable. And I think we've got used to it, and I think we got used to the idea that we didn't need to do much to defend ourselves because Britain or the United States would always be there. And now we really are having to think about where we fit in the world and how we deal with our situation in the world. And I think, certainly, our prime minister has been paying more attention to the Europeans, and he's also been going to Asia. And I think this is something that, perhaps, is necessary. But it's going to be a very hard adjustment for Canada.

Frum: I was gonna ask you a question drawing on your academic expertise. So you are both an historian and a teacher of international relations, two disciplines that normally are engaged in a constant--speaking of clashing zones of interest--the historians always saying, The international-relations people with their models and their generalities, and the historians saying, No, it's different. There's an academic game, I think, of lumpers and splitters, and international-relations people are lumpers and historians are splitters. So drawing on both those clashing zones of expertise, do you think it's meaningful to ask the question: "Was, is the United States an empire?" And if it's a meaningful question, how would you answer it?

MacMillan: It's always worth asking those sorts of questions because we got used to the idea the empire was dead and gone. The winding up of the European empires after the Second World War, we thought then, Well, that's it. We won't have that again. We should have looked more closely at Russia--or the Soviet Union, as it was--because it remained an empire, and it's still an empire today, in fact: one ethnicity ruling over a lot of other ethnicities who don't necessarily want to be there. But I think [the] empire never really disappeared; we simply got informal empires--or we got, in the case of China, the Chinese moving into Tibet and absorbing, or attempting to absorb, Tibetan culture into Chinese culture. So I think empires never really disappeared, and we're seeing it back again with a vengeance.

Frum: You didn't answer the question, though.

MacMillan: Of what? That--is--

Frum: Was, is the United States an empire?

MacMillan: --United States an empire? Yes, I think it was. It behaved like an empire. Well, look, I don't think empires are necessarily malevolent. The Roman Empire had both good and bad things about it. The people within the Roman Empire got stability and security, and people far more moved into the Roman Empire than moved out, because of that. The Austro-Hungarian empire managed to provide stability for a lot of different ethnicities, religions, peoples. And so empires can bring a lot of peoples together. It depends how they're ruled. It depends whether--in our day, we'd prefer that they have more democracy. But the United States has certainly ruled over other people who are not what Americans would consider Americans. The fact they never made Puerto Rico a state, I think, indicates something of the American attitude, that they don't really regard Puerto Ricans as being fully Americans in the sense that they define it. And the United States has behaved like an empire in the Caribbean. It's behaved like an empire in Mexico, to actually absorb large bits of Mexico, conquering them and bringing in people. So I would say the United States has been an empire and, in many ways, still behaves like an empire, not that Americans would probably agree with me.

Frum: If it was or if it is, what would it mean for that empire to end, and how would we know?

MacMillan: How do we know when empires end? When the peoples who are in the empire no longer want to be part of it, and they leave or they rebel. The British empire was based partly on force, but also on consent from a lot of the people who were being ruled over, because they saw no alternative. And once the British themselves, once Britain began to weaken, and once it began to become less willing to bear the costs of empire, 'cause empires can be expensive, then the number of the peoples within the British empire saw a chance to seize their independence. We did, as Canadians; we were already moving to independence, and we achieved it fully, I would argue, in 1930. But India, Indian politicians, nationalists led by [Mahatma] Ghandi, saw an opportunity during and after the Second World War, and India became independent. So you decide the price of being in the empire is not worth it any longer, you're not getting anything out of it, you see a chance for independence, and you see the imperial power weakening.

So will the United States begin to see parts wanting to break away? I don't know. The Hawaiian Islands were brought into the American empire, but they seem to be content as a state.

But will the countries of Central America, the Caribbean begin to push against the United States? Not at the moment, when the United States still was powerful in its own neighborhood.

Frum: Yeah, I think the United States will always remain powerful in its own neighborhood. I'm not sure how I would answer that question. I've thought about it a lot, and I have a complicated answer and not a completely useful one, but what does seem to be happening is that the network, the latticework of agreements on which American power was based since World War II, those seem to be dissolving. And the American presence, which reached its apogee in the 1990s and early 2000s, it seems to be in retreat, and it's moving fast. And your point about the empire of invitation, a lot of the British empire in India grew because, basically, the British offered a better deal to people in India than the previous rulers had done--more security at lower cost. And local landed and mercantile elite said, I like the British deal of security at cost better than I like the old previous Mughal deal, and anyway, the Mughal deal's no longer available. They've cracked up. Their power's gone. So if I want security, the British are offering a lot of security at a reasonable price. I'll take it. And then that lasted as long as it lasted, and then local elite said, You know what? We don't want the British here anymore. And then everyone discovered the British had always been there only because the Indians put up with them, and the moment the Indians decided not to put up with them, the British had to go.


 But I think there's something like that, that the United States has offered these guarantees to everybody, and it's cost the U.S. Treasury military spending, but it's benefited the American economy enormously. But Trump's theory is the American economy doesn't benefit--he's wrong, but he believes that--and so, therefore, why should the Treasury pay for the military costs, which are much less than the economic benefits? And so it all begins to shrink and wither, and everybody has to then make their own independent arrangements. And some people have no choice. Canada has no choice. Mexico may have a little bit more choice than it thinks, although Mexico has to worry about American violence in a way, direct violence, in a way that it suffered before and may suffer again.

MacMillan: Yeah. I think a lot of Americans forget just how much of the southern United States was once Mexican. The Mexicans don't forget it. But I think you're right. I think you get some people within empires. I's partly a confidence trick--I think that's what George Orwell said--that the people who rule it believe they have the right to rule; the people who are ruled accept that.

But I think what also begins to change empires is when you get the notion of self-determination and democracy and people within empires who have put up with rule because they've always put up with rule from different rulers--they've never had a say in who the rulers are--suddenly begin to think they should. And I think that also made a difference in countries like India, is that the idea that the Indians themselves should choose their own rulers, which hadn't happened in the past and hadn't happened with the British, now began to take root. And ideas can be, as we know, can be very, very powerful.

Frum: Well, if the American arrangement, or whatever system, is receding, some people will be sad. The allies in continental Europe will be sad. Canadians will certainly be sad. Some people will be relieved. I think many in South America will be relieved. But many, like in Southeast Asia--Vietnam, Malaysia--[will say], We'll just have to make our new deal with the new arrangement. That's the eternity of politics, and there seemed to be this moment when the United States offered us a world built by law, but they rejected law even for themselves, and they certainly can't give the benefit of law to us. And so we have to make our own new deal with our own new regional overlords, whoever they may be--China or India.

MacMillan: Yeah, and it's very difficult to see how it will shape out. Will the Chinese be a benevolent overlord? The record so far isn't all that good. The way they've treated Xinjiang and the way they've treated Tibet and the way they're treating Hong Kong now doesn't give me much hope that the Chinese will allow different cultures and different areas to flourish and have a certain degree of autonomy.

And what you had in a lot of the empires in the past is you did have various degrees of autonomy, and then you did, actually, in some cases have protections for minorities. The British empire, the Ottoman empire, the Austro-Hungarian empire were actually very good on minorities, and the Ottomans treated Jews and Christians better than many states, which were a single religion. Empires are often better at treating minorities.

Whether this will happen as we see a new world, or perhaps an area dominated by China--the Russian treatment of its minorities is not very encouraging. And I do think what is worrying and is, I think, keeping some Europeans up at night is what's gonna happen to Europe itself if the United States pulls out support for Europe. The Europeans are a long way, I think, from being able to replace American power, American weapons, American technology. They're moving in that direction, but it's gonna take a while. And there, they've got Russia right on their borders.

Frum: Well, on the day we are speaking, Monday, November 17, there are reports of a major act of sabotage inside Poland, presumably by Russian or Russian agents.

MacMillan: Oh, I didn't--no, I hadn't heard that.

Frum: They blew up, apparently, an important train line with some kind of complicated device, and it's a very undeniable act of aggression against a NATO state. The Russians have carried out, with more deniability, attacks on defense installations in Europe before; they've tried to commit assassinations of European defense executives. This seems to be a new level. And a lot of the permission seems to be because it's happening at a time when the Trump administration is preparing to withdraw American presence from Poland and Romania, where it's been forward deployed. So, yeah, we may discover that post-American world is not just a topic for think tanks and seminars--it may be our reality, and it may be a lot less pleasant than the world it replaced.

Margaret MacMillan, thank you so much for making time for me today. I'm so grateful to you.

MacMillan: Thank you. I'm not sure we've cheered ourselves up, but it's been a pleasure to talk to you.

Frum: (Laughs.) Bye-bye.

MacMillan: Bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Margaret MacMillan for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Now, my book of the week. As I mentioned at the top, the book is The Old Curiosity Shop, by Charles Dickens. The Old Curiosity Shop is, these days, probably one of Dickens's less-well-read books. It is kind of a mess, and it's not very much to modern tastes. Many people who have not read the book will know it from a famously mean-spirited quip by Oscar Wilde. The central character of The Old Curiosity Shop is an angelic girl-child named Little Nell. Little Nell heartbreakingly dies in the course of the novel, and Oscar Wilde is supposed to have said--the remark was recorded years after his death; it was not recorded in his lifetime, but it's from a pretty good source, a friend of his who wrote it in her memoirs in 1930--Oscar Wilde was supposed to have said it would take "a heart of stone to read the death of Little Nell without laughing."

Now, the death of Little Nell, in fact, sent all of England and many in America weeping. It was a tremendously moving scene, and I think, if you read it today, you will still find it moving. But it is more sentimental than modern readers tend to like, and the whole novel has gone into kind of eclipse as a result of it. And yet, it made a big impression on me, and I wanna talk about it this week for a very particular reason.

The Old Curiosity Shop, as I said it, it's kind of a mess. It was originally published in serialized form in 1840, '41, and it was published in book form in 1841. And it was an emotional response to a catastrophic event in the life of Charles Dickens. Charles Dickens lived in his large and growing household with, among other people, his wife's younger sister Mary Hogarth, to whom he seems to have had a very intense romantic attachment. The relationship seems not to have been physically consummated, but it came darn close. Mary Hogarth died age 17 in 1837, died with Dickens in the room. It was a heartbreaking event for him, deeply moved him, and its impact is felt in many, many of his books-there are characters based on Mary Hogarth throughout Dickens's corpus, especially the early part of it. Little Nell is also based very much on Mary Hogarth. And The Old Curiosity Shop, for all of its messiness and sentimentality, is Dickens's attempt to reckon with early death.

And what brings it back to my mind was a tragic event in our outer world in the past week. Dear friends of ours lost a child--a daughter, beautiful daughter--at age 18 to an unexpected health catastrophe. I was on a visit to Mexico City. I got word of this catastrophic event. I was on a little bus going from one conference room to another conference room, and I stepped outta the bus, and there I was, sitting on Paseo de la Reforma, the big traffic artery in central Mexico City, on a park bench, just sobbing, while pigeons stared at me as if, Who is this crazy gringo who can't control himself on a park bench in the Paseo de la Reforma? And it sent me back to the book to try to make sense of this kind of unexplained, unexplicable catastrophe. And one of the themes of the book, and what is actually my favorite scene--and this came very much to mind--is how death folds time in a curious way. The dead remain unchanged at who they were at the moment of death, while we, the living, carry on. And there's a scene in The Old Curiosity Shop--and if you'll indulge me, it's 300 words long, but I'd like to read it because it speaks to me, and it may speak to any of you who have had encounters with this kind of loss.

Little Nell is on her wanderings, and she comes into an old country churchyard and looks at the tombstones. And here's what she says: "She was looking at a humble stone which told of a young man who had died at twenty-three years old, fifty-five years ago, when she heard a faltering step approaching, and looking [round] saw a feeble woman bent with the weight of years, who tottered to the foot of that same grave and asked her to read the writing on the stone. The old woman thanked her when she had done, saying that she had had the words by heart for many a long, long year, but could not see them now. 'Were you his mother?' said the child. 'I was his wife, my dear.' She was the wife of a young man of three-and-twenty! Ah, true! It was fifty-five years ago. 'You wonder to hear me say that,' remarked the old woman, shaking her head. 'You're not the first. Older [folk] than you have wondered at the same thing before now. Yes, I was his wife. Death doesn't change us more than life, my dear.' 'Do you come here often?' asked the child. 'I sit here very often in the summer time,' she answered. 'I used to come here once to cry and mourn, but that was a weary ... while ago, [bless] God!' 'I [pluck] the daisies as they grow, and take [them] home,' said the old woman after a short silence. 'I like no [flowers] so well as these, and haven't for [five-and-fifty] years. It's a long time, and I'm getting very old.' Then growing garrulous upon a theme which was new to one listener though it were but a child, she told her how she had wept and moaned and prayed to die herself, when this happened; and how when she first came to that place, a young creature strong in love and grief, she had hoped that her heart was breaking as it seemed to be. But that time passed by, and although she continued to be sad when she came here, still she could bear to come, and so went on until it was pain no longer, but a solemn pleasure, and a duty she had learned to like. And now that five-and-fifty years were gone, she spoke of the dead man as if he had been her son or grandson, with a kind of pity for his youth, growing out of her own old age, and an exalting of his strength and manly beauty as compared with her own weakness and decay; and yet she spoke about him as her husband too, and thinking of herself in connexion with him, as she used to be and not as she was now, talked of their meeting in another world, as if he were dead but yesterday, and she, separated from her former self, were thinking of the happiness of [that] comely girl who seemed to have died with him."

We remember Xanthe Foreman Barton in grief and love.

Thanks so much for watching and listening to The David Frum Show. See you next week.

[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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Eight Plot-Heavy Books That Will Keep You Turning Pages

Some readers enjoy plotless, heady fiction. Those who don't should try these titles.

by M. L. Rio

Wed, 19 Nov 2025

The literary landscape of the 21st century seems more and more divided when it comes to one particular aspect: plot. Some books have it; others don't. The have-nots have gotten a lot of critical attention in recent years: Think of novels that read like an extended internal monologue, describing in intimate detail the thoughts, feelings, and impressions of a protagonist. Usually, this is not someone who makes things happen, or to whom things happen; the strength of the narrator's voice and the depth of the emotional landscape are expected to carry the audience through the (loosely defined) story. Authors as varied as Rachel Cusk, Claire-Louise Bennett, Ben Lerner, and Ottessa Moshfegh have been acclaimed for work of deep interiority and minimal eventfulness.

But I see no reason a novel should have to choose between voice and action. In all of my favorite books, the shape of the plot amplifies the characters' emotional journey or the author's artistic philosophy. And I know I'm not alone. Plot-heavy books still dominate the best-seller lists. After all, narrative is in our nature: Once upon a time and the end are still two of the most recognizable phrases in the English language. Small wonder, then, that many readers continue to crave books with an intrinsic momentum, novels in which events follow a logical progression toward a dramatic climax and a hard-earned resolution. Here are eight books for readers with the same predilections--pick one up when you want something to actually happen.








The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo, by Stieg Larsson, translated by Reg Keeland

This book was a sensation for a reason. The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo is, at its core, a locked-room mystery. The room just happens to be an isolated Swedish island, the suspects all members of a weird and wealthy family, and the man tasked with solving the mystery, Mikael, a trapped outsider not liking his odds of getting out alive. Mikael is a journalist ostensibly hired by the mysterious Henrik Vanger to write the family's history. His real assignment? Investigating the disappearance of Henrik's great-niece Harriet 40 years ago, with the help of the prickly savant computer hacker Lisbeth Salander. The pair's determination to get to the bottom of things mirrors the reader's. As Mikael ventures into greater and greater danger, the narrative becomes more claustrophobic and tangled, and the story's unraveling is rich and rewarding. Not for the faint of heart or weak of stomach, Dragon Tattoo is as elegant as it is brutal.






The Staircase in the Woods, by Chuck Wendig

Some readers may dismiss horror, or other genre fiction, as cheap entertainment based on its shelving alone. Wendig has never written a book that wasn't entertaining, but he's never written a cheap one either. His latest novel, The Staircase in the Woods, looks squarely at the darker facets of human nature, and it never eschews the grotesque for the sake of good taste. (Birthday cake with a side of severed thumbs, anyone?) The premise intrigues from the start: Five teenagers climb the mysterious staircase of the title, and only four come out of the forest. Decades later, the survivors agree to try to find their friend--but they're not certain about what actually happened back then, or what will happen when they return. The longer you spend in Wendig's haunted house of a novel, the deeper you probe into the troubled minds of his characters--and this fine, freaky psychodrama will keep you up past your bedtime.






Vladimir, by Julia May Jonas

I've read many campus novels, as the author of one, and I'm a harsh judge of them. But Vladimir stands out among a crowded field: Jonas's novel is so good, strange, and true that it made me want to keep reading even when I was thoroughly sick of the genre. Its plot is just wild enough to be plausible to anyone who's actually worked in academia and delightfully nutty to anyone who's only ever accessed that world through the warped lens of fiction. The protagonist's plan--to seduce a young professor as revenge for her husband's infidelity--is utterly deranged, but her motives are so painfully relatable that you might find yourself wanting her to get away with everything. Thank God Jonas had the nerve to write this. It's short, fast, sharp, and fresh.

Read: This is not your typical campus novel








Kindred, by Octavia E. Butler

Butler is a master of exposition. I loved teaching her writing to undergraduates, because she gets the ball rolling in record time, every time. Her novels are perfectly plotted; their enormously complex stories unspool effortlessly. Kindred is just one example; it manages to deploy the unwieldy device of time travel without boring the reader with sci-fi details. How does its hero jump from the 20th century to the 19th and back again? It doesn't matter: The point is that a Black woman living in 1970s California has been booted back to antebellum Maryland, where confronting her own family history might mean erasing herself from the future. It's a riveting read, which proves that a well-structured story can expose a society's most harrowing dynamics.






Rum Punch, by Elmore Leonard

This novel is so packed with plot that Quentin Tarantino adapted it into the extra-long film Jackie Brown, in 1997. If you've seen the movie, you might imagine Pam Grier sauntering across the page, but this is a breakneck novel in its own right: Characters make and shatter alliances at dizzying speed, and nobody's motives are ever quite what they seem. A middle-aged flight attendant, Jackie Burke, finds herself trapped between the FBI and an ambitious gunrunner when she gets caught moving his merchandise across international borders. Shoot-outs, sting operations, and boatloads of blow: This book has it all. It's a terrific beach read, but it has enough substance to keep you sustained no matter where you pick it up.

Read: The Elmore Leonard paradox








The Fox Wife, by Yangsze Choo

Choo's novel, set in Manchuria in 1908, blends folklore and classic detective fiction, and adds a dash of fantasy--half of its characters are shape-shifting spirits who transform from foxes to humans and back again. These creatures are as clever and crafty as you might expect, and the narrative twists keep the reader in a state of high alert. What starts as a police procedural about the death of a high-class courtesan soon blossoms into a fantastical quest to break curses, rekindle lost love, and catch a murderer. Although it's not overly long, the book has a mythic feeling, moving through time and space like an epic poem. Choo seamlessly combines narrative momentum and lush world-building, so the reader discovers the setting and uncovers the mystery alongside the novel's endearing detective.






Cat's Cradle, by Kurt Vonnegut

A ticking bomb in need of defusing is a fantastic device for creating compelling fiction. (This is why Hollywood explosives frequently have big, scary digital countdown displays--something their real-life counterparts don't have.) In Cat's Cradle, Vonnegut tweaks this trope to fit his signature, screwy black comedy. Here, the doomsday device is a mad scientist's unstable compound, ice-nine, which is destined to plunge the world into a new Ice Age if it ever comes into contact with water. Naturally, Vonnegut puts the inventor's irresponsible heirs on a plane that's en route to an island nation controlled by a power-mad dictator, turning the book into a kind of apocalyptic countdown. It's clear from the start that things will go terribly awry--how could they not?--but the when and how of the eventual catastrophe are anyone's guess. Don't try to figure out where this book is going. Just enjoy the ride and trust that you'll arrive right where you need to be.

Read: The making of Kurt Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle








The Postman Always Rings Twice, by James M. Cain

By far the shortest book on this list, Cain's classic noir can be gulped down in one sitting. Its plot is about, well, plotting: The two thoroughly unlikable lovers who drive the action of the story, Frank and Cora, are planning a murder more or less from the moment they meet. But the killing doesn't go at all according to plan, and the criminals are forced to keep scheming to cover their tracks. Everyone in the novel is easy to loathe, but as you wonder when and how they'll get caught, Cain makes you unsure of how you'll feel about it when they are. Something like a 20th-century version of Macbeth (one of Shakespeare's shortest and most action-packed plays), The Postman Always Rings Twice puts the reader on uncomfortably intimate terms with the villains; you watch them unravel in devastating style.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2025/11/plot-fiction-action-book-rio-recommendations/684980/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



RFK Jr.'s Miasma Theory of Health Is Spreading

The NIH is picking up Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s argument that a healthy immune system can keep even pandemic germs at bay.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Last week, the two top officials at the National Institutes of Health--the world's largest public funder of biomedical research--debuted a new plan to help Americans weather the next pandemic: getting everyone to eat better and exercise.



The standard pandemic-preparedness playbook "has failed catastrophically," NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya and NIH Principal Deputy Director Matthew J. Memoli wrote in City Journal, a magazine and website published by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, a conservative think tank. The pair argue that finding and studying pathogens that could cause outbreaks, then stockpiling vaccines against them, is a waste of money. Instead, they say, the United States should encourage people to improve their baseline health--"whether simply by stopping smoking, controlling hypertension or diabetes, or getting up and walking more."



On its own, Bhattacharya and Memoli's apparently serious suggestion that just being in better shape will carry the U.S. through an infectious crisis is reckless, experts told me--especially if it's executed at the expense of other public-health responses. In an email, Andrew Nixon, the director of communications at the Department of Health and Human Services--which oversees the NIH--wrote that the agency "supports a comprehensive approach to pandemic preparedness that recognizes the importance of both biomedical tools and the factors individuals can control." But more broadly, Bhattacharya and Memoli's proposal reflects the spread of a dangerous philosophy that Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of HHS, has been pushing for years: a dismissal of germ theory, or the notion that infectious microbes are responsible for many of the diseases that plague humankind.



In his 2021 book, The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health, Kennedy, a longtime anti-vaccine activist, argues that modern scientists have blamed too much of infectious disease on pathogens, which he suggests are rarely problematic, unless the immune system has been compromised by poor nutrition, toxins, and other environmental stressors. He credits sanitation and nutrition for driving declines in infectious-disease deaths during the 20th century; vaccination, he has baselessly claimed, was largely ineffective and unnecessary. In his view, germs don't pose a substantial threat to people who have done the work of "fortifying the immune system"--essentially, those who have taken their health into their own hands.



In terms of general health, most Americans would benefit from improvements in diet and exercise. A strong emphasis on both has been core to the Make America Healthy Again movement, and in one important aspect, Kennedy and his allies are correct: The immune system, like other bodily systems, is sensitive to nutritional status, and when people are dealing with chronic health issues, they often fare less well against infectious threats, Melinda Beck, a nutrition and infectious-disease researcher who recently retired from the University of North Carolina, told me. Conditions such as obesity and diabetes, for instance, raise the risk of severe COVID and flu; malnutrition exacerbates the course of diseases such as tuberculosis and measles.



But applied to widespread infectious outbreaks, the MAHA prescription is still deeply flawed. Being generally healthy doesn't guarantee survival, or even better outcomes against infectious diseases--especially when an entire population encounters a pathogen against which it has no immunity. Although some evidence suggests that the 1918 flu pandemic strongly affected certain groups of people who were less healthy at baseline--including undernourished World War I soldiers--"relatively healthy people, as far as we could understand, were the main victims," Naomi Rogers, a historian of medicine at Yale, told me. Smallpox, too, infected and killed indiscriminately. HIV has devastated many communities of young, healthy people.



In his book, Kennedy relies heavily on the term miasma theory as a shorthand for preventing disease "through nutrition and by reducing exposures to environmental toxins and stresses." He's employing that phrase incorrectly: Historically, at least, miasma theory referred to the notion that epidemics are caused by bad air--such as toxic emanations from corpses and trash--and was the predominant way of describing disease transmission until scientists found definitive proof of infectious microbes in the late 19th century. But his choice of words is also revealing. In pitting his ideas against germ theory, he plays on a centuries-old tension between lifestyle and microbes as roots of illness.



In its early days, germ theory struggled to gain traction even among physicians, many of whom dismissed the idea as simplistic, Nancy Tomes, a historian at Stony Brook University, told me. After the idea became foundational to medicine, scientists still had to work to convince some members of the public that microbes could fell healthy people, too. In the early days of polio vaccination, when the virus still ran rampant in the U.S., some vaccine-skeptical Americans insisted that children were falling seriously ill primarily because their parents weren't managing their kids' nutrition well and "had disrupted the child's internal health," Rogers told me.



Over time, as pharmaceutical companies made global businesses out of selling antibiotics, vaccines, and antivirals, the products became a symbol, for some people, of how germ theory had taken over medicine. Accepting vaccines came to represent trust in scientific expertise, Rogers said; misgivings about the industry, in contrast, might translate into rejecting those offerings. In that skeptical slice of the American public and amid the rise of alternative-wellness practitioners, Kennedy has found purchase for his ideas about nutrition as a cure-all.



Since taking over as health secretary, he has on occasion made that distrust in germ theory national policy. In his book, he wrote that "when a starving African child succumbs to measles, the miasmist attributes the death to malnutrition; germ theory proponents (a.k.a. virologists) blame the virus." Earlier this year, when measles raged through undervaccinated regions of West Texas, the secretary acted out his own miasmist theory of the outbreak, urging Americans to rely on vitamin-A supplementation as a first-line defense, even though deficiency of that vitamin is rare here.



But germ theory is key to understanding why outbreaks become pandemics--not because people's general health is wanting, but because a pathogen is so unfamiliar to so many people's immune systems at once that it is able to spread unchecked. Pandemics then end because enough people acquire sufficient immunity to that pathogen. Vaccination, when available, remains the safest way to gain that immunity--and, unlike lifestyle choices, it can represent a near-universal strategy to shore up defenses against disease. Not all of the risk factors that worsen disease severity are tunable by simply eating better or working out more. For COVID and many other respiratory diseases, for instance, old age and pregnancy remain some of the biggest risk factors. Genetic predispositions to certain medical conditions, or structural barriers to changing health habits--not just lack of willpower--can make people vulnerable to disease, too.



In their article, Bhattacharya and Memoli purport to be arguing against specific strategies of pandemic preparedness, most prominently the controversial type of gain-of-function research that can involve altering the disease-causing traits of pathogens, and has been restricted by the Trump administration. But the pair also mischaracterize the country's current approach to pandemics, which, in addition to calling for virus research and vaccine development, prioritizes measures such as surveillance, international partnerships, and improved health-care capacity, Nahid Bhadelia, the director of the Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases at Boston University, told me. And Bhattacharya and Memoli's alternative approach cuts against the most basic logic of public health--that the clearest way to help keep a whole population healthy is to offer protections that work on a societal level and that will reach as many people as possible. Fixating on personal nutrition and exercise regimens as pandemic preparedness would leave many people entirely unprotected. At the same time, "we're basically setting up society to blame someone" in the event that they fall ill, Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the pandemic center at the Brown University School of Public Health, told me.



Kennedy's book bemoans that the "warring philosophies" of miasma and germ theory have become a zero-sum game. And yet, at HHS, he and his officials are presenting outbreak preparedness--and the rest of public health--as exactly that: The country should worry about environment or pathogens; it should be either pushing people to eat better or stockpiling vaccines. Over email, Nixon told me that "encouraging healthier habits is one way to strengthen resilience alongside vaccines, treatments, and diagnostics developed through NIH-funded research." But this year, under pressure from the Trump administration, the NIH has cut funding to hundreds of vaccine- and infectious-disease focused research projects; elsewhere at HHS, officials canceled nearly half a billion dollars' worth of contracts geared toward developing mRNA vaccines.



The reality is that both environment and pathogens often influence the outcome of disease, and both should be addressed. Today's public-health establishment might not subscribe to the 19th-century version of miasma theory, but the idea that environmental and social factors shape people's health is still core to the field. "They're saying you can only do one thing at a time," Bhadelia told me. "I don't think we have to."
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Photos: When the Polar Bears Move In

The photographer Vadim Makhorov, while recently cruising on the Chukchi Sea, noticed a group of polar bears that were taking shelter inside an abandoned research station on Russia's remote Kolyuchin Island.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 19 Nov 2025


A polar bear rests in front of an abandoned research station on Kolyuchin Island, in the country's Far East, off Chukotka, Russia, on September 14, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




Polar bears stand on the porch of an abandoned research station on Russia's Kolyuchin Island, on September 14, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




An aerial view of the abandoned research station on Kolyuchin Island. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




Polar bears gather inside part of the abandoned research station. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




A polar bear peers out from one of the abandoned structures on Kolyuchin Island, on September 18, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




An aerial view of the abandoned research facility on Kolyuchin Island, seen on September 14, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




A polar bear rests near the abandoned structures, on September 18, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




A polar bear yawns on the porch of one of the abandoned buildings, on September 18, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




Polar bears rest and walk around a decaying structure on Kolyuchin Island, on September 18, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




Two of the bears gather on a porch, seen on September 14, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)
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Trump's Self-Damning Response to a Legitimate Question

The president scolded a reporter for "embarrassing" Mohammed bin Salman. But MBS seemed less aggrieved than Trump.

by Graeme Wood

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




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

At an Oval Office meeting yesterday between the American president and the ruler of Saudi Arabia, Mary Bruce of ABC News asked a series of questions that Donald Trump deemed "horrible," "terrible," and "insubordinate." Bruce's first question concerned possible conflicts of interest involving the Trump family's business in Saudi Arabia. "I think the broadcasting license should be taken away from ABC because your news is so fake," he replied. The other questions (not even questions, really--Trump interrupted Bruce before she could finish her sentence) related to Saudi Arabia's involvement in the 9/11 attacks and Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman's alleged role in the 2018 dismemberment of the Saudi political operative and Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi. Khashoggi, Trump said, "was extremely controversial," and "a lot of people didn't like" him. Trump scolded Bruce for "embarrassing" MBS, as he is universally known, with the question.

For decades, one of the forlorn liberal desires was for Saudi Arabia to modernize, secularize, and become more American. MBS has made transformational progress in this regard. He granted women the right to work, drive, and live lives independent of men; curtailed persecution of all people by religious fanatics; and brought in Western entertainers such as Louis C.K., famous for violating the ancient Wahhabi prohibition against masturbating in front of unrelated women in hotel rooms. These transformations have been unaccompanied by the expansion of political rights. Such rights as exist are those granted, always provisionally, by the crown prince, and they do not include the right not to be dismembered for opposing the crown prince's policies.

Yesterday's meeting was a grim update on the political changes in the two leaders' respective countries. First there was the general implication that MBS is now welcome back in Washington. Trump's circle has made the case that Saudi Arabia's value to the United States is so great that certain crimes by its leader must be overlooked, just as the United States sometimes relies on its friends to overlook its own. MBS came to America bearing gifts: a much vaunted financial investment; a refreshed relationship; the prospect, uttered publicly, of Saudi Arabia joining the Abraham Accords and recognizing Israel. For Trump, and for many other like-minded people in government, the logic is that if these relationships are valuable, they are more valuable than the life of any one person.

Helen Lewis: I watched stand-up in Saudi Arabia

The more interesting aspect of the meeting, however, was the shift in tone. MBS replied to Bruce's question about Khashoggi politely, if inadequately. His reply was an abbreviated version of what he told me when I asked him a similar question about Khashoggi in 2021. (That was the last time he granted an extended interview to an American journalist.) He said that Khashoggi's death was painful--for him, the crown prince--and that it was regrettable but not his fault. He said that such an event would not happen again and added, when I followed up, that he would not have killed Khashoggi, because Khashoggi was not important enough to merit a death order. If he were to kill his enemies, he said, there were "a thousand" whom he would have killed before he got around to Khashoggi. Even after this "embarrassing question," as Trump put it yesterday, MBS let me pester him for another hour, sometimes answering tartly when the questions were impertinent but never threatening to cut the conversation short, or throw my tape recorder or me into a wood chipper. In the Oval Office, one could fault MBS for answering insufficiently about Khashoggi, but one could not fault him for failing to answer at all, or for acting as if an impertinent question constituted lese-majeste.

Trump saw things differently, and in that sense his response was the more loathsome of the two. Even though he was not the one in the room in line for a throne, Trump replied with regal offense. The threat to take away ABC's broadcasting license for "embarrassing" MBS is of course outrageous. But the tone was in some ways the most self-damning aspect of his response, because, unlike MBS's, it was brittle and aggrieved, and conveyed a sense that asking a hard question could get a commoner put in the stocks.

The progress that American liberals once craved--for Saudi Arabia to become more American in its values--in the end now seems like one of those ironic wishes in tales of yore, that boomerang back and wound the wisher. Saudi Arabia is more American now. Its people go to rap concerts, and its leader watches Netflix. Even so, no one could seriously compare the politics of America (where elections still happen, and courts sometimes tell the government that it cannot do what it wants) to those of Saudi Arabia, where there are no politics, just power.

But America has closed the gap by becoming a little more Saudi. It has a leader who gilds his palace and hisses to his courtiers that they should do something about anyone guilty of even the mildest insolence. (Incidentally, I take a similar dynamic to be MBS's implied alibi for Khashoggi's death: His courtiers murdered Khashoggi not on his direct orders, but in overzealous fulfillment of a general order to keep critics in line.) Moralists in foreign policy have long warned that if you partner with countries that do not share your values, your own values will degrade to match theirs faster than theirs will improve to catch up with yours. As of yesterday, I would say that America and Saudi Arabia--which for so long have styled themselves as unlikely siblings, more alike than they appear--are on course to match each other's speeds, and meet almost perfectly in the middle.
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Whoa-zempic!

The next wave of obesity drugs is pushing the limits of weight loss.

by Roxanne Khamsi

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Medical weight loss might be on the verge of a further revolution. For starters, people will likely have the option of taking a new class of medications that seem to have fewer bothersome side effects, such as nausea--which affects about half the people on Ozempic and similar drugs.

Those now-familiar medications target a pathway involving the appetite-regulating hormone GLP-1; the new ones target cell receptors for a different hormone, amylin. AstraZeneca, Eli Lilly, Zealand Pharma, and, of course, Novo Nordisk, which makes Ozempic, are all testing amylin-based obesity drugs. And if the increasing number of new weight-loss medications seems hard to choose from, you might not have to pick just one. Some medications in development, such as CagriSema, go one step beyond, combining components that target amylin and GLP-1 to make even more powerful drugs.

In a recent trial, individuals with obesity who took an amylin-based drug called cagrilintide lost about 12 percent of their weight over the course of 16 months. Those on semaglutide, the active ingredient in Ozempic, lost about 15 percent. Those taking CagriSema lost, on average, more than 20 percent. (By comparison, bariatric surgery, a dramatic procedure that reconfigures the digestive system, can cause a person to lose about 30 percent of their weight--but it comes with the possibility of serious complications such as hernias and life-threatening infections.) These new combination drugs are pressing weight loss far enough past the limits of existing drugs that the field of obesity research is facing an unprecedented question: How far should medical weight loss go?

Thomas Lutz, who is known by his contemporaries as the "amylin guy," has been conducting amylin research at the University of Zurich since the early 1990s, beginning only a few years after amylin had been isolated and characterized in pancreatic cells. Some scientists looked at the molecule with suspicion because it had been isolated in deposits within the pancreas of diabetic patients. Lutz and others helped show that it could reduce appetite in animals. But, perhaps partly because of the lingering mystery of why amylin deposits occur in the body, he found that the wider field took quite a while to get interested in his and other amylin researchers' work. "We were probably considered outsiders by many others in the field," Lutz told me. Most of his peers were focused on GLP-1, or leptin, or other peptides--molecules made of the same building blocks as proteins, but smaller. "Not many labs really focused on amylin."

The compound has been used as a drug in the past, Lutz said, albeit in less potent incarnations. Pramlintide, an analogue of amylin, was approved by the FDA for treating diabetes in 2005. The formulation degrades rapidly enough that it has to be injected before every major meal, though; cagrilintide sticks around longer and is injected only once a week. Pramlintide also doesn't have as big an effect on weight loss compared with the more recent array of amylin drugs. In one trial, twice as many people receiving it lost at least 5 percent of their body weight after four months, relative to those receiving the placebo. But that's a modest effect.

Amylin is just one of a bevy of hormones involved in metabolism that pharmaceutical companies are thinking of using as components in future weight-loss therapies. "Companies are kind of going down the list," looking at peptides that are secreted after meals and might have commercial potential, Kevin Hall, a metabolism scientist and co-author of the new book Food Intelligence, told me. There are drugs in the works that join the action of GLP-1 with that of GIP, a hormone released from the upper intestine, despite uncertainty about how GIP influences appetite. Some companies are looking at drugs based on the hormone glucagon. Others are investigating peptide YY, a gut hormone that signals to the brain that a meal has been consumed.

Because the body tends to adapt to drugs that depend on just one hormonal mechanism, combination medications that target multiple hormones should yield more effective treatments, Beverly Tchang, an endocrinologist at Weill Cornell Medicine who's on the governing board of the Obesity Society, told me. As the available combinations increase and the weight-loss effects presumably nudge up as well, the question becomes: How much weight loss should these medications aim to produce? "The fact that we have to ask that question is crazy," Tchang said. "Five years ago, we couldn't ask that question, because we weren't hitting these thresholds."

For many individuals with obesity who lose about 5 percent of their weight, their blood levels of certain fat molecules start to improve. At about 10 percent weight loss, their risk of heart attack and stroke typically goes down. When weight loss reaches more than 15 percent, some people start to see the resolution of health problems that often go hand in hand with obesity. "It's not that their high blood pressure is only getting better," Tchang said. "It's going away."

But not everyone sees their risk factors go away when they lose 15 or 20 percent of their weight, which is one reason doctors see a market for more potent drugs. Many people who are morbidly obese need to shed a higher percentage of weight to achieve certain health goals, which is why some undergo bariatric surgery, even with all of its associated risks. Of course, people who are less obese might not benefit from losing a lot of weight. "Not all of our patients need 20 percent, 25 percent, 30 percent weight loss," Timothy Garvey, an endocrinologist and professor at the University of Alabama at Birmingham who has led trials of amylin drugs, told me. "In fact, it's unhealthy for many people, and it's way beyond what we need to improve health."

Doctors often consider body mass index (the imperfect but broadly used measure based on someone's weight and height) to judge if someone is over- or underweight: A BMI of less than 18.5 is considered underweight. If someone's weight loss causes their BMI to fall below that in a clinical trial, the person generally has to leave the experiment. But social pressures to lose weight can be tremendous, and GLP-1 drugs are already available at online pharmacies, where physician oversight is less rigorous. Some doctors worry that if more potent combination drugs come along--at the same time that generic GLP-1 drugs are available--people might take their weight loss too far.

Since GLP-1 drugs have been widely available, people have used them not just to tend to their health but also to modify their appearance. Christoffer Clemmensen, an obesity researcher at the University of Copenhagen, drew a parallel between the excessive use of weight-loss medications and inappropriate uses of anabolic steroids to bulk up muscles. Without support from a doctor or other medical professionals, people using these drugs, or even more effective ones, could lose significant muscle mass, Michael Lyon, the medical director of the Obesity Medicine and Diabetes Institute in a suburb of Vancouver, British Columbia, told me. In some rare cases, people's weight loss on GLP-1 drugs doesn't level off. "They just keep losing and keep losing," Garvey said. "You are losing bone; you're losing muscle." Already, people who want to lose weight have some of the most powerful tools ever available. In the next year, they'll likely have even more options.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/11/new-drugs-weight-loss/684977/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The 2025 <em>Atlantic</em> Gift Guide



Wed, 19 Nov 2025




From our editorial team to you, welcome to The Atlantic's 2025 gift guide. We've curated a list of 50 unique gifts to bring joy to your loved ones this holiday season.

Someone Seeking Inspiration




Shower Sing-Along (Or Not)


Courtesy of JBL



Some people do their best thinking in the shower. For others, it's a key part of the morning ritual. And a few even sing (mercifully, I don't). To help with all that: this waterproof Bluetooth speaker. I wake up very, very early to co-host a morning cable-news show. Some days, it hurts. What helps is knowing that I can listen to something while getting ready. That can be a news podcast for an article I'm writing or the show I'm prepping for, or sports if I need a distraction. You can even play music if you do want to sing (again, not me).
 -- Jonathan Lemire, Staff Writer

$46.00 on Amazon

The World's Most Dangerous Film Festival


Jackie McGriff



Rochester, New York, the cradle of civilization--where they invented women voting and consumer photography. Consider taking a loved one on a trip to the birthplace of Kodak for an exciting weekend of art and adrenaline. Every year around the end of May, the George Eastman Museum, near downtown, hosts what is lovingly known as the "world's most dangerous film festival." The museum digs into its expansive collection of rare (and highly flammable) nitrate films and hosts a series of screenings all tinged with the thrill of risk. The theater could presumably burn down at any moment, but I imagine everyone is very careful. Last year, the museum showed Bugs Bunny in Technicolor. Passes for next year's Nitrate Picture Show go on sale on December 8.
 -- Kaitlyn Tiffany, Staff Writer

$190 for students, $240 for adults on Eastman Museum

Tea-Club Subscription


Courtesy of white2tea



Knowing too much about tea is a little like knowing too much about wine: It's annoying. Luckily, you don't have to know anything about tea to enjoy this monthly subscription from white2tea, a supremely low-key seller with decades of experience sourcing and shipping loose-leaf tea from China. Each shipment is dealer's choice: pu'er teas, black teas, white teas, smoked teas, and green teas in the spring. With your leaves, you'll get a little note describing where they came from and how best to enjoy them--the perfect way to let an expert do the thinking for you.
 -- Will Gottsegen, Staff Writer

$29.99/month on white2tea

Mood Ring


Courtesy of Ana Luisa



I know what you're thinking: You haven't worn a mood ring since middle school. But hear me out. This ring is whimsical, it goes with everything, and--unlike the one I wore in middle school--it's actually cool. That makes it the perfect gift for a friend or family member who wants a fun piece they can wear all the time.
 -- Rose Horowitch, Staff Writer

$75 on Ana Luisa

The Joy of Writing


Courtesy of Lamy



A blank Google Doc can paralyze even the most seasoned writers. In those moments (which arise frequently), I go old school. And I mean really old school: putting fountain pen to paper. The Lamy safari has just enough heft to slow my hand, and thus my thoughts. The scrape of the nib on the page--tactile, rhythmic--induces a meditative state in which, one hopes, the words will flow.
 -- Yasmin Tayag, Staff Writer

$37 on Lamy

Noise-Canceling Headphones That Actually Cancel Noise


Courtesy of Bose



In my experience, most noise-canceling headphones filter out white noise and leave the really distracting sounds--repetitive clicks, high-pitched whines, the loud conversation at the next cafe table--audible. That is, I believe, exactly not the point of noise-canceling headphones. This is the only pair I've tried that truly allows me to tune out distractions and focus on whatever I'm reading, writing, or editing.
 -- Rachel Gutman-Wei, Supervisory Senior Associate Editor

$429.00 on Amazon

Art Lovers




VIP Museum Treatment


Getty



Gifting a one-year membership is an easy way to help someone feel like a VIP at their favorite local museum. Terms and conditions vary by institution, but membership often includes free tickets, guest passes, sneak previews and extended hours, and healthy discounts at the (often very well-curated) museum store. A membership card can also, just by virtue of sitting in one's wallet, serve as good motivation to stop meaning to spend more time with art and actually go do it.
 -- Amy Weiss-Meyer, Senior Editor

Blu Murphy Art


Courtesy of Blu Murphy



My iPhone holds thousands of photographs of my 3-year-old son doing mundane things like eating an apple or holding a book while wearing Bluey ears. So, when I saw the artist Blu Murphy's "Red Line" series at the Eaton House in Washington, D.C., featuring Black children doing simple things--such as flying a toy airplane--I was mesmerized by the beauty, creativity, and innocence captured in the exhibit. School Leadership Award and Bobo's and Resistance are two of my favorite pieces, reminding me of my childhood, when the "bow bows" in my hair made sounds as they clinked together.
 -- Jenisha Watts, Senior Editor

Varies on Blu Murphy

Pottery


Courtesy of L.H. Griffin Ceramics



Pottery is the antidote. The more particular the better. A perfect mug lets you marvel at the creator's vision. But you can also feel the indent from their actual finger on the actual object, the spot where they left a swirl or pressed in the handle. You can feel it every morning when you drink your coffee, and remind yourself that human beings still make beautiful things with imperfections that a machine could never replicate. And that people working outside the establishments of commerce or fine art sometimes prevail. Two of my favorites: Washington, D.C.-based Lauren Griffin, whose work is inspired by 17th- and 18th-century folk arts such as gravestones, sailor tattoos, and scrimshaw; and Minneapolis-based Ginny Sims, whose work "nudges the medium into places where form and function combine and blur," according to her website. I have no idea what that means, but her work is beautiful.
 -- Hanna Rosin, Senior Editor

Varies on L.H. Griffin Ceramics

Artsy Hoodie


Courtesy of Philip Huang



There is an undeniable historical longevity to the art of dyeing textiles. It's a practice older than the ancient Egyptians. And yet humans manage to figure out how to remake the form century after century to suit their time. This bamboo fleece hoodie is definitely meeting the moment. It's part luxury, part comfort. Think of it as elevated tie-dye using 100 percent natural indigo. The fabric is naturally cooling and it's got a bit of weight, making it equally perfect for comfy loungewear as it is for stylish streetwear. 
 -- Claudine Ebeid, Executive Producer

$425 on Philip Huang

A Badly Drawn Celebrity


Courtesy of Sean Ryan



Conjure in your mind's eye how medieval illuminators drew lions--namely, in a way that made clear they had likely never seen one. Now imagine that instead of a lion, it is Pitbull. This is the basic vibe of Badly Drawn Celebrities. I figure the illustrator Sean Ryan has probably seen a famous person before. So what's his excuse? Perhaps every time I look at the print of (ostensibly) Nigella Lawson in my kitchen, I should see a woman so alienated by celebrity, she is as unrecognizable as that lion. I don't. But I do laugh!
 -- Drew Goins, Senior Editor

$17 on Badly Drawn Celebs

The Perfect Coffee-Table Book


Courtesy of Contemporary Art Museum St. Louis



I love to keep a stack of art books on my coffee table, and this is my new favorite. Favela's pinata-esque murals, sculptures, and installations spark pure joy for me, and this book traces a formative decade of his practice. It's unlike any other art book, printed on newsprint and packed with photos of his work, essays, stories, interviews, and drawings. It arrived in a package with bits of tissue confetti, and my 4-year-old daughter loves paging through it with me.
 -- Jenna Johnson, Senior Editor

$75 on Contemporary Art Museum St. Louis 

A Creative New Hobby


Courtesy of Blick



Printmaking is a beautiful and meditative medium, and inverting your vision to create an image with negative space is a rewarding challenge. While printmaking equipment and specialized techniques can be intimidating, linoleum blocks are relatively easy to carve. This set is a fun and straightforward way for someone to begin experimenting with their own prints.
 -- Matteo Wong, Staff Writer

$66 on Blick

Any Age




DIY Guitar Pedal


Courtesy of JHS Pedals



You could spend $10,000 on an original Klon Centaur guitar pedal--or you could build one for $119 with JHS Pedals' NOTAKLON kit. (It's "not a Klon" until you build it.) No engineering degree required: Assembly takes about 20 minutes and involves little more than a screwdriver. My toddler learned about how to follow instructions and keep small parts separate, and had a blast pouring goop on the circuit. When we were done, he got to hear an overdriven guitar for the first time. Pro tip: The sweet spot is at about 1 o'clock on the gain knob.
 -- Evan McMurry, Senior Editor

$119 on JHS Pedals

The Tube Man


Courtesy of Look Our Way



I don't need to tell you how great the inflatable tube man is; you've seen for yourself. He's flapping around your local merchants, wiggling his tiny arms and smiling his goofy smile and falling down, then getting right back up again. He is a magical, almost supernatural figure, which means you'd be forgiven for assuming that he's elusive. This is what I do need to tell you: Anyone--including you--can buy an inflatable tube man. They come in a number of colors and sizes, and can be customized with any logo, slogan, or design you want. Setup is painless. Children are especially delighted by them, but maybe your boss would like one. Everyone likes tube man.
 -- Ellen Cushing, Staff Writer

$34.95-$399 on Look Our Way

A Friend Magnet


Courtesy of Nintendo



For those well versed in video-game-console minutia, the Nintendo Switch 2's superiority over its predecessor is obvious: The system, which Nintendo released to heavy fanfare in June, offers significant technical upgrades. But for those who just want to play games, the improvements under the hood may seem minor, if not irrelevant. Consider this unique opportunity that a Switch 2 affords you: a way to entice jealous friends of all kinds to come over. There's a new, exclusive Mario Kart entry, you'll tell them; soon, they will arrive at your doorstep, perhaps with wine and/or pizza in hand, begging to check it out themselves.
 -- Allegra Frank, Senior Editor

$499 on Amazon

Movie Magic


Courtesy of AMC



Two friends gifted me this membership for my birthday some years ago, and for three months after, I felt like a Rockefeller: Suddenly, I could waltz into any AMC theater across this sizable continent, flash my fancy little QR code, and watch any movie I liked, for free--up to four times in any given week! I abused this privilege, nibbling on popcorn to my heart's content, eternally grateful to my two friendly patrons for subsidizing my cinephilic education.
 -- Valerie Trapp, Assistant Editor

$79.99 for three months on AMC Theatres

Keepsake Rocker


Courtesy of Pottery Barn



I've gifted these plush rockers to countless friends with kids between the ages of 1 and 3. My friends tell me that their kids love the rocker so much, they treat it not only as a toy, but also as a pet. Pottery Barn offers a range of animals (who wouldn't love a rocking Alpaca?). Unlike some wooden rocking horses, these have "fur" that offers a soft surface for kids still learning how to balance themselves. But they have a vintage look that sets them apart from other, clunkier toys. Pottery Barn will even personalize the rocker, making it a beautiful keepsake.
 -- Vivian Salama, Staff Writer

$189-$229 on Pottery Barn Kids

Delightfully Trippy Books


Courtesy of Bookshop



In this beautifully illustrated Japanese series, two sisters named Chirri and Chirra ride their bicycles together ("Dring-dring, dring-dring!") and go on fantastical adventures that are mesmerizing for children and delightfully trippy for adults. This time of year, my preschooler especially loves The Snowy Day, in which the sisters discover a whimsical icy cavern filled with darling little forest animals (including a clique of knitting foxes) and go swimming in a hot spring, dipping ice marbles into the water and watching them melt to reveal flowers that bloom and scent the air. Like I said, trippy. But delightfully so.
 -- Jenna Johnson, Senior Editor

$16 on Bookshop

Ice Cream, Delivered


Courtesy of Salt & Straw



I've always been an ice-cream purist--there's nothing better than a high-quality vanilla. But lately, I've been starting to enjoy the more adventurous side of ice cream: trying out varieties that combine flavors I never imagined would taste well together. Pint-of-the-month clubs, which several ice-cream stores offer, are a great way to try new flavors and gorge on the classics (some subscriptions let you choose flavors; others surprise you)--a perfect gift for the indecisive orderer or the resident sweet tooth in your life.
 -- Isabel Fattal, Senior Editor

$67.50/month on Salt & Straw

The Person Who Has Everything




Babas


Courtesy of Sabah



I got a pair of Babas this summer and have not taken them off. They're handmade in Turkey, stylish for outside, comfy for inside--I just love them. Crucially, they're an alternative to ballet flats and heels, which I think are a conspiracy against women.
 -- Sophie Gilbert, Staff Writer

$205 on Sabah

Dustpan-and-Brush Set


Eva Solo / Nordic Nest



What's more satisfying than making something so utilitarian so beautiful?
 -- Sophie Gilbert, Staff Writer

$79 on Nordic Nest

The Cadillac of Umbrellas


Courtesy of Davek New York



Expensive umbrellas really are better than the cheapo drugstore ones, but no one ever wants to buy an expensive umbrella, because they're afraid they'll lose it and feel like a dummy. That's why you should buy them one. The Davek Elite has a decadently roomy four-foot canopy, a light yet sturdy fiberglass shaft, and a flexible frame that's nearly indestructible, even in high winds. It opens like a hawk taking flight and domes like a Venetian basilica. Its handle is wrapped in leather that, I promise you, is nicer than any jacket you own. Most notably, it has a no-questions-asked lifetime warranty. All of this quality does not come cheap, but your recipient will never know, and that's the point--your gift is not an umbrella; it's the absence of feeling stupid, which is priceless. An Airtag helps, too.
 -- Ellen Cushing, Staff Writer

$159 on Amazon

The Perfect Black T-Shirt


Courtesy of Muji



In the world of black T-shirts, Muji's is your high-school best friend. It's known you a long time. Doesn't matter when you bought it. This T-shirt remembers when you ditched it for some cool kids after the prom, who ditched you in turn. Doesn't care. You can wear it slumped over on a bench eating a taco and you'll look like Lord Byron. It doesn't ride up and it doesn't hang down. Roll it into a ball in the dresser and forget about it for months: It comes out softer. The Muji T-shirt sends you funny reels from the kitchen while it's making you a tuna melt. You don't even have to wear it at all. The simple possession of this T-shirt completes your existence.
 -- Walt Hunter, Contributing Editor

$15 on Muji

An Impressive Nail Clipper


Courtesy of Green Bell



Earlier this year, based on a friend's recommendation, I picked up this nail clipper and was really impressed. It's a little pricey for such a simple tool, but there's something about the quality, design, and materials that make this stand out. A perfect example of paying slightly more for an everyday device that is pleasant to use and will last a long time.
 -- Alan Taylor, Senior Editor

$25 on Amazon

Money


George Marks / Retrofile / Getty



Maybe this is the wrong place to say it, but I've never really understood the whole gift thing. Whatever someone buys me, it's never what I would have gotten for myself--which I hear is precisely the point? But why would I prefer something I wouldn't choose to something I would? Even worse is when people aim for something personal, proudly presenting an item I mentioned offhand six months ago or one related to some broad category I like. I get it: We all want to show that we've been listening; we want to show how deeply we know one another. Unfortunately, human beings contain multitudes and are inherently unknowable. This holiday season, I hope my loved ones will have some epistemological humility and Venmo me at their soonest convenience.
 -- Faith Hill, Staff Writer

Hot Dog


Connect Images / Getty



One might argue that the best gift is the one that is least expected. Something someone would want but never would have thought of themselves. And wanting something is a matter of context as much as anything else. The person who has everything needs no gift--thus the dilemma. The answer: a hot dog. You're going to think I'm joking, but I am not. I am suggesting that you give your friend or loved one a literal hot dog. A glizzy. A tube steak. A red hot. A Coney. Get one, or make one, ballpark style: wrapped in foil. You can even buy it at a convenience store (but do so right before the moment of delivery). Put it in an insulated bag or even a small cooler, which you could wrap. If you keep it hot, I promise they will eat it right away--a gift for you to behold.
 -- Ian Bogost, Contributing Writer

Colorful Storage


Courtesy of HAY / Design Within Reach



To paraphrase Jane Austen: Anyone in possession of too many things must be in want of a storage solution. In the endless struggle against household clutter, Hay's storage bins are my go-to. They're stackable, collapsible when not in use, and available in a range of sizes. But more important, they're attractive enough to double as decor--you can stack them around the house and plausibly call them "design objects" rather than "the boxes where I hide charging cables."
 -- Dan Fallon, Senior Editor

$9-$48 on Design Within Reach

A Gift for Your Feet


Courtesy of Hoka



If you're reading this, I suspect that you, like me, are of an age when joint and back pain are a regular part of life. Your friends probably are, too. If you or a loved one suffers from washedness, I have the perfect gift for you: Hoka Ora Recovery Mules. As "recovery shoes," they're ostensibly meant to give your dogs a rest after workouts and runs. But they function much better as all-purpose pain-relief house shoes. And as mules, they offer a bit more out-of-the-house respectability than the other recovery slides out there.
 -- Vann R. Newkirk II, Senior Editor

$80 on Hoka

Adventurers




Binoculars


Courtesy of Nikon



Looking at the world at eight times its normal magnification very quickly changed my life. I received a pair of these binoculars earlier this year and have evolved from record-setting couch potato to fledgling mid-Atlantic naturalist. I use them primarily for bird-watching: These binoculars have enabled me to pick out flycatchers sallying out in pursuit of bugs, egrets and herons wading in tidal marshes, and the massive diversity of my region's migrating warblers. Owning them has transformed the edges of parking lots and public parks into opportunities to find brilliant, gemlike, fascinating wildlife. The lenses focus my attention far away from my phone, but I still get my app-based dopamine hits by logging sightings on the Merlin Bird ID app. There's no law that says you need to use these for birding, of course. You could observe bees while standing far outside stinging range, identify overhead aircraft, or spy on your neighbors--they're an all-purpose gift.
 -- Emma Sarappo, Senior Associate Editor

$145 on Amazon

World Candies


Courtesy of Lakrids By Bulow



The best souvenirs last only as long as you can keep yourself from eating them. If your loved one had a great trip this year, buy them a treat from that destination to replenish their stock. After a vacation in Denmark several years ago, my family became obsessed with a fancy licorice brand. The company sells an advent calendar, but if you want my recommendation, the classic caramel flavor is the best.
 -- Rachel Gutman-Wei, Supervisory Senior Associate Editor

Approximately $25 (converted from euros) on Lakrids by Bulow

Nanopresso


Courtesy of Wacaco



This espresso maker is a real marvel. The small, handheld canister contains everything one needs to pull beautiful shots. Just fill one end with hot water, measure out your grounds using the cup that tucks away tidily into the cap, pump the spring-loaded handle, and out comes a rich, dense coffee, crema and all. The Nanopresso is easy to use and eminently portable (it fits in my jacket pocket and goes with me on every trip I take). But the real satisfaction comes from the fact that you can understand how it works. There are no digital components, nothing mysterious under the hood (no AI!)--just the coffee, the water, and the pressure you provide with your own two hands.
 -- Peter Mendelsund, Creative Director

$65 on Amazon

Multitool


Courtesy of Leatherman



I carry a Leatherman Bolster multitool with me everywhere I go. There are busier and more expensive options, but the Bolster is slim in profile and cheap in price (I buy in bulk; they tend to go missing). To be clear, I don't spend my days fixing things; mostly I just use the knife to do the satisfying work of opening and breaking down cardboard boxes. However, new and unexpected uses present themselves regularly. I can personally attest that the pliers alone are handy for tweezing cactus quills out of a kid's bare foot, fishing bits of broken glass out of the garbage disposal, discreetly relocating a menacing spider, and straightening bent eyeglasses.
 -- Jake Lundberg, Staff Writer

$50 on Amazon

Pineapple Perfection


Courtesy of The Maui Pineapple Store



In the words of Cabaret's Fraulein Schneider upon receiving the same gift: "Can I believe what I see? ... So rare! So costly! So luxurious!" Well, Fraulein's fruit actually came from California; these distillations of Maui are doubly unbelievable in the dead of winter. It does feel a bit silly to spend so much shipping a gift you can pick up at the grocery store in the Hawaiian Islands, until you realize that you do not live in the Hawaiian Islands. Your first slice of this pineapple might make you rethink that life choice.
 -- Drew Goins, Senior Editor

$50 on Maui Pineapple Store

Folding Bike


Courtesy of Zizzo



As a last-mile solution, a folding bike is nearly unbeatable. It gets you to your train station, fits snugly on public transportation, slides under your desk at work, then scoots beneath a table at happy hour. Its smaller wheels launch you from red lights at speeds that will leave even road bikes in the dust. But a folding bike's true value is as a spectacle: Everyone will stop to watch you finagle your contraption. You'll arrive at your destination feeling like a pedaling magician.
 -- Evan McMurry, Senior Editor

$450 on Amazon

Home Cooks




A Lovely Grater


Courtesy of Jinen



In the era of the $18 cocktail, one is prudent to invest in improving happy hour at home, and I've found that the best way to fancify, zing up, and add a vaguely nutritional aura to a gimlet or a margarita is with a dash of grated ginger. Grating anything is usually a knuckle-threatening chore--but this stippled ceramic dish from Japan makes it into its own soothing ritual, turning a brown stem into liquidish gold with a few easy rubs. Maybe you could also use it for cooking?
 -- Spencer Kornhaber, Staff Writer

$18 on Jinen

Fancy Olive Oil


Courtesy of Yiayia & Friends



About a year ago, I mostly stopped bringing wine to dinner parties, unless specifically asked to, and started bringing bottles of fancy olive oil. It's not likely to be wasted yet lasts much longer than flowers or chocolates. Foodies will appreciate having something special for vinaigrettes and finishing drizzles, and everyone else will wonder why their scrambled eggs suddenly taste elevated. My go-to is Yiayia and Friends' Limited Love Edition, which I discovered at a beloved neighborhood shop, Salt & Sundry, in Washington, D.C.
 -- Jenna Johnson, Senior Editor

$48 on Salt & Sundry

Chunky Hot-Dog Plate


Courtesy of Gustaf Westman



A pretty pink cloud that can hold three hot dogs. Why would you need that? When would you use it? Are you hauling a large and fragile object to the ballpark? Surely not. Are you bringing it to a barbecue, insisting that each guest wait their turn while you bring the wieners round three by three? I don't think so. But just imagine. It's the dark of winter. The nights are long. You are filled with fear. And you are so tired of soup. Ah! In the cabinet you see something so beautiful, so fun, so decadent--so stupid--and so perfect. Tonight? Tonight, though the time of year for hot dogs is a distant dream, you are pretending. You are having three hot dogs on your hot-dog dish, because you have a hot-dog dish!
 -- Kaitlyn Tiffany, Staff Writer

Approximately $100 (converted from euros) on Gustaf Westman

Kitchen History


Courtesy of Toiro



Something I learned while shopping for my donabe (essentially a glorified clay pot) is that clay-pot cooking goes back thousands of years. I remain convinced that the quality of the rice produced by a donabe is significantly superior to the stuff you'd ordinarily scoop out of a saucepan or a cheap rice cooker--but even if you're not, just think about the history you're tapping into when you set this thing on your stove. Kamado-san, the $220 double-lid donabe, could be considered a kitchen extravagance. But could a millennium's worth of earthenware devotees be wrong?
 -- Will Gottsegen, Staff Writer

$220 on Toiro

Pasta for All


Courtesy of Marcato



Fresh, homemade pasta is both unbelievably delicious and, if you have the right equipment, unbelievably straightforward. Making the dough with a rolling pin is a workout, but with a machine it's quite easy. My nonna gifted me this pasta maker many years ago, and it's never failed me when cooking for birthdays, for family gatherings, or simply when I'm in the mood for a treat. This is a great group activity, too, for family, friends, and children.
 -- Matteo Wong, Staff Writer

$95 on Amazon

Leveled-Up Soy Sauces


Jasmine Huang



One of the greatest American cultural developments of my lifetime is the wider embrace of Chinese food--not just the classic takeout stuff but the B-side gems. It means ingredients such as soy sauce are readily available at grocery stores and ubiquitous in mass-market recipes. It also means many Americans are probably now ready to level up: You can, in fact, have soy sauce that's more flavorful and more nuanced than what's commonly sold. Yun Hai, a company that imports specialty ingredients from Taiwan, offers a bundle of unique versions that makes an excellent gift set. The experienced cook will love experimenting with them, but those who are helpless in the kitchen can try them too; the sauces add some grace to frozen dumplings.
 -- Serena Dai, Senior Editor

$105 on Yun Hai

A Beautiful Basket


Courtesy of More4Decor



What began as a questionable impulse buy has become a delightful, practical, and luxurious addition to my dining table. These baskets are stunning and they fold neatly into trivets! The rosewood is sturdy, and the intricate hand carvings remind me of the folk arts and woodworking of India. If only all beautiful things had such utility! I fill them with flowers, dried snacks, or sweets, use them to hold hot dishes out of the oven, and whisk them to various parts of the house--they're both portable and durable. It's a wonderful accessory for the discerning host.
 -- Bhumika Tharoor, Managing Editor

$44.99-$229.99 on More4decor

A Trusty Cutting Board


Courtesy of Teakhaus



My wooden cutting boards are my most-used kitchen items. From providing a base for chopping vegetables or seasoning meat to displaying a perfectly curated charcuterie selection, a great cutting board can do it all. And they look beautiful even when they're just drying next to your sink. Many brands sell a range of styles made from various materials and at different price points, but this one from Teakhaus is on my list.
 -- Katie Anthony, Associate Editor

$150 on Amazon

The Person Who Needs to Touch Grass




A Puzzle's Best Friend


Courtesy of Zakco Puzzle Boards



I love puzzles (puzzling is one of the rare times I don't feel the pull of my smartphone), but I have kids and limited space--a deadly combination for a delicate, surface-area-occupying hobby. A puzzle board not only looks elegant, but holds all of your pieces so that you can move it, say, from your kitchen table to somewhere less intrusive and back again. A spinner is an optional add-on because, as any puzzler knows, sometimes all it takes is a little change of perspective--or quick spin--to get you back into your groove. ZAKCO is a well-known brand, but I've found plenty of other good options on Etsy.
 -- Ashley Parker, Staff Writer

$299.99 (with the spinner) on Etsy

Romantic Candle Stand


Courtesy of Out Of The Adirondacks



Respectfully, young people will not do anything they cannot "romanticize." With this in mind, consider a Shaker-style ratcheting candle stand. You can set up a cozy night at home--of reading or knitting, or whatever pre-electricity activity you might choose--and then do it by the light of the flame. The stand moves so that you can keep raising the candle up closer to eye level as it is melting down to a nub. The description on Etsy says this stand is for decor only and not to put a lit candle in it. Okay. I think you can use it as long as you are careful. What's the worst that's going to happen? The candle is going to fall? Don't set it up near a pile of newspapers. And don't get distracted by your phone.
 -- Kaitlyn Tiffany, Staff Writer

$135 on Etsy

Globes to Behold


Courtesy of Mova



I'm a constant presence on social media, but sometimes we all need to look up and away from our phones or screens. I keep two Mova Globes in my office because a little bit of movement around me is a reminder to give my eyes a break. (A cat does that too, but I wouldn't gift anyone a cat without checking first.) They have a soothing, slow rotation--powered by sunlight--that shuts out the electronic world for a while. They can even help you think big thoughts about living on a small, crowded planet. But mostly, they're just lovely to behold.
 -- Tom Nichols, Staff Writer

Starting at $249 on Mova

Stitching Kit


Courtesy of DMC Fabrics



During the pandemic, I realized that I had lost the ability to watch television without also looking at my phone. The answer was simple: find something else to occupy my hands. And so I turned to cross-stitch kits. One of the finished pieces (The Great Wave off Kanagawa) now adorns my living room, and I gave my parents Van Gogh's Sunflowers for their kitchen. The kits include a canvas, threads, a needle, and a printed stitching guide. I'm now ready to be more adventurous and try harder types of embroidery, like goldwork.
 -- Helen Lewis, Staff Writer

$34 on Amazon

An Ode to Natural Beauty


Courtesy of Georgia O'Keefe Museum Store



"If you ever go to New Mexico, it will itch you for the rest of your life," Georgia O'Keeffe once said. Like many people, I fell in love with O'Keeffe's work when I visited the state this past summer. But it wasn't just her art that reset my mind: It was the love story between her and her surroundings. O'Keeffe restored a compound in Abiquiu, New Mexico, and lived and worked there from 1949 to 1984, drawing inspiration from the mountains and the colors outside her windows. I recommend buying any book of O'Keeffe's art or words for a friend who can't seem to get off their phone. This short book featuring photos and quotes from O'Keeffe about her home and studio in Abiquiu is a calming exploration of an artist's day-to-day life--and an ode to the natural beauty that's always around us if we look for it.
 -- Isabel Fattal, Senior Editor

$10 on Georgia O'Keeffe Museum

The Most Perfect Planner


Courtesy of Hobonichi Techno



In my desperate, Millennial desire for maximal productivity, no app compares to an old-fashioned paper planner. I've cycled through many variations and even more journaling techniques--oh, how I wish I were a bullet-journal girly or could artfully apply Washi tape--but for more than five years, I've returned again and again to the most perfect planner that exists: the Hobonichi Techo Cousin. It wooed me first with its layout, which includes a monthly calendar, a weekly view, and individually dated pages optimal for daily notetaking. But it was the crisp Tomoe River Japanese paper that captured my pen. The way it slightly wrinkles with use creates a satisfying crinkly sound that replaces the itch to scroll ASMR videos--and waste even more time.
 -- Andrea Valdez, Managing Editor

$65 on Amazon



Illustrations by Matija Medved
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'A Recipe for Idiocracy'

What happens when even college students can't do math anymore?

by Rose Horowitch

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




For the past several years, America has been using its young people as lab rats in a sweeping, if not exactly thought-out, education experiment. Schools across the country have been lowering standards and removing penalties for failure. The results are coming into focus.

Five years ago, about 30 incoming freshmen at UC San Diego arrived with math skills below high-school level. Now, according to a recent report from UC San Diego faculty and administrators, that number is more than 900--and most of those students don't fully meet middle-school math standards. Many students struggle with fractions and simple algebra problems. Last year, the university, which admits fewer than 30 percent of undergraduate applicants, launched a remedial-math course that focuses entirely on concepts taught in elementary and middle school. (According to the report, more than 60 percent of students who took the previous version of the course couldn't divide a fraction by two.) One of the course's tutors noted that students faced more issues with "logical thinking" than with math facts per se. They didn't know how to begin solving word problems.

The university's problems are extreme, but they are not unique. Over the past five years, all of the other University of California campuses, including UC Berkeley and UCLA, have seen the number of first-years who are unprepared for precalculus double or triple. George Mason University, in Virginia, revamped its remedial-math summer program in 2023 after students began arriving at their calculus course unable to do algebra, the math-department chair, Maria Emelianenko, told me.

"We call it quantitative literacy, just knowing which fraction is larger or smaller, that the slope is positive when it is going up," Janine Wilson, the chair of the undergraduate economics program at UC Davis, told me. "Things like that are just kind of in our bones when we are college ready. We are just seeing many folks without that capability."

Idrees Kahloon: America is sliding toward illiteracy

Part of what's happening here is that as more students choose STEM majors, more of them are being funneled into introductory math courses during their freshman year. But the national trend is very clear: America's students are getting much worse at math. The decline started about a decade ago and sharply accelerated during the coronavirus pandemic. The average eighth grader's math skills, which rose steadily from 1990 to 2013, are now a full school year behind where they were in 2013, according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, the gold standard for tracking academic achievement. Students in the bottom tenth percentile have fallen even further behind. Only the top 10 percent have recovered to 2013 levels.

On the one hand, this means that math scores are close to where they were in the 1970s--hardly the Dark Ages. On the other hand, losing 50 years' worth of math-education progress is a clear disaster. How did this happen? One theory is that the attention-shredding influence of phones and social media is to blame. The dip in math scores coincides with the widespread adoption of smartphones; by 2015, nearly three-quarters of high-school-aged kids had access to one. A related possibility is that technology is making students complacent. Emelianenko told me that students "are just not engaged in math classes anymore"; they seem to believe that they don't need to learn math, because they can use AI instead.

Or maybe students have stopped achieving in math because schools have stopped demanding it of them. During the George W. Bush administration, federal policy emphasized accountability for public schools. Schools that saw poor performance on standardized tests received increased funding at first, but if scores still didn't improve, they had their funding pulled. Research suggests that this helped improve math outcomes, particularly for poor Black students. After 2015, however, the federal government backed off from its accountability measures, which had faced bipartisan criticism. (Some teachers' unions and progressive parents wanted less emphasis on standardized tests, and some conservative politicians wanted the federal government to remove itself from education policy.) Many schools across the country have shifted toward making math engaging for students at the expense of evidence-based teaching practices. And due to funding shortages or misguided efforts to improve equity, many students are held back from taking the hardest math courses.

The pandemic supercharged the decline. Districts that spent most of the 2020-21 school year mandating remote learning saw students fall more than half a grade behind in math; districts that reopened earlier saw more modest declines. These difficulties prompted teachers to further relax their standards. "Everyone was just exhausted and challenged by the circumstances around the pandemic," Joshua Goodman, a Boston University professor of economics and education, told me. "And I think one of the reactions to that was for everyone involved to say: 'Let's lower our expectations. Let's make sure that we don't fail students when they're not doing their work, because the world is challenging right now.'" Many districts adopted a "no zeros" policy, forcing teachers to pass students who had little command of the material. One study of public-school students across Washington State found that almost none received an F in spring 2020, while the share of students who received A's skyrocketed. Math grades have remained elevated in the years since.

Together, these changes meant that even as students' math preparation was stagnating, their grades were going up. The UC San Diego report notes that more than a quarter of the students who placed into the elementary- and middle-school-level remedial course last year had earned straight A's in their high-school math classes. Almost all of them had taken advanced math courses in high school.

From the November 2024 issue: The elite college students who can't read books

At the same time, the UC system eliminated its best tool for assessing students' academic preparedness. In 2020, system leaders voted to phase standardized-test scores out of admissions decisions. They argued that the tests worsened racial divides and unfairly privileged wealthy students. But SAT and ACT scores are the most reliable predictors of a student's math ability, the report found. "It's not really surprising, then, that you're going to be admitting more students who aren't ready for mathematics, because you removed the one piece of data that would have told you that," Morgan Polikoff, an education professor at the University of Southern California, told me. That same year, the UC system dramatically increased the number of students it enrolled from under-resourced high schools. These students are much more likely to place into Math 2, the elementary- and middle-school-level remedial course.

The new report calls on the UC system to consider reinstating the use of standardized-test scores in admissions, and for UC San Diego to bring its enrollment of students from under-resourced schools back in line with that of other selective UC colleges. "Admitting large numbers of students who are profoundly underprepared risks harming the very students we hope to support, by setting them up for failure," the report observes.

Bringing back standardized-test scores might help elite institutions get out of the remedial-math business, but it will not address the underlying problem of widespread innumeracy. "Regardless of what a university is doing in terms of its admissions process, American students have been getting weaker in terms of their math skills for about the past decade," Goodman told me. Already, researchers predict a massive economic cost from declining quantitative skills.

Dan Goldhaber, the director of the Center for Education Data & Research at the University of Washington, told me that he doesn't know of anyone who denies that young people are much worse at math than they used to be. Instead, most of the arguments for optimism hinge on the idea that students might no longer need foundational math skills, because they could use AI instead--an idea he thinks is absurd.

The other academics I spoke with tended to agree. "Who is going to trust somebody who got a degree in airline engineering who doesn't know how to think through a problem without a computer telling them the answer?" Brian Conrad, a Stanford math professor, told me. "The premise that foundational ideas don't need to be learned anymore is a recipe for idiocracy."
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Political Parties Have Disconnected From the Public

Across the democratic world, the postwar era's dominant parties face a populist insurgency.

by Idrees Kahloon

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




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

One paradox of American politics is that voters are both extremely polarized about politics and extremely disdainful of political parties. A record share, 43 percent, self-identify as political independents. Most of these are not true swing voters, but they hold both major parties in low regard. As of September, only 40 percent of voters approved of the ruling Republican Party. The Democrats' favorability was an even more miserable 37 percent--barely above their July showing, their worst in more than 30 years.

The parties themselves look feeble and vulnerable to capture--by opportunistic candidates, attention-seeking infotainers, and parochial activists. Donald Trump's hostile takeover of the Republican Party is nearly a decade old. More than 60 percent of Americans want a third major party to emerge, even if the structure of the country's political system makes that prohibitively difficult.

Reformers reason that by importing features of other democracies--a direct popular vote for president, tight limits on money in politics, voting by ranked choice--we could heal ourselves.

If only it were so simple. In democracies all across the world, the party system appears unhealthy: Trust in parties is low, partisan antagonism is high, and elections feel existential instead of routine. Many countries' equivalents of the Democrats and Republicans--parties that have been dominant at least since World War II--are suffering similar decline. Some are on the precipice of extinction. Populist parties are ascending seemingly everywhere.

The synchronized collapse of mainstream parties around the world shows that what is happening in America is unexceptional--and, as a result, that many prominent theories for the American electorate's malaise and discontent are incomplete. Some argue that America should remove the impediments to legislating and become more like the United Kingdom, where the prime minister always possesses a parliamentary majority. Or the United States could end gerrymandering and first-past-the-post voting by moving to a system of proportional representation, as in Germany, where parliamentary seats are awarded proportionately to vote share. Or America could end the Electoral College and elect its president by popular vote, like France, perhaps with a runoff round to avoid spoilers. Or maybe Americans' discontent would end if their country became a Scandinavian-style social democracy where aggressive taxation and welfare spending reduced income inequality.

These all might be improvements. Yet European democracies with all of these features have not been immune to populism. "All the solutions you think could be applied in the U.S. have been tried and shown to fail in different European countries," Christopher Bickerton, a professor of modern European politics at Cambridge University, told me. "There is no panacea." Bickerton pointed out that multiparty democracies are better able to delay populists from coming into power by refusing to accept them in governing coalitions, but even this tactic looks less and less tenable. Whatever has gone wrong has gone wrong everywhere.

Marc Novicoff: Democrats don't seem willing to follow their own advice

Look at the U.K., whose own duopoly of the Labour and Conservative Parties--which have dominated for the past century--is collapsing. The current Labour government is appallingly unpopular because it has little idea of what to do with the power it gained after 14 years of Tory rule. Keir Starmer, the prime minister, has a net approval rating of -45 percent, and more than half of British voters say he should resign. If a parliamentary election were held today, the populist-right Reform Party, led by Nigel Farage, would almost certainly control the government. The primary instigator of Brexit would then be rewarded with the country's leadership.

In France, the two most powerful factions of the Fifth Republic were once the Socialists and the Republicans, whom Emmanuel Macron first upended launching his own centrist party and capturing the presidency in 2017. Their demise is not reversing anytime soon. In the most recent presidential election, held in 2022, the combined vote tally for the Socialist and Republican candidates in the first round was less than 7 percent. Over two decades, Marine Le Pen's populist-right National Rally has moved from the fringe of French politics to the cusp of controlling government: Polls for the next elections, to be held in 2027, show that the party is now favored to win the presidency.

In Germany, a February election was a terrible showing for the traditionally dominant Christian Democratic Union and Social Democratic Party. Friedrich Merz, the current German chancellor, has cobbled together a narrow majority without populist parties of either the left or the right. Even so, Merz failed to win confirmation on his first vote and needed to convene a second one--an embarrassing start to his chancellorship that none of his predecessors had endured. His approval rate now is only 25 percent. The far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) party is, for now, cordoned off from government. But it managed to get 21 percent of the vote in the recent election, double its level in 2021. Recent polls show that it has grown even stronger since then.

In the Netherlands, the anti-Muslim, anti-immigration Party for Freedom actually won a plurality of votes in the 2023 elections, but its leader, Geert Wilders, was ultimately thwarted from becoming prime minister. In Scandinavia, cradle-to-grave welfare states where income inequality is low have not staved off the rise of populist parties. Quite the opposite: In Sweden, the anti-immigrant Swedish Democrats are the second-largest party in Parliament and are propping up the current minority government with their votes. A populist-right party is in the governing coalition in Finland.

A similar phenomenon has taken hold outside Europe too. In recent Japanese elections, the long-dominant Liberal Democratic Party lost its parliamentary majority. An upstart nationalist party called Sanseito, which rails against immigration and pledges to put the "Japanese first," has made significant gains. This is despite the fact that only 3 percent of Japanese residents are foreign born.

E. E. Schattschneider, one of the most influential political scientists of the mid-20th century, once wrote that "modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the parties. As a matter of fact, the condition of the parties is the best possible evidence of the nature of any regime." By that score, the current nature of the party regime is faithless, fragmented, and febrile. Voters are less committed to parties, angrier at their fellow citizens, and quicker to become disgruntled with government. The ascendant parties--the MAGA version of the Republican Party, Britain's Reform, France's National Rally, and the German AfD--present themselves as preservers of national culture from immigration, globalization, and the corrupt and decadent elites of the old mainstream parties. This unwinding is the result of deeper forces, social and economic transformations that have unmoored the old mass parties of left and right.

Some saw it coming. In his posthumous 2013 book, Ruling the Void: The Hollowing of Western Democracy, the Irish political scientist Peter Mair offers a stirring warning: "The age of party democracy has passed. Although the parties themselves remain, they have become so disconnected from the wider society, and pursue a form of competition that is so lacking in meaning, that they no longer seem capable of sustaining democracy in its present form." Mair argues that the void in democracy was opening up for two reasons. First, political elites and ordinary citizens began to pull apart from one another. The resultant "widening gap between rulers and ruled has facilitated the often strident populist challenge that is now a feature of many advanced European democracies," Mair writes, several years before Brexit and the contemporary populist ascendance. The second reason the democratic void grew was technocracy, which put policy decisions beyond the reach of ordinary citizens. Particularly consequential was the "deepening of European integration," which left citizens beholden to "being governed by bodies that are neither representative nor properly accountable." Years later, amid surges in migration from Syria and North Africa, the inability of European countries to set their own migration policies fueled populist backlash everywhere.

From the November 2025 Issue: America needs a mass movement--now

For years after World War II, party competition was on the familiar axis of left versus right, primarily over the proper distribution of economic growth among labor and capital. The dominant parties that emerged were mass ones. Those of the left were deeply enmeshed in the labor movement: The German Social Democratic Party was rooted in Marxist organizing; the British Labour Party was founded and effectively controlled by the trade unions; the Democratic Party's most important power brokers were union bosses such as Walter Reuther and George Meany. Many parties on the right, meanwhile, were grounded in churches and, like the "fusion conservatives" who dominated America in the Reagan era and the Christian Democrats in Germany, were further bound by their fervent opposition to communism.

These foundations eroded. Unionization declined across the advanced world as capitalism went postindustrial. Voters became more secular; the Soviet Union's collapse banished the specter of communism. "The party as a mass organization is now a distant memory," Didi Kuo, a political scientist at Stanford, writes in her book The Great Retreat. The result, Kuo writes, was that parties "disengaged from civil society and were better described as partnerships of professionals than as associations of citizens."

Some experts hoped that the new administrative state could permanently solve the tensions between elites and the general public. In the 1960 book The End of Ideology, the sociologist Daniel Bell argues that growing professionalism of government and the emergence of the welfare state as a third way between capitalism and communism would reduce radicalism and political conflict. The thesis was immensely influential.

But others doubted that political conflict could be so neatly defused. In 1965, the Yale political theorist Robert Dahl warned that the "new democratic Leviathan" could generate an alienation of its own kind because it would be seen "as too remote and bureaucratized, too addicted to bargaining and compromise, too much an instrument of political elites and technicians." In the 1970s, the social scientist Ronald Inglehart developed his theory of postmaterialism: As booming economic growth made the material conflicts of the left and the right less salient, people would place greater emphasis on abstract concerns such as identity, self-actualization, gender roles, and diversity. These new "cultural cleavages aren't something to do with one individual leader; they're much more structural in nature," Pippa Norris, a political scientist who worked closely with Inglehart before his death, in 2021, told me. "But parties are also somewhat like ocean liners. They change slowly."

Postmaterialist values help explain the new axis of politics: not old left-right disputes between labor and capital but over national sovereignty, cultural preservation, and an abstract sense of belonging. The parties of the left have a new base of support, not among the working classes but among the highly educated knowledge workers who are cosmopolitan and socially progressive. The parties of the right, meanwhile, are attracting support from the less-educated workers who were not the winners of globalization.

The French economist Thomas Piketty has described the two camps as the "Brahmin left" and the "Merchant right"; he and two collaborators have documented that this pattern of education polarization from the postwar period to the present day is observable in more than 20 democracies. Immigration, particularly the unauthorized kind, aggravates this divide even further. "In Europe at least, immigration is a double threat because it poses both labor-market competition and it really stresses an already fraying welfare state," Anna Grzymala-Busse, a political scientist at Stanford, told me. "The mainstream parties have not formulated a response, and that, of course, opens the space for right-wing populists who are more than happy to say, 'Get rid of them all.'"

Although American politics has been reshaped, as elsewhere, by similar forces--the rise of educational polarization, the decline of industrialism, the atomization and anomie wrought by the internet--the peculiarities of our election system mean that the democratic void looks different here than in Europe. Our major-party duopoly is much more thoroughly entrenched--because of first-past-the-post voting that discourages wasting votes on third-party candidates, an Electoral College that awards votes on a winner-take-all basis, and the colossal paperwork requirements of trying to run in 50 states with very different ballot-access laws. As a result, populist factions do not form new parties, as they would in Europe, but burrow themselves within the existing Democratic and Republican firmament.

J.J. Gould: Why is populism winning on the American right?

Why this strategy succeeds is best described by the political scientists Daniel Schlozman and Sam Rosenfeld in their book The Hollow Parties, published last year. By hollow parties, they mean that Democrats and Republicans are merely "hard shells, marked with the scars of interparty electoral conflict" that "cover disordered cores, devoid of concerted action and positive loyalties." They are overshadowed by satellite groups, called the "party blob." State and local parties are left in shambles because organizing and fundraising happens digitally. "Hollow parties lack legitimacy," Schlozman and Rosenfeld write. "The mass public and engaged political actors alike share neither positive loyalty to their allied party nor deference to the preferences of its leaders." The bulk of American voters are left irritated and indifferent; they are beset by hardened factions of what the political scientist Eitan Hersh calls "political hobbyists"--the people who consume partisan news, donate money to campaigns, and perpetrate various acts of digital activism. The steady demise of mainstream parties has meant that politics is no longer participatory; it is parasocial.

If parties are--like the people they represent--starved of genuine connection, then what can be fixed? The economy will not revert to industrialism; communications will remain instant and internet-mediated. Depending on your political persuasion, you might argue that more growth is needed, or less income inequality. But Americans are significantly richer than Europeans, and the Europeans are significantly more egalitarian than Americans. Neither seems particularly content. Plenty of people can hope to undo long-running declines in union membership, religiosity, and social trust--but they should not be optimistic. Instead, parties will need to reinvent themselves for the postindustrial, postmaterial age. This is painful, but not impossible.

In America, this process of reformation has happened repeatedly before. The Progressive Era was a response to widespread anger at the prevailing order. Figures such as William Jennings Bryan, a Democrat, channeled the rage of rural America against the railroad trusts and the gold standard. The major parties eventually accommodated these complaints: A progressive Republican president, Theodore Roosevelt, would establish the first system of antitrust regulation. Another progressive president, the Democrat Woodrow Wilson, would form the modern administrative state.

The new populism era poses a similar challenge not just to the Democrats and the Republicans but to the previously dominant parties everywhere. This time the rage is about maintaining some semblance of order and control in a time of head-spinning change--over whether the promises of the welfare state can be kept, whether immigration is under sufficient control, whether national cultures can be preserved amid the din of globalization.

Postmaterial needs are more difficult to address than the materialist demands of past bouts of populism were. But if the major parties don't wish to die, they will have to adapt.
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Trump Told a Woman, 'Quiet, Piggy,' When She Asked Him About Epstein

The comment continues the president's long-standing pattern of denigrating female journalists.

by Isabel Fattal

Tue, 18 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.

"Keep your voice down."

"That's enough of you."

"Be nice; don't be threatening."

"There was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever."

"Quiet, piggy."

This is a sampling of what the president of the United States has said to and about female journalists during his time in office--and most recently to Catherine Lucey, a White House correspondent for Bloomberg. On Friday on Air Force One, Lucey asked Donald Trump about the Epstein files. He answered her first question, but when she followed up, the president bent his head down and pointed his finger, the way you might chastise a screaming child or shoo a stray cat. "Quiet. Quiet, piggy," he said.

Lucey had clearly touched a nerve. Two days later, Trump announced that he would endorse the House's vote on the release of the Epstein files, likely because he knew that the House had the numbers to do so and would go forth with or without his support. But this category of remark is part of a long-running pattern for the president: Trump's time in American politics has been marked by repeated attempts to insult and demean female journalists.

At the start of his first presidential campaign, Megyn Kelly, at the time a Fox News journalist, asked Trump at a primary debate about reports that he had referred to women as "fat pigs," "dogs," and "slobs." Trump didn't deny the accusation, and instead made a joke about how he said those sorts of things only about Rosie O'Donnell. Later, talking about the debate on CNN, Trump said of Kelly: "There was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever." And the president has repeatedly insulted Yamiche Alcindor, now a White House correspondent for NBC. At a press briefing about COVID-19 in 2020, Trump replied to her question about his prior statements on governors' ventilator requests by saying, "That's why you used to work for the Times and now you work for somebody else ... Be nice; don't be threatening."

The president's vitriol against those exercising their First Amendment rights is not limited to women. Today, during a White House visit with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the president said of the murdered journalist Jamal Khashoggi that "a lot of people didn't like that gentleman" and that "things happen," suggesting the journalist may have deserved his killing. (In 2018, Saudi officials lured Khashoggi to Turkey and murdered him, dismembering his body with a bone saw.) At a 2024 campaign rally, he fantasized about shooting journalists. His comments to female reporters, however, have another through line: Why can't you just be silent like a woman should?

Trump has an even longer history of denigrating women more broadly. This is reportedly not the first time that he has used the word piggy to describe a woman. Alicia Machado, the winner of the 1996 Miss Universe pageant, has alleged that Trump once called her "Miss Piggy" and made other demeaning comments about her weight. And the president's longtime feud with O'Donnell has included much public sexism, including Trump calling her a "big, fat pig" in 2006. (Most recently, the president has floated the prospect of revoking O'Donnell's American citizenship, a move that legal experts say would be blatantly unconstitutional.) And this is just how Trump talks to women, leaving aside the many credible accusations of sexual abuse and misconduct against him, which he has continued to deny.

When asked for comment about Trump's remarks on Air Force One, a White House official told The Guardian, "This reporter behaved in an inappropriate and unprofessional way towards her colleagues on the plane ... If you're going to give it, you have to be able to take." The White House did not provide any evidence of inappropriate behavior. "Giving it" is doing one's job, apparently, and "taking it" is being called a pig by the president for asking him a question.

If the president needs a political motive to treat women respectfully in public, he has one. This month's elections saw high turnout among women supporting Democratic candidates, and evidence suggests that young, highly educated women are becoming more and more disgusted by the MAGA movement. But Americans should also hope that their leaders are guided by basic decency at the very least. "The United States is now a nation run by public servants who behave no better than internet trolls, deflecting criticism with crassness and obscenity," my colleague Tom Nichols wrote earlier this month. Trump's sexist comments are an attack on women's dignity--and by making them, he strips the presidency of its dignity too.

Related:

	Misogyny comes roaring back.
 	Tom Nichols: A confederacy of toddlers




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's eye-popping postelection windfall
 	What if "America First" appears to work?
 	The Trump administration's favorite tool for criminalizing dissent




Today's News

	The House passed a bill directing the Justice Department to release all of its Jeffrey Epstein-investigation files, achieving near-unanimous support despite months of Republican efforts to avoid a vote. Last night Trump said that House Republicans should vote for the release, insisting, "We have nothing to hide."
 	Federal judges blocked Texas's new congressional map, calling it a race-based gerrymander. The ruling forces the state to use its map drawn in 2021, a major setback for Trump's redistricting push.
 	The Trump administration announced a plan to dismantle the Education Department, shifting its programs to other federal agencies.
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The Social Cost of Being a Morning Person

By Liz Krieger

As my wake-up time has inched earlier, I've written more, exercised more consistently, and been able to approach challenges with clarity, well before afternoon fatigue sets in.
 But every transformation comes with a price. And mine has been paid in evening hours--those crucial moments when families traditionally reconnect after a day apart, when teenagers may be more likely to open up, when friends gather and marriages deepen in the comfortable darkness after responsibilities have been met. I have become a person who gives the best of herself to the morning and offers only the dregs to the night.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Advent calendars are totally out of control.
 	America has a baby-formula problem--again.
 	Tesla wants to build a robot army.
 	America is taking the train.




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Explore. Can you cheat at conversations? A new AI tool promises to improve social interactions but instead makes them worse, Julie Beck writes.

Watch. In September, Shirley Li recommended the most exciting films heading to theaters through the end of the year--some of which are out now.

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/trump-comments-denigrating-women-reporters-pattern/684974/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Advent Calendars Are Totally Out of Control

What began as a form of religious expression has morphed into a brand-a-palooza.

by Ellen Cushing

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




It is believed that in the fourth century, European followers of the still-newish religion called Christianity first formally observed the period in December leading up to the birth of Jesus Christ. They called it "the advent," from the Latin word for "approach" or "arrival," and it was a somber time, one for preparation and contemplation. In the sixth century, Pope Gregory composed many of the texts still associated with the advent, at least as it is practiced by Catholics. In the 19th, German Protestants turned the waiting into something more like counting, lighting candles to mark the days until Christmas. For millions of people, for more than 2,000 years, the advent has represented an opportunity to reflect, to anticipate--to make holiness out of the spiritual equivalent of standing in line, to sit in stillness during the year's darkest time and know the light is coming.

In 2025, the advent seems, mostly, to represent an opportunity to pluck miniature diversions out of perforated-cardboard compartments. People with even a tenuous relationship to Jesus Christ are nonetheless spending their Decembers counting down the days until his birthday; they are doing this by opening paper doors, behind which they are finding just about anything a person can possibly buy--tea, designer lipstick, wine, weed, chili crisp, cheese, knives, crystals, smoked summer sausage, toys for children, toys for cats, toys for dogs, toys for sex. They are participating (possibly subconsciously) in an ancient, sacred ritual by unboxing their daily thong. They are counting down to Christmas without compromising their gains, as Jesus would have wanted. They're celebrating the season the way it was meant to be: with Keurig cups.

The Macy's website currently offers many dozens of advent calendars, ranging in price from just under $20 (chocolate) to $955 (an assortment of goodies from the Swedish luxury brand Byredo). Williams-Sonoma has more than 20, including two cross-branded with the Netflix show Bridgerton. Burger King and Kraft Natural Cheese each do an advent calendar, as does Red Bull, though I gotta say, that one looks suspiciously like a normal 24-pack of cans. Sometimes, advent calendars cost as much as a small boat; sometimes they merely contain two dozen (very) small boats. Bonne Maman, the French jam company, has quadrupled production of its advent calendar since debuting it in 2017, and the calendar still sells out every year, a representative of the company told Modern Retail. Advent calendars have now gone so wide that they're not just for Christmas anymore--Hanukkah and Valentine's Day have both received the advent-calendar treatment, in a development that is wholly natural, if you think the point of advent calendars is to invent new categories of acquisition, or a bit goofy, if you think the point of advent calendars is to observe the advent.

Read: The luxury makeover of the worst pastry on Earth

Advent calendars as mass-marketed products have been around since the early 20th century, when European companies began selling simple paper ones, mostly for children. Their slow march toward secular adult indulgence kicked into warp speed about a decade and a half ago, when beauty companies began putting sample-size products into glamorous boxes and marketing them under seasonal names. The idea presented two opportunities at once: Advent calendars were aimed at loyalists but also roped in new customers unwilling to spring for a full-size tube of goo who might be persuaded by what they saw as a good deal on two dozen petite ones. The calendars' once-a-year nature also allowed companies to create artificial scarcity, drumming up excitement and demand. Most important, they provided nearly a full month of daily exposure to a company and its products--for the people who bought the calendars, and for whomever they were showing them to. Not insignificantly, this was shortly after YouTube was founded: Unboxing videos were one of that platform's earliest native hits, and the only thing better than a single unboxing is 24 unboxings in a row.

The unboxing videos are now on TikTok, too, and they follow the same format and offer the same thrills: surprises, ribbons, novelties in tiny, adorable packages. Everyone loves a small treat, especially one that feels like a deal. More and more, giving gifts has also become something that people are doing for themselves--I think it's notable that the very premise of an advent calendar, which one typically starts opening nearly a month before Christmas, means it's probably not a gift. ("A little moment, just for you," whispers the copy inside the cover of an advent calendar full of waterproof jewelry.) The season has morphed into a weeks-long festival of consumption, its own liturgical calendar's worth of shopping holidays: Black Friday, Cyber Monday, Boxing Day. The advent calendar began as a form of religious expression. It still is--it's just a different religion.
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The Trump Administration's Favorite Tool for Criminalizing Dissent

Federal prosecutors have charged more than 100 people with Section 111 violations. Was their crime anything more than opposing Trump's immigration policies?

by Quinta Jurecic

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




The videos have become commonplace. Federal officers wearing masks and bulletproof vests subdue a moped driver in the middle of a busy D.C. street. A 70-year-old protester in Chicago is pushed to the ground by an armed Border Patrol agent holding a riot gun. In Los Angeles, an agent shoves away a demonstrator.

These videos capture the aggressive tactics of immigration officers under the second Trump administration. But they share something else, too. In each instance, following documented violence by federal officers toward protesters and immigrants, the Justice Department pressed charges--against the victim of that violence. Those three people, according to the DOJ, had all broken a law prohibiting "assaulting, resisting, or impeding" federal officials.

As the government continues to attempt mass deportations, that law, Section 111 of Title 18 of the U.S. Code, has become a favored tool of the Justice Department for painting opposition to immigration enforcement as a corrosive, lawless force. The Departments of Justice and Homeland Security often describe these cases in exaggerated language, even referring to defendants as "domestic terrorists," though the law has nothing to do with terrorism. Across the country, prosecutors have charged case after case in federal court--one against a member of Congress; one against a congressional candidate; another against a bystander who happened to walk by a protest at the wrong time; and, most memorably, another against a Washington, D.C. man who hurled a sandwich at a Customs and Border Protection officer, creating an instant symbol of protest for a city patrolled by the National Guard and other federal forces. I was able to tally more than a hundred prosecutions charged under Section 111 in recent months--and given the difficulty of searching federal court records across more than 90 judicial districts, my data are almost certainly an undercount.

Not every Section 111 case is obviously a stretch: Some court filings allege that protesters threw rocks at immigration officers or pepper-sprayed them at close range--seemingly clear-cut violations of the law, which might be charged by any Justice Department under any administration. There's even a decent argument that throwing a hoagie could potentially violate the terms of the statute. Still, though, instances where immigration officers appear to have been genuinely at risk are the exception compared to the growing number of cases where agents were scraped, bumped, mildly inconvenienced, or themselves attacked the defendant. The statute's widespread use isn't merely a sign of prosecutorial overreach; it has become an indicator of the administration's quest to silence dissent.

Until this recent spate of charges, Section 111 was not a particularly interesting or controversial law. It originates from a 1934 statute passed after the attorney general urged Congress to draft legislation enabling "the protection of Federal officers and employees." (In 1948, that law was further consolidated with a separate, extremely specific prohibition against assaults on employees of the Department of Agriculture's Bureau of Animal Industry.) Under the statute, anyone who "forcibly assaults, resists, opposes, impedes, intimidates, or interferes" with federal officials carrying out their job can face either a misdemeanor or a felony charge with up to 20 years of incarceration, depending in part on the degree of force used.

Over the years, the Justice Department has wielded the statute to prosecute cases of prison inmates attacking guards or irate individuals who committed such sins as poking an IRS agent in the chest or spitting at a mail carrier. More recently, it became a workhorse of the January 6 prosecutions: Insurrectionists who tried to fight their way into the Capitol were charged under Section 111 for shoving police officers or hitting them with gas masks or bike racks. A number of rioters faced charges under a more stringent subsection of the statute, Section 111(b), for attacking officers with "deadly or dangerous weapons"--including hockey sticks, baseball bats, and flagpoles. One man was sentenced to nearly seven years in prison for pepper-spraying the Capitol Police officer Brian Sicknick, who later died.

Read: The conquest of Chicago

By now those rioters have all been pardoned or had their sentences commuted. Since taking office the second time, Trump seems to be obsessed with reverse-engineering legal processes to subject his enemies to the treatment that, in his mind, he and his supporters suffered unjustly. James Comey and Letitia James, indicted on flimsy allegations, are the most obvious examples of this form of government by playground taunt: "I know you are, but what am I?" Similar reasoning appears to animate the DOJ's eagerness to transform Section 111 from a tool used to charge the Capitol rioters into a means of criminalizing dissent.

I first started to notice the flood of Section 111 cases around the anti-ICE demonstrations in Los Angeles early this past summer. Federal prosecutors there filed dozens of cases under the statute against protesters, organizers, and even people who happened to be walking by. In subsequent cities that have seen a surge of immigration enforcement--D.C., Portland, Chicago, and, to a lesser extent, Memphis--the pattern has repeated. In a prominent recent case, prosecutors announced an indictment of six Chicago-area residents, including the Democratic congressional candidate Kat Abughazaleh, for allegedly conspiring to "hinder and impede" law enforcement by standing in front of a federal agent's car as he tried to drive into an immigration detention center. (Last week, Abughazaleh and her co-defendants pleaded not guilty to what the candidate described as a "political prosecution.") Yesterday, only days after a fresh wave of immigration officers descended on Charlotte, North Carolina, the Justice Department unveiled its first Charlotte prosecution under Section 111.

But the Justice Department has charged prominent cases under Section 111 outside those epicenters, too. After the Department of Homeland Security tried to keep Newark Mayor Ras Baraka and several Democratic members of Congress from entering a Newark immigration detention center, Representative LaMonica McIver was charged for trying to shield Baraka from DHS officers in the scuffle. Her office has denounced the prosecution as "purely political" and "meant to criminalize and deter legislative oversight." (Last week, a judge rejected McIver's request to dismiss the case.)

Perhaps the most extreme example of specious Section 111 allegations may be that of Marimar Martinez, whom the government says repeatedly rammed her car into Border Patrol vehicles in Chicago before driving toward officers, one of whom fired at her in self-defense. According to Martinez's lawyer, however, it was the Border Patrol officer who rammed Martinez, telling her, "Do something, bitch," before shooting her five times. Text messages from the officer released in court show him later bragging about his aim. Martinez, despite bleeding profusely, was able to drive herself to a repair shop, where an ambulance took her to the hospital.

Read: Inside the Sandwich Guy's jury deliberations

If Martinez's story is disturbing, other cases drift toward farce, like that of the sandwich thrower or the D.C. woman who--in what the legal journalist Chris Geidner dubbed "The Case of the Scraped Hand"--was alleged to have lightly abraded the knuckles of the FBI agent who pushed her up against a wall to stop her from filming an immigration arrest. (The agent later joked about the injuries as "boo boos.") In both cases, juries were not impressed. Grand juries refused to indict the defendants on felony charges--three separate times, in the case of the alleged hand-scraper Sidney Reid--and petit juries later acquitted them both of lesser misdemeanors. Likewise, at least two Section 111 prosecutions in L.A. have also resulted in acquittals. The Justice Department has dismissed more than 30 other cases before they could reach a jury, in some instances because prosecutors failed to secure indictments. Such failures were, at least until this year, almost unheard of in federal court.

Faced with so many questionable cases, some judges are starting to lose their patience. In the U.S. District Court for the Western District of Texas, Judge Xavier Rodriguez dismissed a felony Section 111 case against a Honduran man arrested by ICE on the grounds that the man could not conceivably be held criminally liable for the scrapes on an ICE agent's hand after the agent punched a hole in his car window--a use of force that the judge found to be unconstitutionally excessive. The indictment, Rodriguez wrote, was "shocking to the universal sense of justice." In Chicago, Judge April Perry pointed to a string of failed indictments against protesters as evidence that immigration officials' claims of violence against them could not be relied upon as a justification for sending National Guard troops into the city.

There is often an inconsistency between the administration's swagger and its claims that its immigration officers are helpless public servants hounded by vindictive "terrorists." As my colleague Nick Miroff has reported, this tension runs through the debate about ICE officers and masking: Face masks are tools for transforming federal agents into menacing manifestations of state power and, at the same time, are supposedly a necessary protection against doxxing by activists. Section 111 is a perfect fit for that double vision, allowing federal officials to present themselves as victims of violence while enabling the Justice Department to turn the machinery of the state against the supposed attacker. This intertwining of power and powerlessness recalls Umberto Eco's description of fascist movements as defining themselves by their war against enemies who are "at the same time too strong and too weak."

Even when the Justice Department fails to win a conviction or embarrasses itself by filing an absurd case, Section 111 charges have proved useful as a way to make those enemies afraid. In an interview last month with the local outlet Block Club Chicago, the head of a community council in Chicago's Little Village neighborhood described how he and his neighbors had followed immigration officials in their cars, blowing whistles to alert residents of their presence. After the shooting of Marimar Martinez, though, the group had stopped driving around. They were rethinking their protest tactics to avoid accusations of violence from DHS.
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America Has a Baby-Formula Problem--Again

One of the most highly regulated sectors in the U.S. food industry is still too vulnerable to contamination.

by Nicholas Florko

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




Three years ago, America was in the midst of an infant-formula crisis. Abbott, one of the world's biggest formula producers, had issued a nationwide recall after two children who consumed its products died of Cronobacter, a bacterial infection that can lead to complications such as meningitis. Because Abbott produced about 40 percent of the U.S. supply of infant formula, the recall contributed to a monthslong nationwide shortage stemming partially from pandemic-related supply-chain issues.

Federal investigators suspected that the outbreak originated in an Abbott factory in Michigan. FDA inspectors found that the plant had a leaky roof, standing water, and colonies of bacteria. Abbott has denied that its plant was the source of illness, and its products were never definitively linked to the outbreak. Nevertheless, the incident led to congressional hearings, a consent decree for Abbott, and assurances from FDA officials that the agency would more closely police formula manufacturers so that a situation like this would never happen again.

And yet, it has. Twenty-three infants have fallen ill in recent months from infant botulism after drinking powdered formula from ByHeart, a high-end brand whose stated goal is to "make the best formula on earth." Infant botulism can cause muscle weakness, difficulty breathing, and, if untreated, death. One child was on a feeding tube for four weeks, according to Bill Marler, a food-safety attorney who filed a lawsuit last week on behalf of the child's family. Last Tuesday, ByHeart issued a nationwide recall for all of its products.

In response to detailed questions, a spokesperson for ByHeart told me that the company is focusing on "implementing the recall as quickly as possible and supporting the FDA's investigation into the source of the outbreak." The company wrote in a November 8 update to customers that "there is no confirmed link between ByHeart's infant formula and infant botulism."

Infant formula is perhaps the most highly regulated sector in the U.S. food industry, because the slightest lapse can cause serious harm. Nothing about formula itself is inherently unsafe; it's essentially milk protein fortified with key vitamins and minerals. But microbes that most adults can ingest without incident--including the ones that caused the 2021-22 outbreak and today's--can cause life-threatening complications for babies, because the newborn immune system isn't developed enough to fight them off. The FDA inspects infant-formula plants at least once a year. (Regulators inspect facilities for other foods they deem at high risk of contamination only every three years, unless they're alerted of a potential problem.)

Missteps in manufacturing happen, but most of the time, they are caught before they end up making kids sick. At least five other infant-formula recalls have occurred because of potential contamination since Abbott's in 2022. It's impossible to say that no children got sick from those incidents--parents may simply have not reported their kids' illness--but in recalling the products quickly, the companies might have prevented major problems.

Although many smaller formula brands use a third-party manufacturer, ByHeart operates its own facilities, so the current outbreak appears to be contained to only its products. And unlike Abbott, ByHeart's market share is too small--about 1 percent, per the FDA--to meaningfully affect the national supply. Infant botulism is less deadly than Cronobacter, and the condition is rare. The medical literature documents only a few cases that have been tied to infant formula prior to the current outbreak. In 2021, just 181 cases were confirmed in the United States overall.

Read: The ominous rise of toddler milk

Even so, ByHeart's customers are clearly distressed. On the company Facebook page, parents--some of whom have fed their children the affected products--are venting their anger at the company. "I have yet to sleep in peace since we heard about this," wrote one mother, who says she fed her three-week-old the formula before the recall. Others are frustrated that they purchased an expensive formula only to throw it all away. (Prior to the recall, ByHeart sold its powdered formula for about $1.75 an ounce; at Target, Abbott's Similac Advance formula costs about $1.30 an ounce.) ByHeart told me in a statement that "we express our deepest sympathy to the affected families" and that the company is "working as quickly and diligently as we can to respond to each inquiry we receive."

Experts I spoke with were adamant that food manufacturers bear most of the blame for foodborne outbreaks--after all, they produced the unsafe food. "It is the responsibility of a food company, whether they're making baby formula or Pop-Tarts or selling romaine, to ensure that their food is safe," Sandra Eskin, the CEO of the advocacy group Stop Foodborne Illness, told me. But regulators often share some culpability. In the 2021-22 outbreak, a whistleblower alerted the FDA to alleged rule-breaking, including falsification of records and the release of untested formula into the market, but regulators failed to follow up on the complaint until 15 months later. Abbott said in a statement on its website that the whistleblower "was dismissed due to serious violations of Abbott's food safety policies, and after dismissal, through their attorney, made evolving, new and escalating allegations to multiple authorities." Although the company has acknowledged that the plant at issue did test positive for certain bacteria, a spokesperson reiterated the company's defense to me that it was never proved that the bacteria in its facility made it into formula.

As for the current outbreak, it's too early to pinpoint exactly what went wrong. The affected powdered ByHeart formula must be rehydrated, so the bacterial spores that cause infant botulism--which are relatively common--could have contaminated the formula when parents were preparing it for their babies. But experts told me that that explanation is unlikely because so many children have now gotten sick from the same formula; nearly two dozen families would have had to make the same mistake around the same time. Plus, the FDA found manufacturing deficiencies at ByHeart's Iowa facility--one of the two linked to the current outbreak--when it was last inspected in February, Emily Hilliard, a Department of Health and Human Services spokesperson, told me. (She declined to say what those deficiencies were.) The ByHeart spokesperson, when asked about the issues identified in February, said that "addressing observations and updating regulators is a continuous and routine process that is inherent in maintaining compliance and meeting the highest safety and quality standards."

Read: What parents did before baby formula

In 2023, the company received a formal warning letter after the FDA found that the company did not have proper systems in place to make sure that formula was not contaminated at its since-closed facility in Reading, Pennsylvania. Months later, that facility was cited by the FDA for having mold in a water tank and thousands of dead insects on the premises, according to The New York Times.

The spokesperson for ByHeart told me that all of the issues in the 2023 warning letter have been resolved. But the FDA's allegations against the company typify what food-safety experts and former FDA officials have described to me as ByHeart's cavalier approach to food safety. "There's a lot of red flags about the way ByHeart is managing this outbreak, which tells me they don't have an experienced food-safety team at the helm," Sarah Sorscher, the director of regulatory affairs at the Center for Science in the Public Interest, told me.

The company has, for example, downplayed findings by officials at the California Department of Public Health, who tested an open canister of ByHeart formula acquired from an infant-botulism patient and found the bacteria that causes infant botulism. After California alerted the public to these findings on November 8, the company announced a recall and put out a statement claiming that it was taking the results "very seriously"--but then questioned the state's methodology in the next sentence.

In an open letter posted on the company's website, ByHeart also noted that formula companies are not required to test for the bacteria that causes infant botulism. Frank Yiannas, a former deputy commissioner for food policy at the FDA, told me that the response was "not a really good answer," because companies--particularly those in an industry like infant formula--should be doing their own analyses of hazards and risks, regardless of what is mandated by law. When California's officials found the bacteria in that can of baby formula, the state's public-health officer urged parents to "stop using ByHeart formula immediately." The company, however, initially responded by recalling just two batches of its formula. (In the days since, the company has issued a nationwide recall to include all of its products.)

Read: We've never been good at feeding babies

In the coming weeks or months, regulators may find--as they did with Abbott--sanitation issues at ByHeart's facilities. Or perhaps the evidence will indicate that the company acted responsibly and just got hit with a black-swan event. Whichever way the situation goes, it's a reminder of how easily the baby-formula industry can crack, even when it's supposed to be bulletproof.
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The Social Cost of Being a Morning Person

Rising early is great for my productivity--and hard on my relationships.

by Liz Krieger

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




In my old life, I liked mornings, but I wasn't a "morning person." I would routinely stay up late watching TV or reading in bed and say yes to dinners that started long after nightfall. My relationship with mornings was casual--I'd occasionally enjoy a sunrise but I certainly never set an alarm to see one. Then I had children, whose needs demanded an early start, and I spent years stumbling out of bed at their first sounds, making breakfast, and building block towers before I'd fully woken up. Now they're older, which means they're less likely to need me before dawn. And yet I've found that I can't shake the early-rising routine.

This is partly because my morning hours have come to feel sacred: They're the only portion of the day reserved for just my own needs--and for a parent, that kind of time is hard to find. I also derive genuine satisfaction from my early productivity. As my wake-up time has inched earlier, I've written more, exercised more consistently, and been able to approach challenges with clarity, well before afternoon fatigue sets in.

But every transformation comes with a price. And mine has been paid in evening hours--those crucial moments when families traditionally reconnect after a day apart, when teenagers may be more likely to open up, when friends gather and marriages deepen in the comfortable darkness after responsibilities have been met. I have become a person who gives the best of herself to the morning and offers only the dregs to the night.

Read: The false promise of morning routines

Gradually, my early-to-bed, early-to-rise nature has shaped our household's rhythms. Mornings are my domain. I make breakfast, feed our three pets, and push everyone out the door. When my two daughters were younger, I'd make their lunch and walk them to school, my mug of coffee long drained. My husband prefers to stay up late, so he handles the evening-pickup runs, the printer problems that invariably surface the night before something is due, the random tidbits of adolescent info that seep out just as our kids are flagging. It's an efficient arrangement, but it has created an unintended hierarchy in which I get our daughters' foggy beginnings and he gets their vulnerable nighttime moments.

The cost of this choice feels particularly steep as my girls, now 12 and 16, have gravitated toward a later bedtime. Teenagers, as many parents know, are nocturnal creatures by biological design: After puberty, an adolescent's internal clock shifts by about two hours. So a teen who used to fall asleep at 9 p.m. may not feel tired until about 11. The urge to stay up late peaks at around age 16 for girls and 17 for boys.

One reason teenagers stay up so late is that they develop more of a resistance to what's known as "sleep pressure," the body's natural drive to sleep, than they had when they were younger. And right before teens finally do settle in for the night, many experience a period of heightened alertness called the "forbidden zone for sleep." (I've seen--and heard--this up close; several times my eldest has suddenly decided to audit her entire bedroom closet at 11 p.m., usually while on FaceTime with a friend.) What I take away from this: Teens are primed for connection precisely when I am running on fumes.

My daughters know I'm this way. It's become something of a family joke, being the mom who turns into a pumpkin at 9:30. (Last year one of them gave me fuzzy socks that say In Bed by 9.) But that doesn't ease the guilt I experience whenever one of my daughters shuffles into the living room at 10:30--ostensibly looking for a snack but actually testing whether I'm awake enough to care about whatever is on her mind--and I can't help hurrying the conversation along. I nod at the right times, but I don't always ask follow-up questions or lean in to the nuances of what she's sharing.

A version of this happened just last week. My youngest appeared in the doorway of my bedroom shortly after 10, wanting to sort out plans for the weekend. I tried to rally, propping myself up, pretending to follow all the details, but my brain was already shutting down. She could tell. After a brief pause, she gave up and said goodnight. I lay there, heavy with regret for having checked out just when she'd reached out.

My fading evening energy has influenced my relationships with everyone: my husband, my friends, my extended family. By the time the house finally quiets and my husband and I can settle in for a show, I may already be half-asleep. When we go away with friends or other families for a weekend and are firing up a movie, I'm inevitably the one who dips out early, missing not just the end of the film but also the long conversations or games that come after.

I wonder sometimes if this is simply a consequence of aging. Perhaps the trade-off between morning productivity and evening social capacity is as inevitable for someone like me as gray hair and reading glasses. But I suspect something more specific is at work--that in optimizing myself for the early hours, I have altered not just my sleep schedule but my emotional availability. The energy I pour into a.m. workouts and tackling a million emails before noon has to come from somewhere. That somewhere, it turns out, is everywhere else.

Read: The logic of the '9 to 5' is creeping into the rest of the day

Perhaps a middle path would let me distribute energy more evenly across the day rather than front-loading it into the morning hours. I've started trying, in small ways, to align my routine with my family's rhythms. My husband's travel schedule over the past year or so has forced the issue, too. A few nights each week, I have to handle the "night shift" solo. At first, I focused on survival--white-knuckling my way through the late hours, counting down until I could finally escape to bed. But I'm trying to reframe it: These are hours I can be present in, not just endure.

I know I'll never be someone who comes alive at midnight, but I am learning to stretch the boundaries of my days to let a little of the night in. The balance, I suspect, isn't about becoming less of a morning person, but about leaving space for connection even when it doesn't align with my body's clock.

For instance: The other night, at nearly 11:30, I was half-asleep on the couch when I heard my older daughter strumming the guitar; she's been teaching herself to play. Instead of just disappearing to my bedroom, I convinced her to bring the guitar upstairs and practice near me while I slipped under the covers. The interlude was brief, maybe 10 minutes, but it felt like a small victory--a moment of bonding, snuck in before I was fully conked out. It felt so good not to miss it.
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        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe latest city official to contend with Border Patrol agents is Janet Cowell, mayor of Raleigh, North Carolina. When they landed in Raleigh this week, she didn't know much about their plans; the best guidance she could offer residents was that if they felt unsafe, they should "call the police."Since arriving in Los Angeles this June, agents from Customs and Border Protection have been making their way to other locations,...

      

      
        (Some) MAGA Girls Just Wanna Have Fun
        Elaine Godfrey

        One night at a party in an East Village speakeasy, a pair of 20-somethings--high on youth and rail liquor--made their way to the bar's single-occupancy bathroom, and proceeded to go at it. I know this because as I waited outside, the exuberant young man inside began to film the encounter. The bright light of his phone had reversed the effects of the bathroom's one-way mirror to reveal a pantsless youth with a deeply unfortunate broccoli haircut, and a young woman in a MAKE AMERICA HOT AGAIN cap. Wh...

      

      
        Every State Is a Border Patrol State
        Nick Miroff

        The Border Patrol commander Gregory Bovino posted a video over the weekend showing a pep talk he'd given in Chicago to agents operating far from their usual stations along the Mexico border. Set to a rock anthem by the band Chicago, it was the kind of swaggering, trollish clip that has made him the star of the Trump administration's mass-deportation campaign."This is our fucking country," Bovino told the agents, gathered around him in a parking lot. "Nobody tells us where to go, when to go, how t...

      

      
        Trump's Self-Damning Response to a Legitimate Question
        Graeme Wood

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.At an Oval Office meeting yesterday between the American president and the ruler of Saudi Arabia, Mary Bruce of ABC News asked a series of questions that Donald Trump deemed "horrible," "terrible," and "insubordinate." Bruce's first question concerned possible conflicts of interest involving the Trump family's business in Saudi Arabia. "I think the broadcasting license should be taken away from ABC because yo...

      

      
        Eight Plot-Heavy Books That Will Keep You Turning Pages
        M. L. Rio

        The literary landscape of the 21st century seems more and more divided when it comes to one particular aspect: plot. Some books have it; others don't. The have-nots have gotten a lot of critical attention in recent years: Think of novels that read like an extended internal monologue, describing in intimate detail the thoughts, feelings, and impressions of a protagonist. Usually, this is not someone who makes things happen, or to whom things happen; the strength of the narrator's voice and the dep...

      

      
        Trump's Toddler Response to the Epstein Saga
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.A bill in Congress demanding the release of the Epstein files now has the official, albeit reluctant, endorsement of the president himself. And so the question naturally arises: If Donald Trump supports the bill calling on the president (i.e., him) to release the files, why not simply ... release them?Trump reportedly hasn't given his advisers or allies a rationale for why he won't do so, leaving them to inve...

      

      
        How to Fix the Mess of College Sports
        Sally Jenkins

        Here's an idea for overhauling the mess that is money in college sports: For every dollar that a university athletic department spends on coaching salaries fatter than a duke's inheritance, or locker rooms as luxurious as Hadrian's villa, a dollar should go toward academic funding--to faculty salaries, library maintenance, and other necessities that benefit all students, athletes included.Such an arrangement might help reform a truly broken system, which demands compulsive, destructive overspendin...

      

      
        Political Parties Have Disconnected From the Public
        Idrees Kahloon

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.One paradox of American politics is that voters are both extremely polarized about politics and extremely disdainful of political parties. A record share, 43 percent, self-identify as political independents. Most of these are not true swing voters, but they hold both major parties in low regard. As of September, only 40 percent of voters approved of the ruling Republican Party. The Democrats' favorability w...

      

      
        RFK Jr.'s Miasma Theory of Health Is Spreading
        Katherine J. Wu

        Last week, the two top officials at the National Institutes of Health--the world's largest public funder of biomedical research--debuted a new plan to help Americans weather the next pandemic: getting everyone to eat better and exercise.The standard pandemic-preparedness playbook "has failed catastrophically," NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya and NIH Principal Deputy Director Matthew J. Memoli wrote in City Journal, a magazine and website published by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, a con...

      

      
        The Social Cost of Being a Morning Person
        Liz Krieger

        In my old life, I liked mornings, but I wasn't a "morning person." I would routinely stay up late watching TV or reading in bed and say yes to dinners that started long after nightfall. My relationship with mornings was casual--I'd occasionally enjoy a sunrise but I certainly never set an alarm to see one. Then I had children, whose needs demanded an early start, and I spent years stumbling out of bed at their first sounds, making breakfast, and building block towers before I'd fully woken up. Now...

      

      
        To Get Happier, Make Yourself Smaller
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Early in my academic career, I noticed that one of the most popular classes on campus was Introduction to Astronomy, a general-science course that anyone could take. The students all loved it--especially the non-science majors. I asked one of them, an economics student, why she enjoyed astronomy so much. She didn't say anything about stars, but she did say something powerful about earthly existenc...

      

      
        The 2025 <em>Atlantic</em> Gift Guide
        The Atlantic

        From our editorial team to you, welcome to The Atlantic's 2025 gift guide. We've curated a list of 50 unique gifts to bring joy to your loved ones this holiday season.Someone Seeking InspirationShower Sing-Along (Or Not)
Courtesy of JBL
Some people do their best thinking in the shower. For others, it's a key part of the morning ritual. And a few even sing (mercifully, I don't). To help with all that: this waterproof Bluetooth speaker. I wake up very, very early to co-host a morning cable-news sho...

      

      
        Whoa-zempic!
        Roxanne Khamsi

        Medical weight loss might be on the verge of a further revolution. For starters, people will likely have the option of taking a new class of medications that seem to have fewer bothersome side effects, such as nausea--which affects about half the people on Ozempic and similar drugs.Those now-familiar medications target a pathway involving the appetite-regulating hormone GLP-1; the new ones target cell receptors for a different hormone, amylin. AstraZeneca, Eli Lilly, Zealand Pharma, and, of course...

      

      
        Trump Told a Woman, 'Quiet, Piggy,' When She Asked Him About Epstein
        Isabel Fattal

        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."Keep your voice down.""That's enough of you.""Be nice; don't be threatening.""There was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever.""Quiet, piggy."This is a sampling of what the president of the United States has said to and about female journalists during his time in office--and mos...

      

      
        The Trump Administration's Favorite Tool for Criminalizing Dissent
        Quinta Jurecic

        The videos have become commonplace. Federal officers wearing masks and bulletproof vests subdue a moped driver in the middle of a busy D.C. street. A 70-year-old protester in Chicago is pushed to the ground by an armed Border Patrol agent holding a riot gun. In Los Angeles, an agent shoves away a demonstrator.These videos capture the aggressive tactics of immigration officers under the second Trump administration. But they share something else, too. In each instance, following documented violence...

      

      
        We're Thinking About Young Adulthood All Wrong
        Meg Jay

        The notion that your 20s are the best years of your life is more rumor than reality. It shows up in songs, films, ads, social-media posts--but it says more about Americans' idealization of youth than it does about what it actually feels like to be young today. The 2024 World Happiness Report found that when American adults were asked to rate the extent to which they were living their "best possible life," those over 60 answered the most positively, followed by 45-to-59-year-olds. People younger th...

      

      
        Advent Calendars Are Totally Out of Control
        Ellen Cushing

        It is believed that in the fourth century, European followers of the still-newish religion called Christianity first formally observed the period in December leading up to the birth of Jesus Christ. They called it "the advent," from the Latin word for "approach" or "arrival," and it was a somber time, one for preparation and contemplation. In the sixth century, Pope Gregory composed many of the texts still associated with the advent, at least as it is practiced by Catholics. In the 19th, German P...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Gift-Giving Edition
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 3 p.m. ET on November 19, 2025.If I have provided you with any factoids in the course of Atlantic Trivia, I apologize, because a factoid, properly, is not a small, interesting fact. A factoid is a piece of information that looks like a fact but is untrue. Norman Mailer popularized the term in 1973, very intentionally giving it the suffix -oid. Is a humanoid not a creature whose appearance suggests humanity but whose nature belies it? Thus is it with factoid.So what o...

      

      
        The End of the American Empire
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTubeOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the recent gifts given to President Donald Trump by the Swiss government. He argues that the incident is yet another example of Trump's favor being won through personal gifts and another sign of how his administration has forced the United States to abandon its traditional leadership role in the global order, reshaping American foreign policy into somethin...

      

      
        Photos: When the Polar Bears Move In
        Alan Taylor

        Vadim Makhorov / APA polar bear rests in front of an abandoned research station on Kolyuchin Island, in the country's Far East, off Chukotka, Russia, on September 14, 2025.Vadim Makhorov / APPolar bears stand on the porch of an abandoned research station on Russia's Kolyuchin Island, on September 14, 2025.Vadim Makhorov / APAn aerial view of the abandoned research station on Kolyuchin Island.Vadim Makhorov / APPolar bears gather inside part of the abandoned research station.Vadim Makhorov / APA p...

      

      
        'A Recipe for Idiocracy'
        Rose Horowitch

        For the past several years, America has been using its young people as lab rats in a sweeping, if not exactly thought-out, education experiment. Schools across the country have been lowering standards and removing penalties for failure. The results are coming into focus.Five years ago, about 30 incoming freshmen at UC San Diego arrived with math skills below high-school level. Now, according to a recent report from UC San Diego faculty and administrators, that number is more than 900--and most of ...
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President Piggy

This is what consequence-free misogyny looks like.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




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

The roughly six months that have made up November this year have--it's fair to say--not been a high point for women, journalism, women in journalism, women with jobs, or anyone following the news.

A quick recap: On Friday, Donald Trump said to a reporter on Air Force One, "Quiet. Quiet, piggy," when she tried to complete the most basic requirement of her job by asking a question. Earlier this week, when a reporter at the White House asked Mohammed bin Salman, the Saudi crown prince, about the determination by U.S. intelligence that he was complicit in the killing of a Washington Post journalist--a finding that bin Salman has denied--Trump viciously scolded her for her "horrible, insubordinate" question. On the flip side, a reporter, doing herself zero favors in the take-me-seriously department, published an excerpt from her memoir--in which she describes her love for a man she calls the "Politician" (clearly the much older Robert F. Kennedy Jr.), whom she'd ostensibly been profiling--after which one of the reporter's (also much older) exes piled on with claims of his own.

Somehow, it all feels connected: the denigration of professionals doing their job, the fetishization of young women, the older men's blindness to their own abuse of power. I've felt, consuming the news with no little amount of nausea these past few weeks, like we're revisiting the same characters over and over, with no consequences and no forward momentum. A month or so ago--you may remember--the political commentator Helen Andrews published an essay for Compact magazine titled "The Great Feminization," arguing at length that the defenestration of Larry Summers as president of Harvard in 2006, after he suggested that women had less natural aptitude for math and science than men, was the catastrophic and unjust work of a feminized woke mob, proof of how unreasonable and vindictive women can be when you give us any power. But then, here came Summers again, in the Epstein email cache released last week by the House Oversight Committee, quizzing one of the 21st century's most notorious sex criminals for advice on how to get "horizontal" with an economist who was looking for a mentor, and joking about how women are so dumb that we didn't even understand his brilliant joke about how dumb we are.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Four more years of unchecked misogyny

And still, it wasn't over. Because here comes a New York Times podcast briefly titled "Did Women Ruin the Workplace?" (Not yet, but we do have several full ruination weeks left before the holidays.) And here comes Jeffrey Epstein again, sending apparently infinite ungrammatical, innuendo-filled emails to members of the Davos elite, and composing bizarre notes to himself about whether skin conveys thought. Here's the manosphere hate preacher Andrew Tate, a man who has been charged with sex crimes (Tate has denied wrongdoing), and who is my personal least favorite of all the misogynist bobbleheads, having his confiscated personal devices returned to him by U.S. Customs and Border Protection after the intervention of Paul Ingrassia, who--it's hard to keep track!--was previously accused of canceling a colleague's hotel reservation so that she'd be forced to share a room with him. (Ingrassia's attorney disputed the allegations.)

And here's Olivia Nuzzi, being portrayed in The New York Times as a tragic Malibu Ophelia, in a profile in thrall to her excuses for having engaged in a romantic relationship with a married, elderly conspiracy theorist who may finally soon realize his apparent dream of making measles in the U.S. endemic again, and whose legacy will be measured in child death. Here's Cheryl Hines, the conspiracy theorist's wife, sharing a stage at an anti-vaxxer conference with Russell Brand, an alleged rapist. (Brand has denied being a rapist.) Here's Keith Olbermann--it's been a while, in fairness--popping up to claim that, yes, he did pay for Nuzzi's jewelry and "writing studio" while she was barely an adult and Olbermann was a middle-aged TV host, but that he was justified in doing so because, according to him, they were in a four-year relationship and he was making a lot of money at the time.

A common thread weaves through all of these stories, these outbursts, these leaked emails and petulant tantrums and collusions and cursed blogs. Some men, possibly many men, have always believed that women are simply not their equal. Some women have believed or internalized this idea, too: that women can and should be fetishized, sexualized, domesticized, but not respected. In the recent past, as women gained rights and men seemed to gain enlightenment, the public tended to frown on these beliefs, which is why all the jokes about teenagers in Epstein's birthday book were supposed to be private, and why Summers concluded an observation to Epstein about men who "hit on a few women 10 years ago and can't work at a network or think tank" with the all-caps qualifier "DO NOT REPEAT THIS INSIGHT." The impulse to dehumanize women used to be something that people had to hide. (In her recent memoir, Virginia Roberts Giuffre--who died by suicide earlier this year, and who alleged that Epstein had trafficked her to many rich and powerful men--noted that Epstein also used to say that a woman's primary value was being "a life-support system for a vagina.")

Read: The dumb truth at the heart of the Epstein scandal

What's changed is Donald Trump. In the decade since he became the singular influence on American politics, he has completely and thoroughly dispensed with concepts of shame, of decency, of equality. He has proved himself time and again to be entirely self-seeking, totally amoral, cruel by nature, and impossibly fragile. And the rewards he's gained in the process have emboldened others to be just as unabashedly themselves as he is.

It stands to reason, too, that journalists--the people whose job it is to consistently challenge power--have provoked such great ire from this administration. Highlight reels of the president insulting female reporters have gone viral over the past few days. When the White House press secretary responds to a reporter's question with "Your mom," it's a signal that the decay has spread. When men direct particularly humiliating and degrading treatment at women, it is because of the "psychic threat," as the philosopher Kate Manne once put it, that these women who question male authority pose.

It's exhausting. It's enraging. The past decade has been a gloomy lesson in how limited a proportion of men actually see women as equal human beings. The fact that many men believe they no longer even have to pretend to respect women in order to participate in public life makes it unlikely that anything will change anytime soon. The fish rots from the head. The pig is in the Oval Office.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/11/trump-quiet-piggy-women-journalists/684982/?utm_source=feed
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The Trump Steamroller Is Broken

Infighting. Bad polls. Party divisions. Midterm fears. It's all back.

by Jonathan Lemire

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




President Donald Trump's administration has been embroiled in scandal and sloppiness. His own party has defied his political pressure. His senior staff has been beset by infighting. He has sparred with reporters and offered over-the-top praise to an authoritarian with a dire human-rights record. A signature hard-line immigration policy has polled poorly. And Republicans have begun to brace themselves for a disastrous midterm election.

That was 2017. But it's also 2025.

Ten months into the president's second term, Trump 2.0 is for the first time starting to resemble the chaotic original. And that new sense of political weakness in the president has not just emboldened Democrats who have been despondent for much of the past year. It's also begun to give Republicans a permission structure for pushing back against Trump and jockeying for power with an eye to the elections ahead.

This was not the plan. Trump and his inner circle used their four years out of office to create a policy blueprint--drawn substantially from Project 2025--and form a disciplined team of true believers who used their experience with the levers of power to dominate their political opposition. The beginning of Trump's second term was marked by an unprecedented display of executive authority, as the president dominated a subservient Congress and defied the courts, brought to heel some of the nation's most formidable institutions and wealthiest people, fulfilled long-held conservative wishes to dramatically shrink the size and influence of the federal government, reoriented the nation's relationship with the rest of the world, and rammed through legislation that benefited the rich over the working class and the poor. Trump has been a steamroller.

But that has begun to change. Voters punished Trump's party in this month's elections, seeming to condemn his presidential overreach and the abandonment of his central campaign promise to rehabilitate the nation's economy. A rare Republican rebellion on Capitol Hill rattled the West Wing and embarrassed the president. And although the White House likes to project a political image of never surrendering, a pair of retreats in the past few days has punctured Trump's aura of invincibility.

Few things have frustrated Trump like his inability to make Jeffrey Epstein go away. The disgraced sex offender and financier, of course, has been dead for six years. But questions about the powerful men with whom he associated--and the mystery around his death in prison, which was ruled a suicide--created a conspiracy theory in the MAGA base that has overwhelmed the White House. Trump angrily ordered his supporters to let the matter go this past summer but was largely ignored. And then, last week, four GOP lawmakers--some of whom have been among Trump's most ardent acolytes--triggered a full House vote to release Department of Justice records related to Epstein.

Read: Epstein returns at the worst time for Trump

Revolt was in the air. One of those defiant lawmakers, the MAGA icon Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, did not buckle, even as Trump called her a traitor. "Let me tell you what a traitor is," she responded yesterday. "A traitor is an American that serves foreign countries and themselves." GOP leadership signaled to the White House that most lawmakers could not put their name to a vote to protect a pedophile and that the measure would pass easily, two officials told me on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations. Trump was furious, but he didn't want to be seen as getting rolled by his own party.

Trying to save face, he begrudgingly posted on social media that he would support Republicans who voted to release the files. The measure passed the House yesterday 427-1. It then cleared the Senate by unanimous consent. Trump announced tonight he had signed it. (Questions persist as to whether the Justice Department may try to block the release of some or all of the files, citing a need to protect an ongoing investigation of prominent Democrats that it launched last week at Trump's request.)

The other Trump walk-back came far less dramatically, buried in the text of an executive order released late Friday. But it was no less noteworthy. Trump, as is often said, has few constant ideological stances, yet one is that tariffs will spur economic growth and benefit the consumer. In a tacit admission that tariffs have, in fact, caused prices to rise (as most economists have long said), the administration quietly lifted tariffs on goods such as bananas, beef, and coffee.

The reversal came days after Republicans were swept in off-year elections in places such as Virginia, New Jersey, and New York City. Voters made clear that the GOP was not fulfilling its promises on affordability that helped Trump get elected last year. A number of Republican lawmakers loudly insisted that Trump needs to refocus on prices and inflation--defiance reminiscent of when senators voted down the White House-led efforts to repeal the Affordable Care Act in 2017.

Chaos within the White House was the norm during Trump's first term. This time around, the president's team has prioritized professionalism and tried to minimize turnover. Senior-level firings have been rare, and even the president's deposed national security adviser, Mike Waltz, was given a soft-landing spot as ambassador to the United Nations. Trump's first administration was plagued by sloppiness; the original travel ban, Trump veterans will remember with a shudder, was hastily scrawled by Stephen Miller and Steve Bannon and not properly reviewed by government attorneys before it was enacted. (It was promptly tossed out by a federal court.) This time, Trump aides vowed they would be methodical and efficient, and for months, they faced little resistance as they rolled out the president's agenda.

But that sense of disorder has returned, and the losses have begun to pile up. Just in the past two weeks: Trump's prized tariffs were greeted with great skepticism by the Supreme Court, with the justices appearing unsympathetic to the notion that the president could usurp what is normally congressional power on the back of a flimsy declaration of a national emergency. The president's campaign of retribution may have hit a snag when a federal judge found that the case put forth by Trump's handpicked interim U.S. attorney, Lindsey Halligan, was marred by a series of errors that could lead to the dismissal of the criminal case against former FBI Director James Comey.

And yesterday, a Trump-appointed federal judge issued a rebuke of the methodology used by Republicans in Texas to redistrict the state's congressional map. (The judge wrote in his opinion that it was "challenging to unpack" all of the "factual, legal, and typographical errors" in a Justice Department letter that claimed that the original districts were to be eliminated because they were created solely on the basis of race.) Trump, desperate for his party to keep control of both houses of Congress next fall, had pushed for a number of GOP-led states to create more Republican seats, but he took a loss in Texas and has been rebuffed by Indiana, meaning that the Democrats--who responded to the Texas push by successfully creating friendly districts in California and may follow suit in Virginia and Maryland--could end up besting the Republicans at their own game. The administration is confident that the Supreme Court will take up the Texas case and ultimately approve the new districts.

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans'

There have been other recent flashbacks to Trump's first term. Much like in 2018, the president and the Republicans were on the losing end of a government shutdown. Infighting was frequent during the first Trump administration, as aides tried to knife one another in the press to improve their standing with the boss. There has been less internal dysfunction this time around--especially after Elon Musk departed DOGE--but last week, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. had to publicly ask his supporters to stop criticizing White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles for allegedly blocking his MAHA agenda. And yesterday, the president ignored the CIA's conclusion that Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman played a role in the murder of the Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi--much as in Helsinki in 2018, when Trump famously sided with Vladimir Putin over U.S. intelligence agencies on Russian election interference. When an ABC News reporter asked about Khashoggi in front of MBS, Trump threatened to revoke the network's broadcast license.

The White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me in a statement that the past two weeks have brought nothing but victories. "President Trump and the Administration have been delivering results since Day One, and the past two weeks have objectively been a continuation of this winning streak for the American people," he said. But White House aides have privately admitted that this month has been the most challenging stretch of Trump's second term.

Other Republicans have begun to notice. Some of Trump's closest allies have warned him about polls that show the public is unhappy with some of his extreme moves, including cheering on masked ICE raids and demolishing the East Wing of the White House. Trump has so far been unwilling to do much to take on--or even acknowledge--the problem of affordability, but aides say that plans will be unveiled soon. Meanwhile, an urgency has set in: The calendar churns even for a president who has wielded power in extraordinary ways. Each day closer to next year's midterms is a reminder that Trump is a lame duck whose time governing with Republicans in charge at either end of Pennsylvania Avenue could soon be coming to a close. Even before then, his sway within his own party appears to be ebbing. One official who worked in both Trump administrations told me, "The president has had absolute loyalty from Republicans this year." But, the official added, "losing that would be the first step toward losing power--and relevancy."
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Democrats Finally Realize It Isn't 2016 Anymore

Members of the left and the center seem to have concluded that, to win elections, each side needs to become more like the other.

by Roge Karma

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




Something strange is happening on the left. Signs of peace are emerging in the long civil war over economic policy between the progressive and moderate wings of the Democratic Party. In the past two months, a prominent group from each of the two factions has produced its own report on how to win back working-class voters--a problem that, notwithstanding Democrats' strong results earlier this month, has grown more acute since Donald Trump was first elected, in 2016. The result, far from a battle of dueling worldviews, is a surprising amount of consensus. Although they might not put it this way--and although fierce debates still rage over cultural differences--members of the far left and the center seem to have concluded that, for Democrats to win elections, each side needs to become more like the other.

The first report, "Democrats' Rust Belt Struggles and the Promise of Independent Politics," was produced by a constellation of progressive organizations and labor groups--some of which were founded to channel the energies of the 2016 Bernie Sanders campaign--along with the socialist magazine Jacobin. And yet the report does not call for classic Sandersian policies such as Medicare for All and universal child care; indeed, it warns against big redistributive government interventions. Its authors point out that such programs are "often met with skepticism by working-class voters, who may distrust government-administered systems they perceive as inefficient, overly bureaucratic, or disproportionately benefiting others." This will sound obvious to some readers, but coming from the Bernie left, it's a major concession.

The report argues that Democrats should focus instead on policies that directly lower costs, rein in excessive wealth, and shape how resources are distributed in the first place--often referred to as "predistribution." To that end, it recommends such progressive but non-radical ideas as capping drug prices, raising taxes on the superrich, upgrading the country's infrastructure, and cracking down on corporate price gouging. "These are the kinds of policies that align most closely with working-class values," Jared Abbott, the director of the Center for Working Class Politics and a lead author of the "Rust Belt Struggles" report, told me. "It's this sense of, We don't just want a handout. We want to be able to provide for our families and have the dignity and respect that comes with that."

"Deciding to Win" ends up in a similar place, starting from the opposite direction. Democratic moderates have long been associated with such technocratic '90s-style ideas as means-tested programs, business tax credits, and deregulation. But the report--which drew input from uber-establishment Democrats including James Carville, David Axelrod, and David Plouffe--concludes that many of these policies are political losers. So, too, are some of the buzzier new centrist-coded policies, such as loosening land-use regulations, paring back environmental-review laws, and subsidizing electric-vehicle purchases.

Meanwhile, the moderate report's list of Democratic proposals worth running on is full of ideas well to the left of even Barack Obama's agenda, including many of the same policies recommended by the "Rust Belt Struggles" report as well as other longtime progressive priorities, such as universal paid family leave. "Don't get me wrong: This isn't exactly a socialist wish list," Simon Bazelon, the lead author of the report, told me. "But I think it may come as a surprise to everyone just how much there is for progressives to like in here."

David A. Graham: Are the Democrats overthinking this?

After the 2016 election, Democrats plunged into a prolonged struggle between a socialism-curious left in favor of Medicare for All, a Green New Deal, and free college, and moderate capitalists who preferred tax credits and means-tested programs. That clash of big, sweeping ideologies is nowhere to be found in these reports.

How did two camps with such different worldviews arrive at such similar recommendations this time around? The answer may be that both groups were committed to figuring out what policies are actually popular among voters. This is surprisingly rare in politics. During the 2020 Democratic primary, leftists and centrists tended to assert that their ideal policy agendas also happened to be beloved by the public; both groups cited their own carefully selected polls as evidence. This gave the impression that almost every Democratic policy was, somehow, widely popular with voters.

In recent years, however, an emerging body of evidence has found that single-issue polls--in which a pollster asks, for example, "Do you support Medicare for All?"--tend to greatly overestimate real-world voter support. (This is in part because so many of them are commissioned by advocacy groups for the purpose of pushing a particular agenda.) Policies that garner supermajority support in polls, such as universal background checks and school-choice laws, regularly fail to gain even a simple majority when they appear on the ballot.

To avoid those traps, the authors of both reports used more rigorous methods in an effort to figure out which policies actually resonated with voters. "Deciding to Win" gave respondents the kind of context they would likely get if the idea were proposed in the real world, such as which party tends to favor it, the arguments for and against, and how much it would cost. "Rust Belt Struggles" required voters to rank different policies against one another to determine their relative popularity. By doing that, the groups ended up with a more credible picture of how voters might respond to Democratic policies in the context of an election.

The reports converged not only on policy specifics but on how Democrats should talk about economic issues. On this point, the party has long been divided between economic populists such as Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, who tend to rail against corporations, billionaires, and the system more broadly, and economic pragmatists including Obama and Joe Biden, who prefer the more positive-sum language of equality, fairness, and opportunity. But the report from the party's moderate wing ends up endorsing the populist approach--which in 2025 means a focus on affordability for ordinary citizens, and strong criticism of powerful individuals and corporations that benefit from the status quo.

"In our view, the case for a more anti-establishment posture is strong," the "Deciding to Win" authors write, citing reams of evidence showing that majorities of voters are dissatisfied with the state of the country, distrusting of institutions, and convinced that the economic system is rigged in favor of the wealthy. In that kind of political environment, Democratic messaging centered on concepts such as the American dream and Kamala Harris's "opportunity economy" has become out of touch. "Deciding to Win" suggests that even those who propose a more moderate economic agenda should embrace populist rhetoric to tap into these prevailing attitudes. "Being moderate does not mean running on a defense of the political establishment, elites, corporate interests, or the status quo," the report argues. "It also does not mean having a mild-mannered temperament or taking the centrist position on every issue."

The convergence on both policy and rhetoric is already beginning to occur in the real world. The latest policy agenda released by the congressional Progressive Caucus calls for raising the federal minimum wage and extending federal drug-price negotiation, but doesn't mention Medicare for All or universal child care. Moderates, meanwhile, have begun to sound a lot more like their progressive counterparts. In her successful campaign for governor, New Jersey's Mikie Sherrill, a centrist, adopted distinctly populist themes, including a utility-rate freeze. She touted an "affordability agenda" that promised to lower prices by going after "health care middlemen who make your prescriptions unaffordable, the monopolies that hike up mortgage and rental prices, and the grid operators who continue to raise energy costs without accountability."

If the Democratic Party appears to be marching toward something of a big-tent consensus on economics, disagreement remains over how to approach social and cultural issues.

According to the moderates, the root cause of working-class disaffection with the Democratic Party is the fact that the party swung too far to the left on issues such as crime and immigration. "Deciding to Win" notes that, as Democrats have taken more progressive positions on a range of social and cultural issues over the past decade, the number of voters who say the party is "too liberal" has spiked, voter trust in Democrats on these issues has plummeted, and voters who self-identify as ideological "moderates" and "conservatives" have abandoned it. "When you put all of this together, it tells a really clear story," Bazelon told me. "The Democratic Party has moved significantly to the left on a number of issues that are important to voters, and lots of voters have moved away from our party in response." The only way to win back these voters, the report concludes, is for Democrats to adopt more conservative cultural and social stances that may infuriate their base but align with the views of working-class voters in a general election.

Jonathan Chait: Democrats still have no idea what went wrong

This approach, the moderates argue, has worked in the past. In 1992, Bill Clinton ran as a tough-on-crime Democrat and went out of his way to distance himself from left-wing racial-justice advocates. While running for president in 2008, Obama refused to support gay marriage, and throughout his presidency clashed with immigration advocates who considered his positions to be overly restrictionist. "It's extremely difficult to find examples of Democratic candidates who win in swing districts without taking more conservative positions on some issues--particularly immigration and crime," Bazelon told me. "Over and over again, the candidates we see winning tough races do so by breaking with the national party."

Many on the left have a different view. "Even on issues like immigration, populists don't need to ape Trump to win Rust Belt voters," the "Rust Belt Struggles" report declares. Although it acknowledges that some voters may think the party is too far left, it argues that "the cultural critique of the party is ancillary to many voters' core criticism: that the party is beholden to elites, doesn't deliver, doesn't listen, and doesn't fight." So long as Democrats adopt a relentless eat-the-rich message, recruit working-class candidates who embody genuine anger at the status quo, and offer policies that speak to voters' real material concerns, this theory holds, they can win over those voters without needing to substantively change their positions on social issues.

The progressives have their own examples. They point out that Bernie Sanders is the most popular politician in the Democratic Party. A less obvious but perhaps even more important case study is Dan Osborn, a 2024 independent U.S. Senate candidate who nearly upset a Republican incumbent in Nebraska, a state that Trump won by 20 points, by running on an aggressive economically populist message. "What we think is vital about them is that they exude a kind of populist anger," Abbott, the "Rust Belt Struggles" report's lead author, told me. "They aren't just saying the words. This is deep in their bones. They're pissed off; they're fed up. People relate to that. It's more important than even the policies."

Here, the weight of the evidence supports the moderates. Osborn himself ran as not just an economic populist but an immigration hawk. His 2024 campaign ads, for instance, featured lines such as "Social Security to illegals? Who would be for that?" and "If Trump needs help building the wall, well, I'm pretty handy." Sanders, too, has routinely taken immigration stances that make many on the party's left uncomfortable, including calling open borders a "Koch Brothers proposal" during his 2016 campaign and more recently praising Trump's approach to the border.

Marc Novicoff: Democrats don't seem willing to follow their own advice

Still, the fact that this is the central debate among Democrats is revealing. The first time Democrats lost to Trump, in 2016, the party plunged into a grueling battle over economic ideology that pitted democratic socialism against reforming capitalism. Democrats still have their share of disagreements. But, for the time being, they might actually have managed to find an economic message they can agree on.
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A Self-Defeating Reversal on Ukraine

The Trump administration had actually begun to make progress. Now it's all in doubt.

by Thomas Wright

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




The Trump administration's new plan for Ukraine is apparently to reverse all the progress it has made there in recent months. And not just that--to create a much bigger strategic problem that will bedevil the administration for the next three years. The strangest part of all of this is that the plan emerged at a moment when Donald Trump's Ukraine policy had finally found its footing after a very turbulent start.

Over the past 24 hours, multiple media outlets, citing several administration officials with direct knowledge, have published details of a new U.S. peace proposal that is tantamount to a Ukrainian surrender. As drafted, the plan would require Ukraine to give up territory and fortifications in the parts of the Donbas that it still controls, cut the size of its armed forces by half, abandon weaponry that Russia deems to be offensive (including long-range missiles), accept an end to U.S. military assistance, and agree to a ban on foreign troops on Ukrainian soil. The Trump administration is dangling a U.S. security guarantee for Ukraine in the event of future Russian aggression, but what that would entail is unclear and would almost certainly fall far short of a NATO-style mutual-defense commitment. The plan actually guts the one security guarantee that would make a real difference, namely a strong and capable Ukraine.

Russia has demanded these concessions for years, but the Trump administration, to its credit, has rejected them before now. Earlier this year, President Trump floated a proposal that was tilted toward Moscow--freezing of the front lines, no NATO membership for Ukraine, U.S. recognition of Russian sovereignty over Crimea, and a lifting of all sanctions on Russia--but stopped short of demanding that Ukraine give up additional territory or accept a unilateral demilitarization. Those negotiations reached an impasse, and so Trump had a choice. He could continue to support Ukraine, mainly through arms sales and by increasing pressure on Russia. Or he could take Russia's side and try to impose a Vladimir Putin-backed deal on the Ukrainians.

Read: Why Trump's Ukraine peace efforts keep failing

The president eventually chose the first option. This meant accepting that the war would continue, despite his strong desire to end it; but it also allowed him to begin to create the conditions for a negotiated settlement later in his term.

The news over the past 24 hours has cast all of that into doubt. Some speculate that the latest diplomatic effort is the work of Trump's special envoy for peace missions, Steve Witkoff. Witkoff appeared to confirm these suspicions on social media, when he replied to a post with what seems to have been intended as a direct message, saying that Axios must have gotten the original story from "K," possibly a reference to the Russian negotiator Kirill Dmitriev. On Tuesday night, Secretary of State Marco Rubio seemed to distance himself from the plan with a post on social media that said the United States was developing a list of ideas with input from both sides.

The leaked initiative comes at a moment when Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has been weakened by a recent corruption scandal, and when General Keith Kellogg, special envoy for Ukraine and one of the administration officials most sympathetic to Kyiv, has let it be known that he will be stepping down from his role in January. Maybe Witkoff saw an opportunity in these circumstances. But Zelensky cannot accept such a punitive deal, no matter how weak he is politically. And even if he did accept it, the Trump administration would be making a world of trouble for itself.

Trump may recall that President Joe Biden's poll numbers never recovered from the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. He can expect something similar with Ukraine. If his administration ends all arms sales and intelligence cooperation with Kyiv, it will be held responsible for the slow and painful Ukrainian defeat that will surely follow. Moscow will probably then press its advantage by stamping out every ember of sovereignty inside Ukraine, on the excuse that this is all a part of implementing the peace plan's provisions. Russia may also act against European states that continue to help Ukraine. China and North Korea will be emboldened by their ally's victory. And the Trump administration will find that its problem has metastasized.

All of this is completely unnecessary. After much back-and-forth, before today, Trump had landed on a Ukraine policy that was consistent with his views, workable, and sustainable. The United States was no longer spending money on Ukraine. Ukraine and the Europeans were close to putting together a $90 billion arms purchase, much of which would be produced in the United States and be a boon to the American defense industry. A strong Ukraine that could defend itself would not have to rely on the United States for a security guarantee. The United States could continue arm sales while insisting on a peace settlement that allows for an independent and sovereign Ukraine--and Trump might have had a deal to end the war later in 2026 or in 2027.

Instead, Witkoff may have convinced himself that he could reproduce the deal that ended the war in Gaza. The circumstances there were fundamentally different. Israel had defeated Hamas and Iran on the battlefield. Hamas effectively acknowledged that. The United States helped to codify that reality into a deal. But Russia has not defeated Ukraine. It is also not an ally of the United States. This latest plan trades a policy that was making slow but real progress for one that threatens to become a strategic defeat. Assuming the plan is Witkoff's, the question now is whether it was a solo effort, leaked by the Russians to damage Ukraine--or if he has the support from the president and the rest of the administration to get his way.
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When Border Patrol Comes to Town

The new face of Trump's immigration crackdown

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




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

The latest city official to contend with Border Patrol agents is Janet Cowell, mayor of Raleigh, North Carolina. When they landed in Raleigh this week, she didn't know much about their plans; the best guidance she could offer residents was that if they felt unsafe, they should "call the police."

Since arriving in Los Angeles this June, agents from Customs and Border Protection have been making their way to other locations, first to Chicago, then New Orleans, and now North Carolina. They may head to New York City, according to reports, to greet incoming Mayor Zohran Mamdani. Along the way, they've collected civil-rights suits and irate federal judges, and the list of people they've arrested has been light on hardened criminals. They've also produced plenty of video footage. "Nobody tells us where to go, when to go, how to go in our fucking country," Border Patrol Commander-at-Large Gregory Bovino said in one of his many John Wick-style promotional videos, this one showing him giving a pep talk to agents in Chicago.

When the Trump administration promised a mass-deportation campaign, it initially relied on Immigration and Customs Enforcement to carry out the effort, and Abolish ICE signs are still a common sight at protests. But many of the more aggressive, and even violent, interactions experienced by undocumented immigrants and protesters have been with Border Patrol agents. The administration quickly discovered that ICE, which was accustomed to operating in crowded communities, was too slow and bureaucratic to accomplish its goals, says the Atlantic immigration reporter Nick Miroff, our guest this week. So the administration turned to Border Patrol agents, who are trained to operate with a defensive mindset. The administration has especially relied on Bovino, who has brought the culture of border enforcement inland.

What happens when CBP begins patrolling in a crowded American city? We talk to Miroff about the administration's shift in strategy, Bovino's approach, the recent Supreme Court order that seems to sanction racial profiling, and where the agency might go next. We also talk to Brian Kolp, a Chicagoan whose quiet residential neighborhood was turned into what the local news called a "war zone" the day Border Patrol showed up.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Brian Kolp: I've always been a sucker for the foursquare with the front porch. You can just kind of sit out, have your morning coffee, have your drinks in the evening.


Hanna Rosin: This is Brian Kolp.

Kolp: I'm born and raised in Chicago--my dad was actually a Chicago firefighter--so I grew up in the far South Side in a neighborhood called Beverly. It's supersafe. It's super close knit. And I kind of always wanted my kids to have the same thing. But I wanted them to have at least a little bit more exposure to kind of the rest of the city and the rest of the world, and I think you get a little bit more of that up on the North Side than you do on the South Side.


Rosin: One day this fall, he and his kids did get a little more exposure to the world, although not in a way he had planned for.

Kolp: Yeah, so it was Saturday, October 25. At 10:30 that morning, there was supposed to be a neighborhood Halloween parade, where basically the families were just kind of walking a line around the neighborhood, an opportunity for the kids to kind of strut their stuff in their costumes, and then end at a local park, where there would be some activities and stuff for them.
 It was what was supposed to be a very normal day became probably, honestly, one of the craziest days of my life.


[Music]

Kolp: I was sitting on my couch, like I am often one to do on Saturday mornings, drinking my coffee, watching the news. Something caught my attention--it was, like, something quick-moving--through the window, and I looked out my window and saw two [Customs and Border Protection] agents in full military fatigues tackling a guy to the ground.


Rosin: At that point, "Operation Midway Blitz," the Trump administration's name for its immigration crackdown in Chicago, had been going on for about six weeks. There had already been scores of social-media videos circulating of agents tackling people, so Kolp guessed what this was about.

Kolp: Before I could even put my shoes on, before I could even grab my phone, I ran out in my pajama pants, and the rest kind of unfolded from there.


[Sounds of whistles and people yelling]

Kolp (from CBS): I never thought this would happen in my neighborhood.
 Marissa Sulek: This man walking barefoot in the Chicago Blackhawks pajama pants is Brian Kolp. He lives on Kildare, a picture-perfect area of Old Irving Park, which turned into what looked like a war zone Saturday morning.


Rosin: Online, Kolp became known as the "Blackhawks pajamas guy"--that's Chicago's hockey team, and he's a fan. He's also a lawyer, formerly a prosecutor, and he began his career as a city attorney defending Chicago cops in civil-rights cases, so he's familiar with things like wrongful arrest and excessive force.

And here's how he described what happened that day: Some agents went after a guy on a construction crew. The guy climbed down the ladder--

Kolp: And then as soon as they started to go after him, he fled on foot, and then that chase ended on my front lawn.


Rosin: And then, he says, the agents tackled the guy. Neighbors were out of their houses watching. The agents then put the suspect into the car, and that should have been the end of it.

Instead, that's when the mayhem started.

[Sounds of horns and people yelling]

Rosin: One of the agents' cars got blocked in by another car. Kolp walked over to the other end of the block, where things were quickly getting out of control.

Kolp: It was a pretty chaotic scene by the time I got out there. Another agent was getting ready to deploy a chemical agent at the end of the block that I was at.


Michael George (from CBS): The Department of Homeland Security is again the target of anger in Chicago after they deployed tear gas against civilians. A DHS spokesperson says it was done for crowd control.


Kolp: And I yelled out to him when I saw it, and I said, Are you seriously about to throw that in the middle of a neighborhood?


Rosin: The crowd got rowdier, the police more aggressive.

Kolp: They took two people to the ground, broke their ribs. They threw chemical agents--the tear-gas canister, the pepper-spray canister, whatever it was--to the ground. In my entire time defending Chicago police officers, never once did I have to justify that level of force, ever.
 These agents, these Border Patrol agents, are acting in ways that are bringing disrepute to law enforcement generally, and that is leaving minority communities and undocumented communities and some of the most vulnerable communities feeling as though they have nowhere to turn.
 Rosin: How did you know it was Border Patrol?
 Kolp: Again, I'm a former prosecutor; I pay attention to the distinctions between the various federal agencies. Most folks are not making that distinction, right? At this point, they just say "ICE," even if it is CBP.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, Border Patrol: the new face of the Trump immigration crackdown. What happens when an agency trained to operate at the desolate and sometimes dangerous border shows up in crowded American cities?

One of Trump's main campaign promises was that he would deport millions of "criminal aliens," as he called them, once he was in office.

Nick Miroff: Almost from the beginning, there was this kind of disappointment with ICE's ability to deliver the kinds of numbers that would get to a million deportations a year.


Rosin: That's Nick Miroff, who covers immigration for The Atlantic.

Miroff: ICE has never deported even half that many people in a year. It just requires an enormous amount of resources and effort, and the agencies involved, but especially ICE, were not set up for that kind of scale.


Rosin: So in order to speed up the process, the administration turned to a different agency.

Miroff: What we've really seen in the last few months is the growing role of the Border Patrol--first in Los Angeles, then Chicago, and now in North Carolina. The most confrontational imagery, the most violent imagery that's on social media, and is often blamed on ICE, is the actions of Border Patrol.
 The White House and the Department of Homeland Security are using them kind of as like shock troops or like a strike force that is going from city to city, escalating the pressure and trying to make as many arrests as possible, and it's just a completely different way of operating than the way that ICE officers are trained to conduct themselves.


Rosin: What is the difference between ICE and Border Patrol?

Miroff: That's a great question. So the simplest answer is that ICE--Immigration and Customs Enforcement--is responsible for enforcing immigration law within the interior of the United States, away from border areas, and often, that requires enforcing compliance with immigration court orders from immigration judges.

There are more than 6 million people who are on what's considered the nondetained docket--that means they have some kind of immigration claim or case pending in immigration courts. And ICE's job is to ensure that they fulfill their obligations to appear at the court, and if they're ordered deported from the country and don't leave voluntarily, then it's up to ICE to go and arrest them and deport them from the United States. There's a much smaller population of people who are in ICE detention, but that population has been growing rapidly under the current administration.

In contrast, the Border Patrol is really focused on defending the borders of the United States and protecting the country from illegal migration and illegal narcotics--and really anything that is coming into the United States outside of the legal border crossings. And so Border Patrol agents are out there, often in remote desert and mountain areas, watching the border, patrolling, looking for smugglers, traffickers, that type of thing. And they have a very kind of defensive mindset. Their No. 1 job is to make sure that nothing sneaks past them that could harm the United States, and obviously, since the September 11 terrorist attacks, that role took on an even greater importance, with the level of concern that somebody who could really do a lot of damage would try to sneak into the United States. It's just the Border Patrol's responsibility to stop them and make sure that doesn't happen.

Rosin: So when you mentioned ICE, you talked about courts. When you mentioned Border Patrol, you talked about defense and 9/11. So how are those two agencies different in tactics, and how are they different in culture?

Miroff: Well, ICE has to work in U.S. cities and communities, many of which are run by Democrats, and so ICE officers have to do their jobs with a relative degree of caution and restraint. They practice what is called "targeted enforcement." And so, over the years, as they have been accused of carrying out sweeps and roundups, they have insisted they do not engage in those tactics and that what they do is called "targeted enforcement": They know who they're looking for, they do research in advance, and they plan the best way to take that person into custody. And that's one of the reasons you have seen ICE over the years really emphasize that it's going after criminals, particularly those who have committed violent crimes, that it's not just randomly going out and grabbing people or racially profiling people on the streets.

The difference here is that the Border Patrol, which has this kind of defensive mindset, and the mentality of its agents is that Someone who comes into my area, I need to make sure that they're not a threat.

And I think that that has carried over into the contrasting ways that the two agencies are trying to conduct the president's mass-deportation campaign. That is why there's a frustration with ICE's inability to generate huge numbers--again, because its agents are trained to know who they're looking for and to go for specific individuals, but that does not get you millions of deportations a year. Unlike the Border Patrol, which is trained to police general areas and treat anyone that they encounter in that area as a potential suspect, and I think generally feel much more entitled to stop that person and wanna check their status.

Rosin: We've seen a lot of videos come out of cities like Chicago and now Charlotte that seem to show more aggressive tactics, and it's actually hard to understand: Is this ICE--ICE is a shorthand that we tend to use--or is this Border Patrol? Can you interpret some of what we are seeing for us?

Miroff: Sure. You're absolutely right. There are a lot of videos circulating on social media that show federal agents using force, whether it's against protesters or people they're seeking to detain on immigration violations, that everyone is just referring to as "ICE," when often it's Border Patrol agents who are in the video.

That said, both agencies have been directed to be much more aggressive in their enforcement tactics under this administration. We saw very early on the Trump administration lift the restrictions on ICE, for example, operating in "sensitive locations," so schools, hospitals, around churches, that type of thing.

That's a big reason why we're seeing so many videos from the hallways of courthouses, where ICE officers have been assigned to, basically, take people into custody as they come out of court. Some of the most appalling imagery that we have seen has come from ICE officers in those situations, where there are distraught families, and they're trying to arrest one of the parents, and children are crying.

[Sounds of ICE officer speaking and family crying]

Miroff: On the streets, many of the videos we've seen that have been attributed to ICE are actually Border Patrol agents who are conducting the kind of broad, less-discriminating enforcement tactics that I was describing earlier.

Those are often agents in camouflage. They have ballistic helmets, vests, masks, obviously, and often much heavier weaponry than you would expect for this kind of enforcement operation.

Ali Rogin (from PBS): Hundreds of federal agents rappel from Black Hawk helicopters, use drones and flash-bang grenades to storm an apartment building in the city's South Shore neighborhood.


Miroff: And where Border Patrol agents arrive--especially in public places like Home Depot parking lots and car washes, the specific locations that Stephen Miller told them that he wanted to target--and really kind of flooding a zone or a neighborhood to conduct more kind of sweeping tactics, to make a large number of arrests rather quickly, to aggressively question people that they encounter, we often see crowds gathering as people, some activists, some just bystanders, start to film what the agents are doing, often yelling at them.

[CBP officers and protesters clash, and a vehicle horn blares]

Miroff: This is how we've gotten so many of these clips of confrontations out on the streets, and some of them show agents behaving quite violently and using a lot of force. And that is also what has led to some of the litigation that has found the Border Patrol at fault--Border Patrol using tear gas excessively or pepper balls, which are these munitions that they shoot at people.

Rosin: So what I hear you saying--it's both that ICE is behaving more aggressively than they typically do, and that Border Patrol has newly arrived into cities and introduced their tactics that they usually use at the border.

Miroff: That's right, with the caveat that I would say ICE officers, because they have more experience operating in cities and communities, are trained to think about their actions in advance, to use more caution. And there's, I think, a greater awareness that they're being filmed and that they're gonna be accountable for their actions.

Rosin: Nick, what about this 100-mile rule? I've heard that the Border Patrol shouldn't actually operate so far from the border. Is that not actually a limit on their actions?

Miroff: It isn't a limit. It's more like, within 100 miles, they have additional authorities to stop vehicles, to question people. There's a lower bar to the standard that they need to meet, which is that they have to have a "reasonable suspicion" that someone is in the country, is present, illegally. And so within that 100-mile zone, they have more powers, but they do have a broad authority to enforce U.S. immigration law across the country.

And so what's different is that ICE officers, by and large, get more training in meeting that reasonable suspicion standard. ICE officers are really trained to avoid U.S. citizens, to avoid hassling U.S. citizens, and when an ICE officer takes a U.S. citizen into custody and detains them for a period of time, that's really considered, like, a screwup within the agency.

Whereas the Border Patrol, because it has this mentality that anybody who gets past them is a potential threat, the default for Border Patrol agents is to stop someone and detain them and question them until they're satisfied. Acting first and working out the details later isn't considered bad operating policy for Border Patrol agents.

Rosin: Right, and it sounds like, from what you're saying, it's actually considered the right way to operate because anybody is a potential threat, and letting a potential threat in brings about the specter of terrorism or drug trafficking or sort of much more dangerous things--in their culture.

Miroff: That's exactly right. In Border Patrol, you're faulted for failing to act, whereas, I think, in ICE, you can get in bigger trouble for making a mistake.

And I think there's just generally--like, for an ICE officer working in a U.S. city, if you are trying to go for somebody and they duck into a day care, or if they go into a church or something, and you didn't get 'em, well, you come back a couple hours later, or you come back the next day. It's not like the Border Patrol, where it's if somebody sneaks past you, you're not gonna get 'em again, and who knows who they are.

Rosin: After the break, Greg Bovino, the Border Patrol commander who is leading this effort--and who just loves a good propaganda video.

[Break]

Rosin: A face of the Border Patrol presence has been Greg Bovino. Who is he?

Miroff: Greg Bovino was the chief of the El Centro Border Patrol Sector in California's Imperial Valley; it's sort of a lower-tier border sector, not one of the higher-profile jobs at the agency.

And he's a nearly 30-year Border Patrol veteran who, in this administration, has taken on this kind of extraordinary role that is almost outside of his own agency. He is now, as he's said under oath, reporting directly to Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and to her kind of de facto chief of staff, Corey Lewandowski, the longtime kind of Trump world figure.

And so Bovino is leading this kind of road show of Border Patrol enforcement that started in Los Angeles, went to Chicago, and is now arriving in North Carolina.

Within the Border Patrol, Bovino has been viewed as kind of an extreme figure, an attention seeker. He is the only Border Patrol chief who, in his social-media profile photo, was carrying a weapon, right? He's holding a big military-grade rifle.

For years now, he's been at the forefront of making social-media videos, kind of Border Patrol propaganda videos, initially with an eye, I think, on trying to boost recruitment and depicting the job as something akin to kind of a military service, with a lot of action and a lot of guns and vehicles and things like that.

[Sounds of helicopter, agents yelling, music]

Miroff: Increasingly, as he travels around the country with his own film crew, they're making videos that are almost akin to kind of a trolling operation, where they're using certain songs--like, they would take a Kendrick Lamar song and use it in Los Angeles as they were rolling through the streets,

[Music]

Miroff: You know, making themselves out to be like action figures.

And so the president's most ardent supporters love these kinds of videos and love to see these guys deployed on the streets almost like kind of MAGA action heroes. But a lot of people are upset by them, and a lot of people within the Department of Homeland Security, including the Border Patrol, think that it's gone too far and that he's inviting a big backlash against the agency.

A good example of this, and probably the one action that most typifies Bovino's approach, was this raid on a South Side Chicago apartment building at the end of September, in which Bovino and hundreds of agents--primarily from the Border Patrol, including the Border Patrol's elite kind of SWAT teams--they raided this apartment building, looking for alleged Venezuelan gang members.

And they flew a Black Hawk helicopter and used fast-rope techniques to repel down onto the roof of this building. They set off flash-bang grenades. They kicked down doors. They went apartment to apartment, pulling people out of this building, including minors and children, in the middle of the night.

And they made 37 arrests and touted the operation as a huge success. But they ended up, for a period of time, detaining and zip-tying a number of U.S. citizens. And weeks later, they haven't released the names of the people that they arrested; they haven't produced evidence of narcotics or weapons.

That operation was viewed within the Border Patrol as very risky and with the potential that something could have gone badly wrong if one of the agents had slipped or if worse violence had erupted as part of that raid.

Rosin: So what is the story, then, they're telling with these videos?

Miroff: Well, if you listen to Bovino's--the kind of speeches that he makes to agents that appear in some of the videos, the message is very much that No one is gonna stop us, that they're empowered to do this mission, that this is their country. Nobody can tell them where to go, where not to go. They view this very much as taking out criminals and kind of taking back the streets, so there's a kind of vigilante undercurrent to it.

And I think that's the most, probably, exciting part to a lot of the president's supporters. I think they view themselves almost kind of like an untouchables, where they are taking back some territory that has been occupied or taken over by criminals.

And obviously, that's not what a huge part of the American public sees when they see these images of heavily armed, masked agents arresting women or grabbing families, smashing people's windows, grabbing gardeners on quiet streets. They see something that is just absolutely foreign and beyond the pale of any domestic law-enforcement operation they're familiar with.

Rosin: The story the administration tells in these videos and in other ways was that they are focusing on "the worst of the worst," the criminals. But the percent of people they pick up who have criminal records does not seem to match that. There are varied numbers coming out of Chicago, but it's definitely not anywhere close to the majority. How big is that gap, and what does it mean?

Miroff: The gap is big, and it's growing.

When ICE was responsible for domestic interior enforcement, the statistic that ICE officials were always emphasizing was the percentage of people they arrest who either have criminal convictions or have pending criminal charges. Now, oftentimes, ICE had all the incentive to overstate that, and a lot of the pending criminal charges were for things like traffic violations or immigration violations. But it was a big part of the way ICE has justified its role in carrying out immigration enforcement.

And what we're seeing with the Border Patrol, to the extent that Border Patrol is playing a bigger role in the deportation campaign, [is] that a growing share of the people who are arrested do not have criminal records. The percentage that have criminal records, who have criminal convictions or even criminal charges, is dropping.

Probably the best example is these court filings out of Chicago in the case involving excessive use of force by the Border Patrol that show that, of a more than 600 suspects whose names were provided to the court, only 16 had criminal records that led them to be considered public-safety risks by ICE.

Rosin: Right, so that is a small percentage.

Miroff: A small percentage. Again, that it's a sign of a less-discriminating approach. And they continue to insist that they are doing targeted enforcement, but numbers like that tell a different story.

From the beginning, they've been trying to have it both ways: They say that they're going after "the worst of the worst," but that anybody who is present in the country illegally is fair game.

I think it's helpful to try to think about this in terms of the message they're seeking to send. And you have to look at what the Biden administration's policy was, and the Biden administration, what they were trying to do with ICE, after a period in which a lot of people within the Democratic Party were calling for ICE's abolition, was to direct ICE officers to really focus on public-safety threats, people who had come into the country recently, and national-security threats--really to be even more discerning--but not to go after immigrants who were living in the country long term and were basically keeping their heads down and staying out of trouble.

And so, as the Trump administration came in, they continued to say that criminals were going to be their priority and that they were going after "the worst of the worst," because that was the imagery that the president had really leaned into on the campaign trail, depicting cities as being overrun by immigrant gangs.

And so, in reality, they were going after "the worst of the worst," but then they would say, Anybody who is in the country illegally is fair game, and that they were going to conduct more what they call "collateral arrests," in which they are specifically targeting an individual, but then, once they arrive at a location, they will check the immigration status of other people they encounter and potentially arrest them.

And over the course of the last few months, I think we've seen them get further and further away from that type of tactic and toward what we discussed earlier, in which agents arrive at a general geographic area and then just start questioning anybody they encounter. And that's a big reason why the percentage of people who have criminal records who are being arrested has been going down.

What immigration and enforcement veterans would say is that these agencies have limited resources, and so it's a matter of, "Who do you prioritize for enforcement?" Is it more important to arrest fewer people, but get higher-quality arrests--that being people with violent histories or violent criminal records, who, I think, there's broad bipartisan consensus that those types of people should be deported from the United States--or are you going for just raw numbers?

And what we've seen with this administration is that the priority is getting to high numbers and to meeting the president's really kind of arbitrary desire to get millions of arrests, which appears to sound better, but leads to a more kind of indiscriminate immigration-enforcement approach. And that's what we're seeing increasingly play out with the Border Patrol.

Rosin: So one thing we haven't covered--there was a recent Supreme Court opinion that opened up new options for Border Patrol. Can you explain what it is and how it works?

Miroff: Yeah, well, when the Border Patrol first deployed to Los Angeles, quickly, there were a number of complaints about agents racially profiling people on the streets and disproportionately going for people who appeared Hispanic or Latino, or who spoke Spanish.

And so activist groups in the city brought this lawsuit against the government and initially won some victories at the district-court level. And by the time it made it to the shadow docket of the Supreme Court, it came back with a ruling in favor of the administration, and an opinion from Justice Brett Kavanaugh that agents could continue to use racial and ethnic appearance as a factor in determining a reasonable suspicion to stop and question someone. And it couldn't be the only factor, but that they could continue to use that as a factor.

And the administration, and particularly the Border Patrol, I think, interpreted that really as a green light to lean even more heavily into the kinds of tactics that we've seen from Bovino in Chicago and now in North Carolina, in which they use speaking Spanish or ethnic appearance as some of the primary factors in determining who to stop and question.

Rosin: Yeah, the words Kavanaugh used were "do not speak much English," "apparent ethnicity," and then he said it was "common sense" that these factors "can constitute at least reasonable suspicion of illegal presence in the United States." Is that now the settled law of the land--that that is permissible?

Miroff: No, this was a shadow-docket decision written by a single justice, an emergency docket decision. The case is still working its way through the courts and is scheduled to be revisited on the merits and to be heard on the merits. But it's certainly an indication of the way the court seems to be leaning.

Rosin: Nick, we talked about Bovino turning his sights from Chicago to now North Carolina. Do we know why he left Chicago? Do we understand why they leave one city and choose another city?

Miroff: So DHS and Bovino himself haven't given a great answer to this question, but I think it's a series of factors. The biggest ones are that this district court found that he had repeatedly, and his agents had repeatedly, used excessive force and put limits on their ability to deploy tear gas and things like that.

And then I think that they were also getting diminishing returns. Once they operate in a city this way for a long period of time, you start to see activist groups and neighborhood groups really mobilize in defense of their neighborhoods and communities and really kind of resist, with tactics that include blowing whistles whenever they see ICE officers or Border Patrol agents, filming them, following them around, sending out notices of where they're located. And I think it just gets harder and harder for these federal agencies to operate when the community gets so stirred up.

And the administration also--it's important to keep in mind--really wanted, I think, a bigger National Guard deployment and a more robust National Guard role. We've heard the president talk about wanting to use active-duty troops in these cities, and the courts have really pushed back at that. And, as we know, the Posse Comitatus Act really limits the ability of armed troops to operate in a domestic law-enforcement capacity, and the courts, I think, have really tried to uphold that.

And so they didn't get the kind of military force that they were wanting in Chicago. And so Bovino, after getting this kind of adverse ruling from the court and wanting to go to a new city where they could make kind of a new splash, ended up going to North Carolina--which, coincidentally, is Bovino's home state.

Rosin: And does going to North Carolina reset things? The federal judge issued pretty specific warnings--like, You have to issue warnings before you use tear-gas canisters at protests--but does it all just reset once he goes to Charlotte?

Miroff: That's my understanding. Plaintiffs could bring a lawsuit, a similar lawsuit on similar grounds, in North Carolina, and I think we should probably expect that'll happen soon.

But I think that they view it as a reset, and given the way that they are treating this both as an immigration-enforcement campaign but also as a social-media campaign, I think that they view this campaign almost episodically. You hear about Trump saying, We're gonna do this city next, or We're gonna go into that city.

And so the point isn't to stay forever in a particular city. I think they're looking to go to new cities to get kind of a new narrative, get new images. They like to give these operations cute names; that's why their North Carolina deployment is called "Charlotte's Web." And they've talked about going into New Orleans after North Carolina. I would say, at this point, there's widespread expectation within the Department of Homeland Security that Bovino and the Border Patrol are going to target New York City next, once Mayor-elect [Zohran] Mamdani takes office on January 1.

No one has officially confirmed that, but I've spoken to several officials within the Department of Homeland Security who say that that is the expectation at this point. And we know that the White House is setting up Mamdani to be a kind of political foil for the president. The White House has long wanted to do a big enforcement operation of this kind in New York City.

But given how combustible that could potentially be and the challenges that agents will face, operationally, in a dense urban environment like that, where they can't easily maneuver their vehicles in and out--again, these are Border Patrol agents, who are used to working down along the desert, in these wide-open spaces where they can drive wherever the hell they want, and so if they are in a tightly packed urban neighborhood, where vehicles get blocked and whatnot, it's not hard to imagine things really spiraling outta control.

And so that would, I think, weigh against whatever decision they make. But, I can say at this point, there's an anticipation that that's going to happen next year.

Rosin: How scalable is this operation? How big can this operation get?

Miroff: Well, I've covered the Border Patrol for more than a decade, and I'd say there aren't a lot of other Bovinos within the leadership of the Border Patrol. He's something of an outlier even within his agency.

The Border Patrol says that it has about 2,000 agents right now assisting with this deportation campaign in 25 U.S. cities. But I think that, in most of those locations, it's not the kind of high-profile deployment that Bovino is engaged in. It's more of an auxiliary-support role for ICE, which continues to take the lead.

That said, the White House continues to be disappointed and frustrated with ICE's ability to deliver the numbers that the president wants, and they have started replacing ICE regional-office directors with Border Patrol commanders. And so the Border Patrol is going to expand its role in this campaign. There will be more agents out on U.S. streets.

It's creating tension between ICE and the Border Patrol, and a lot of senior ICE officials are frustrated and demoralized. But, given that border crossings are so low and the White House sees a need for more manpower in these cities, I think we can expect that more agents are going to deploy over the coming months.

Rosin: You're talking about this in terms of ICE v. Border Patrol, but where does it ultimately go for immigration enforcement? I can see a scenario where DHS and ICE start to slowly take on the style of Bovino.

Miroff: I think that, by promoting Bovino in this way, the White House is definitely signaling that this is what the president wants. These are the kinds of tactics that he wants to see. When 60 Minutes asked the president what he thought of the operation in Chicago led by Bovino and whether it was too violent, he said he didn't think that they had "gone far enough."

[Music]

Miroff: It's also crucial to keep in mind that the president's "big, beautiful bill" provided $170 billion for Customs and Border Protection and for ICE, just this extraordinary amount of money. And so that funding is going to allow ICE to more than double the size of its workforce and to expand its detention capacity to more than 100,000 beds--that means that it can basically hold more than 100,000 people in custody at any given time awaiting deportation.

And so they certainly have the resources to work toward the president's stated goal of at least 1 million deportations a year, and I think that they're trying to signal to the ICE and Border Patrol workforce that what they want is more Bovinos.

The question, I think, is gonna be, "Does the pushback to that become so great that there's a bit of a reset or a pause?," if it becomes so politically,untenable for the White House to continue in this way, given what we've seen in the polling about diminishing public support for the president's immigration-enforcement campaign.

Rosin: It seems like this is an immigration crackdown, but it also seems like this is part of Trump asserting himself in just a more militarized way on U.S. soil, particularly in Democratic-led cities. Is that a fair assessment?

Miroff: Yeah, I think that's spot-on. Stephen Miller has talked for years about imposing the power of the federal government on sanctuary cities that have adopted these policies to limit cooperation with ICE, and that Democratic officials in these jurisdictions are akin to insurrectionists. He has long mused about using the Insurrection Act to call in troops and to unlock extraordinary emergency authorities that would allow for the deployment of even more troops and federal forces in places where the government is getting pushback.

And so I think this kind of militarization is targeted both at protesters, at Democratic officials that have resisted this campaign in California and Chicago, and then as part of a desire to just mobilize the entire federal government on behalf of this effort to deport as many people as possible.

[Music]

Rosin: Thank you to Nick Miroff for joining us on the show, and thank you also to Brian Kolp for sharing his story from Chicago.

By the way, his neighborhood did end up holding their Halloween costume parade.

Rosin: What were your kids gonna be, by the way?
 Kolp: They were--ironically, they were both police officers.
 Rosin: Really? (Laughs.) You're kidding. Wow.
 Kolp: Yeah, no, no joke. No, I'm not even kidding.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Kolp: Not even kidding.


Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. Susan Banta 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. Thank you for listening.
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(Some) MAGA Girls Just Wanna Have Fun

What does it mean to be female and conservative in 2025?

by Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




One night at a party in an East Village speakeasy, a pair of 20-somethings--high on youth and rail liquor--made their way to the bar's single-occupancy bathroom, and proceeded to go at it. I know this because as I waited outside, the exuberant young man inside began to film the encounter. The bright light of his phone had reversed the effects of the bathroom's one-way mirror to reveal a pantsless youth with a deeply unfortunate broccoli haircut, and a young woman in a MAKE AMERICA HOT AGAIN cap. When I mentioned the encounter to the event's organizer, Raquel Debono, she clapped her hands and squealed, "I told you people find love at my parties!"

Debono's path to party planning happened, in her telling, because she was bored. The MAGA gatherings she'd attended were stuffy. So last year, she started throwing parties under the auspices of a new movement--"Make America Hot Again"--to attract fun, sexy conservatives. The kind who might enjoy, say, low taxes and public fornication.

I have come to think of Debono, a 29-year-old lawyer turned influencer, as MAGA chic: a Chanel-wearing representative of the Barstool Sports corner of the womanosphere. She finds the president hilarious and supports his crackdown on illegal immigration, but she also believes that casual sex, abortion, and gay marriage are fine. "Literally do whatever you want; I don't care," she told me in one of our many conversations. I've found Debono fascinating because her attitude is so at odds with those of the more socially conservative women in her political party--women who like to advise their peers to prioritize starting a family over having a career, for example, and who talk about the importance of "submission" in marriage (and who might not, in other words, be so chill about a couple of sloshed singles getting it on in a bar bathroom). Debono and women like her have set off an angry debate about which kinds of women are in fact welcome in the MAGA tent.

For a decade, something particular to Donald Trump--his agenda, his vibe--has united America's libertines and religious traditionalists under the same red cap. But now that coalition is cracking. Young women drove Democratic wins in three states earlier this month; and as Republicans argue over how to win back female voters, MAGA women are engaged in an existential clash about what, exactly, it means to be a conservative woman in 2025.

For Debono, the battle line is drawn between the irreverent, socially libertarian types like herself and the religious conservatives--or, to use Debono's shorthand, the "city Republicans" versus the "tradwives." This particular conflict, which plays out largely on social media, can feel mesmerizingly petty. But to those involved, the stakes are high. If the right wing doesn't lighten up soon, Debono told me, "they're going to push every woman out of the Republican Party."


Raquel Debono, left, mingles at a "Make America Hot Again" event in New York. (Jonah Rosenberg for The Atlantic)



In person, Debono is chatty and unfiltered. Moments after I arrived at her party, in May, she pulled me in close and gestured toward a man nearby: "He's so hot," she whispered. "Doesn't he look just like Patrick Bateman?" Debono's Instagram account is a gallery of photos featuring her sipping cocktails in Miami and strolling through ritzy New York neighborhoods, with captions such as "Fat women are invisible, but so are poor men" and "Make Skinny Great Again."

Like many Trump voters, Debono supports the president for reasons that are less to do with policy and more to do with the freedom to offend: "A lot of it comes down to political correctness," she told me. She often refers to things she dislikes as "retarded," and in a recent video, she announced that "as a general rule of thumb, I really don't like Muslims." The strangest thing about Debono's MAGA activism is that she is Canadian. She couldn't cast a vote for Trump. ("It's crazy, I know," she told me.) Still, Debono has managed to make American politics at least a part-time job. After working for a few years as a lawyer, she quit to consult for private companies and political campaigns, and to focus on her modest social-media following (a little more than 100,000 users on TikTok and Instagram combined).

Every influencer needs a niche, and Debono has found hers: "I'm a Sex and the City conservative," she told me. She sees her role as showing women that there is more than one way to be a Republican. "Breaking news: you can have a job, a martini and still be conservative," she posted earlier this year. "Sry @ trad wives."

Debono draws a line, for example, at attending events for women put on by Turning Point USA. The conservative youth organization, she says, is both "creepy" and "cult-y." Every summer, the group founded by the late Charlie Kirk brings together a few thousand young women to hear about being feminine rather than feminist. The event is an explosion of frilly femininity in which attendees, many dressed in sundresses and hair ribbons, learn about the benefits of homeschooling and menstrual-cycle tracking. Speakers at these events are women who encourage the revival of biblical womanhood, which typically involves modeling a gentle and quiet spirit (1 Peter 3:4) and submitting to one's husband, as to the Lord (Ephesians 5:22-23).

Read: The wellness women are on the march

It is difficult to imagine Debono, whose spirit is neither particularly gentle nor quiet, thriving in such an environment. She admired Kirk's work on college campuses, she told me, and loved watching his debates with students. But Turning Point's messaging to women is predatory and hypocritical, she says: Plenty of Turning Point's female contributors are single or work full-time as influencers and public speakers.

Women in the Turning Point universe have heard these critiques before, and some of them offer a slightly softer interpretation of the group's message: "It's not about either-or," Alex Clark, a 32-year-old Turning Point contributor and podcast host, told me. It's a promise that "women can have it all--but not at the same time." Clark is not married and doesn't have children, though she recently told an interviewer: "If I had the chance to become a wife and mother, but the show had to end tomorrow, I'm choosing wife and mother."

When asked about Debono's push for permissiveness, Clark was firmly opposed: "It's not conservatism if a bunch of people are involved that aren't conservative," she said. Being conservative means something to Clark and her allies, and that something includes being pro-Christianity, pro-life, and pro-traditional marriage. Clark disagrees, for example, with the Trump administration's plan to make IVF accessible to more Americans, because she believes that discarding unused embryos amounts to murder. "If that loses us some voters, then I can sleep at night knowing that I stood for the right thing," she said.

Ultimately, Clark isn't worried that Republicans will lose women forever: As more young men turn to the GOP, so will young women, because it's their "natural instinct to follow strong men and strong leadership," she said. In the meantime, Clark is focused on recruiting women by talking more about health and wellness. Her podcast, Culture Apothecary, features the occasional segment on conservative womanhood--"How to Nag Less & Let Him Lead"--but otherwise focuses mostly on food and Big Pharma: "How to Heal Your IBS in 30 Days (No Meds!)." Other conservative women have started similar projects. Evie Magazine, which was launched in 2019 as counterprogramming to girlboss outlets such as Cosmopolitan, offers a slightly less titillating range of articles, including modest fashion recommendations and sex advice marked with an asterisk: for married women only.

A universe of conservatives exists to the right of women like Clark. Over there in what I'll call the "Ultra-Trad Zone," hard-liners see some Turning Point influencers and contributors as covert feminists. And after young women voted overwhelmingly for Democrats this month, some of these ultra-trads argued that maybe the Nineteenth Amendment had worn out its welcome. There's no way to make women more conservative, Savanna Stone, a 20-year-old married influencer, wrote on X. "You just take away their right to vote or make any political decisions."


Attendees of the 2025 Turning Point USA Young Women's Leadership Summit in Grapevine, Texas. (Sam Hodde / The Washington Post / Getty)




Alex Clark, right, poses for a photo at the Turning Point USA Young Women's Leadership Summit. (Sam Hodde / The Washington Post / Getty)





Perhaps now is a good time to acknowledge that the job of any commentator or influencer is to provoke engagement; those sweet, sweet rage clicks won't harvest themselves! But whether their positions are genuine--or designed, first and foremost, to shock--doesn't especially matter, because female voters see and hear these positions, and take them into account when they're deciding which political party has their interests at heart.

The MAGA influencer Emily Wilson understands this, and she sees the right wing's hectoring about women's roles as a huge political liability: "We're going to lose elections if we don't agree to go to the middle ground," she told me. Conservatives "put all this effort into shit that the public does not agree" with them on. Wilson, a former Democrat who now posts pro-Trump content on Instagram under the handle Emily Saves America, is known for sharing her own provocative--and sometimes genuinely bigoted--videos. ("Black fatigue is real," she declares in one recent clip.) Wilson also believes that "marriage at a young age is not good" and sees herself as working to make the MAGA movement more appealing to women.

Not everyone appreciates Wilson's efforts. This spring, she posted a video mocking "tradwife bullshit." Discouraging women from getting an education or earning their own living, she said, makes them vulnerable to being "trapped by a man." The video got millions of views and lots of angry feedback, including from Sarah Stock, a Catholic commentator and self-described Christian nationalist. "She is spreading a toxic, far-left feminist message about homemaking in general," Stock wrote in a blog post. "If she were some random liberal girl, this wouldn't matter, but Emily has about half a million followers on all of her platforms--all people who look up to her as a face of the conservative MAGA movement."

Read: Conservative women have a new Phyllis Schlafly

Three months later, the feud between Stock and Wilson boiled over in the pettiest way possible: Stock got engaged and announced it by posting, "I won," on X, next to a photo of her sparkling new ring. But Wilson couldn't help herself. "The ring size ?," she commented, before posting on her own page: "It's gonna be hard to be a trad wife when your man can't even afford a ring."

The right wing erupted. A fashion designer dubbed Wilson "a disgusting feminist whore"; a Catholic commentator said Wilson was a "'boss bitch' with a body count higher than the national debt."

Gentle spirits did not, in other words, abound. The whole exchange ended up serving as powerful confirmation for both sides. To Wilson and her supporters, the vitriolic responses were wildly disproportionate to the original ring insult. But to Stock, the back-and-forth simply proved that Wilson isn't conservative. "I have no problem with infighting," Stock told me later. "It exposes a lot of these people as frauds."


"I'm a Sex and the City conservative," Debono said. (Jonah Rosenberg for The Atlantic)



This rift among women is not poised to split the MAGA movement in half. But so many people offering such wildly distinct definitions of womanhood makes it difficult for the party to communicate a clear message to persuadable women voters. The conflict also presents an important reminder about the fragility of coalitions: When Trump is out of the picture, will this uneasy mingling of "conservatism and coarseness" fall apart?

This month's disappointing election results have Debono doubling down on her quest to win women and keep the tent big. She hopes to throw her Make America Hot Again events next year in every swing state, where she can register new Republican voters and give conservatives a reason to party. She dreams of building an organization that looks like Turning Point, she said, only with events that are "chic" and "not, like, cringe." In September, Debono started consulting for Ethan Agarwal, a Silicon Valley entrepreneur and candidate for governor of California, who also happens to be a Democrat.

Debono laughed when I expressed surprise at the choice. "He's a moderate," she said. It's basic politics: "A Republican is not going to win in California." Rather than aligning herself with a losing team, she has simply picked a more winnable fight.
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Every State Is a Border Patrol State

Far from the southern border, agents are leading raids on U.S. cities.

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




The Border Patrol commander Gregory Bovino posted a video over the weekend showing a pep talk he'd given in Chicago to agents operating far from their usual stations along the Mexico border. Set to a rock anthem by the band Chicago, it was the kind of swaggering, trollish clip that has made him the star of the Trump administration's mass-deportation campaign.

"This is our fucking country," Bovino told the agents, gathered around him in a parking lot. "Nobody tells us where to go, when to go, how to go in our fucking country." That same weekend, they hit the streets of Charlotte, North Carolina, raiding Home Depot parking lots and notching 130 arrests. Bovino called the operation "Charlotte's Web," quoting the classic children's book to say his agents "take to the breeze, we go as we please."

When President Donald Trump ran for office in 2024, his campaign wanted voters to tie the problems in their communities and personal lives to the chaos at the U.S.-Mexico border. Trump's surrogates adopted a talking point long used by Homeland Security officials when they wanted more attention and funding from Congress. "Every state is a border state," they'd say, meaning that problems generated at the border--illegal migration and drug trafficking--don't stay there.

It should come as little surprise, then, that Trump and Stephen Miller, who oversees the administration's mass-deportation campaign, have turned the U.S. Border Patrol inward, deploying its green-uniformed agents to cities and states around the country. During the Biden administration, when the number of illegal crossings soared to an all-time high--roughly 2 million a year--the Border Patrol was so overwhelmed that it turned to other federal agencies, including Immigration and Customs Enforcement, for help. Today those roles are reversed. Trump's militarized border crackdown and ban on asylum seekers have reduced illegal crossings to the lowest levels since the 1960s, leaving Border Patrol agents with more time on their hands. ICE, which is responsible for enforcing immigration laws in U.S. cities and communities, is the agency that is now overwhelmed--by pressure from the White House.

Miller and Kristi Noem, the Department of Homeland Security secretary, told ICE officers in May that they wanted 3,000 immigration arrests a day, a nearly tenfold increase from the daily average last year. Trump had promised "millions" of deportations in his inauguration speech, and Miller and Noem threatened to sack ICE officials who failed to deliver. Arrests increased for a time, but the numbers declined to about 1,000 a day during the summer months. Displeased, Miller and Noem have started replacing the leaders of ICE regional offices with Border Patrol commanders.

Read: As money rushed in, ICE's rapid expansion stalled out

Tom Homan, the former ICE acting director whom Trump designated as "border czar," is no longer the face of the crackdown. That role now belongs to Bovino, the Border Patrol commander who has been taking what he calls his "Green Machine" on a traveling road show: first to Los Angeles, then Chicago, and now North Carolina, his home state. Trump has turned Bovino's agents into a personal army as well as a political tool, picking which cities he wants them to strike based on shifting factors, including whether mayors are nice to him. (San Francisco's leaders talked Trump out of a deployment last month.) Two ICE officials I spoke with expect the White House to send Bovino to New York City early next year after Mayor-Elect Zohran Mamdani is sworn in.

No president has ever used the Border Patrol this way. But the agency is modeling the kind of aggressive tactics Trump wants, raising the likelihood that the next phase of his crackdown will be more confrontational and violent. A federal judge this month found that Bovino and his agents used excessive force against protesters and the public in Chicago, while lying about the threats they faced. The judge put restrictions on their ability to use tear gas and force. The Trump administration appealed, and won a stay on Wednesday, but Bovino had already left town.

When asked by 60 Minutes if agents in Chicago had gone too far, Trump responded: "I think they haven't gone far enough."

Trump has often mused about sending active-duty troops to U.S. cities, but that risks running afoul of the Posse Comitatus Act, the 1878 law limiting the U.S. military's role in domestic law enforcement. The president's attempts to deploy National Guard troops have met legal resistance, too, and recent mobilizations in Chicago and Portland, Oregon, were blocked by federal courts that found the administration's justifications thin.

Most of those troops have been withdrawn, but the Border Patrol is still ramping up. With their body armor, camouflage, and heavy weapons, agents look more like U.S. Marines than federal police officers. And they have broad latitude to enforce U.S. immigration laws.

Bovino, who travels with his own film crew, has been churning out the social-media clips and Fox News footage the White House craves. His agents are not the only Border Patrol forces the administration has deployed. Michael Banks, the top Border Patrol official, said during an interview with NewsNation Saturday that 2,000 agents, about 10 percent of the agency's workforce, have deployed to 25 cities.

ICE and the Border Patrol are both part of DHS. The spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin wrote to me in a statement that the department "is one team, and we have one fight, to secure the homeland." But the traditional division of labor between the two agencies has resulted in sharply different internal cultures. Because ICE has to operate in U.S. cities and communities, many of them run by Democrats, its officers have learned to conduct themselves with a relative degree of restraint and caution in order to accomplish their mission.

In the face of pressure from Democrats and activists' calls for ICE's elimination, the agency has worked to justify and defend its role in immigration enforcement. ICE officials have long insisted that they do not conduct indiscriminate sweeps or roundups. Their officers are trained to make "targeted" arrests that require them to formulate plans in advance, and to figure out how to take suspects into custody with minimal disturbance or risk. Determining the immigration status of the people they target is often complex and legally nuanced, and they go to great lengths to avoid the arrest of U.S. citizens, usually treating it as a screwup.

These methods help reduce community blowback and potential liability. But they aren't conducive to racking up the deportation numbers the White House wants. Border Patrol agents, in contrast, often work in remote mountain and desert areas where anyone who shows up is a possible suspect. They face almost no downside to stopping someone to check their immigration status. Agents are trained to act first and ask questions later, because the biggest mistake they can make is allowing a dangerous person or a drug smuggler to get past them.

Scott Shuchart, an attorney and a former ICE official who worked at the agency's Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties from 2010 to 2018, told me that ICE officers operate "more like a police force that does things with plans and considers collateral damage," whereas the Border Patrol thinks of itself as a "defensive military agency" for which "nothing out there really matters except officer protection and the mission."

"When there's nothing else you could hit except, like, armadillos, of course you do less operational planning, and care less about collateral damage, than when you're 15 feet away from a kindergarten," he told me. "That is rationality and basic human decency, and not wanting to get sued and lose your house for running over a kid."

During the Biden administration, DHS officials tried to remake ICE's public image and defuse some of the anger generated by family separations in Trump's first term. ICE officers were told to once more prioritize quality over quantity, and to target violent offenders, public-safety threats, and recent border-crossers, rather than focusing on sheer arrest numbers. Biden officials gave ICE's Homeland Security Investigations division a lead role fighting the fentanyl crisis and Mexican traffickers. The "Abolish ICE" calls faded.

Trump has jettisoned that framework, along with directives urging ICE officers to avoid what the agency considers "sensitive locations" such as schools, hospitals, and churches. When reporters asked how the agency could possibly remove 1 million people a year--it had never deported half that many--Homan insisted that it would continue to conduct targeted enforcement and prioritize criminals. Nearly a year later, Trump officials still claim they're going after "the worst of the worst," long after that has become manifestly untrue.

The latest ICE statistics show that about one-quarter of those held in custody and facing deportation have criminal convictions. Only 16 of the 614 people detained in Chicago whose names were released in litigation over DHS's "Operation Midway Blitz" were labeled public-safety threats by ICE, with convictions or pending charges such as driving under the influence and assault, court documents show.

"They just want numbers," one administration official, who wasn't authorized to speak with reporters, told me. A longtime ICE official told me Bovino is "out of control," and warned that his expanding role will lead to the detention of more U.S. citizens and "more hate and more violence."

Read: The hype man of Trump's mass deportations

"If I walk up to somebody that's minding their own business and just putting groceries in their car because we're at a Latino supermarket," the official said, "I'd be pissed too."

"That's going to fan the flames," the official told me. "The more we get away from targeted enforcement operations with reasonable suspicion, the more you're going to see what's happening right now, with attacks on ICE. You're going to lose the support of the American people."

A common view among some of the most gung-ho Trump officials I've spoken with is that ICE was too passive and slow to act at the beginning of the administration. One senior DHS official told me that ICE's Enforcement and Removal Operations division--responsible for immigration detention and deportations--has been "digging out" from years of underperformance. The officials described meetings where ICE's Homeland Security Investigations agents would show up with suits, tablets, and PowerPoint reports, while shabbily dressed deportation officials would be "slouched around the table."

"When you'd squeeze them for results, accuracy, and analysis, they would throw their hands up and say 'Nobody likes us,' or 'We don't have the systems to do that,' or 'That's never been done before,'" said the official, speaking on condition of anonymity to describe internal tensions. "In the early days of this administration, that was exactly the frustration."

The pressure to meet quotas has left many ICE officers burned out and on edge, according to veteran officials I've spoken with over the past several months. Some have visibly lost control, such as the ICE officer who was filmed tackling a distraught mother outside a New York City courtroom in September, or the officer who angrily handcuffed Chicago Alderperson Jessie Fuentes at a hospital last month when she asked ICE to show a warrant.

Read: The conquest of Chicago

At the meeting in May, Miller berated ICE officials who spoke up in defense of targeted enforcement, and ordered them to boost arrests by raiding Home Depot parking lots and other public places where they were likely to find immigrants they can deport. That was exactly what Bovino and his agents did when they arrived in Los Angeles soon after.

Bovino reports directly to Noem and Corey Lewandowski, the Trump-world insider who does not have a formal role at DHS but operates as the department's de facto chief of staff. Bovino is the only Border Patrol commander whose social-media profile photo shows him holding a weapon. He represents a subculture within the agency that has tried to boost recruitment by making the job look more like military service, when in reality agents often spend long shifts sitting alone in their vehicles watching the border. His traveling strike force features Border Patrol tactical teams trained to jump out of helicopters, engage in combat against heavily armed traffickers, and put down riots and angry crowds.

In late September, Bovino's teams flew a Blackhawk helicopter over Chicago's South Shore neighborhood in the middle of the night so agents could rappel onto a roof and raid an apartment building they said had been taken over by Venezuelan gang members. Agents kicked down doors, set off stun grenades, arrested 37 people, and zip-tied others, including U.S. citizens. Six weeks later, DHS has not presented evidence of weapons or narcotics seized in the raid, and federal prosecutors have not filed charges against any of the people Bovino's teams arrested, according to ProPublica.

A proposal to fold ICE into U.S. Customs and Border Protection, which includes the Border Patrol, has long been favored by immigration hard-liners aligned with Miller. The Heritage Foundation's Project 2025 policy handbook urged the breakup of DHS and the creation of a stand-alone Cabinet-level department focused solely on border security and immigration enforcement.

Founded in 1924, the Border Patrol is known within DHS for its insular, paramilitary culture and success at capturing congressional funding. Within 100 miles of the U.S. border, its agents have the authority to operate roadside checkpoints and question the immigration status of passing motorists. Outside those areas, agents are allowed to question someone if they can articulate factors that add up to a reasonable suspicion that the person lacks legal status. This is a lower threshold than probable cause.

Read: Why they mask

Soon after they arrived in Los Angeles, Bovino's teams were sued for racially profiling Hispanic residents. A district court ordered Bovino to stop, but the Trump administration appealed to the Supreme Court, which sided with the government. Justice Brett Kavanaugh's concurrence affirmed the ability of U.S. agents to use factors including ethnic appearance and speaking Spanish to develop a reasonable suspicion of illegal presence. The Trump administration viewed the ruling as a major victory, and a green light for Bovino to double down.

DHS insists that Bovino and the Border Patrol also conduct targeted enforcement. But when he and his agents arrived in Chicago this summer, they leaned even more into selecting locations considered "target-rich environments," such as car washes and retail parking lots, where they can run searches on license plates and question pedestrians.

"Border Patrol's operations are targeted. We do our research beforehand," McLaughlin, the DHS spokesperson, wrote to me, listing serious crimes committed by suspects recently taken into custody by the administration. "Is it your contention we stop targeting these rapists, pedophiles, drug dealers, and career criminals?"

Kerry Doyle, an immigration attorney who led ICE's legal department during the Biden administration, said Kavanaugh's opinion affirmed the government's broad authority to conduct checks, but she cautioned against viewing Bovino's tactics as a significant departure from standard practice.

"I think that even before this, they probably relied quite heavily on people's appearances and race and other similar characteristics," Doyle told me. Immigration court is not like criminal court, where evidence gathered improperly can be suppressed, she noted. Being subjected to an immigration arrest by dubious methods does not bestow legal status on someone facing deportation. "The truth is that even if someone is stopped by ICE or CBP for what looks like an unconstitutional reason, there's very little consequence for having done so," Doyle told me.

Administration officials have described the Border Patrol mobilization as a temporary fix for an ICE staffing shortage. They say ICE remains on track to hire and deploy 10,000 new deportation officers by early next year, a surge that will more than double the size of its workforce. Their training schedule has been fast-tracked, but the process has been plagued by high dropout rates among recruits who have struggled to pass fitness tests and meet other standards.

Peter Mina, a former ICE attorney and deputy director of the agency's Civil Rights and Civil Liberties Office, told me that "mission creep" between ICE and CBP is occurring at a time when new officers "aren't going to get the training they need to do their jobs properly, with a clear delineation of what their missions are."

"It's just: Let's get bodies out there," Mina said.

DHS says it has received more than 200,000 applications for the ICE jobs, which offer a $50,000 signing bonus and other perks. Most of the new hires will be experienced law-enforcement officers from other federal agencies or state and local police departments, according to the department.

Read: Who wants to work for ICE? They do. 

Shuchart told me that would be a good thing, because ICE would benefit from having more veteran police officers who know how to navigate urban environments. "If they're actually getting experienced cops who know what they're doing, they might be better trained for this part of the mission," Shuchart said. "It's not obvious to me that getting a 15-year veteran of the Cincinnati Police Department would be a minus here."

DHS has not said whether it'll send Bovino and his agents back to their border jobs once the new ICE officers are ready.



*Illustration sources: Scott Olson / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Kamil Krzaczynski / AFP / Getty; Ryan Murphy / Getty; Jamie Kelter Davis / Getty
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Trump's Self-Damning Response to a Legitimate Question

The president scolded a reporter for "embarrassing" Mohammed bin Salman. But MBS seemed less aggrieved than Trump.

by Graeme Wood

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




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

At an Oval Office meeting yesterday between the American president and the ruler of Saudi Arabia, Mary Bruce of ABC News asked a series of questions that Donald Trump deemed "horrible," "terrible," and "insubordinate." Bruce's first question concerned possible conflicts of interest involving the Trump family's business in Saudi Arabia. "I think the broadcasting license should be taken away from ABC because your news is so fake," he replied. The other questions (not even questions, really--Trump interrupted Bruce before she could finish her sentence) related to Saudi Arabia's involvement in the 9/11 attacks and Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman's alleged role in the 2018 dismemberment of the Saudi political operative and Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi. Khashoggi, Trump said, "was extremely controversial," and "a lot of people didn't like" him. Trump scolded Bruce for "embarrassing" MBS, as he is universally known, with the question.

For decades, one of the forlorn liberal desires was for Saudi Arabia to modernize, secularize, and become more American. MBS has made transformational progress in this regard. He granted women the right to work, drive, and live lives independent of men; curtailed persecution of all people by religious fanatics; and brought in Western entertainers such as Louis C.K., famous for violating the ancient Wahhabi prohibition against masturbating in front of unrelated women in hotel rooms. These transformations have been unaccompanied by the expansion of political rights. Such rights as exist are those granted, always provisionally, by the crown prince, and they do not include the right not to be dismembered for opposing the crown prince's policies.

Yesterday's meeting was a grim update on the political changes in the two leaders' respective countries. First there was the general implication that MBS is now welcome back in Washington. Trump's circle has made the case that Saudi Arabia's value to the United States is so great that certain crimes by its leader must be overlooked, just as the United States sometimes relies on its friends to overlook its own. MBS came to America bearing gifts: a much vaunted financial investment; a refreshed relationship; the prospect, uttered publicly, of Saudi Arabia joining the Abraham Accords and recognizing Israel. For Trump, and for many other like-minded people in government, the logic is that if these relationships are valuable, they are more valuable than the life of any one person.

Helen Lewis: I watched stand-up in Saudi Arabia

The more interesting aspect of the meeting, however, was the shift in tone. MBS replied to Bruce's question about Khashoggi politely, if inadequately. His reply was an abbreviated version of what he told me when I asked him a similar question about Khashoggi in 2021. (That was the last time he granted an extended interview to an American journalist.) He said that Khashoggi's death was painful--for him, the crown prince--and that it was regrettable but not his fault. He said that such an event would not happen again and added, when I followed up, that he would not have killed Khashoggi, because Khashoggi was not important enough to merit a death order. If he were to kill his enemies, he said, there were "a thousand" whom he would have killed before he got around to Khashoggi. Even after this "embarrassing question," as Trump put it yesterday, MBS let me pester him for another hour, sometimes answering tartly when the questions were impertinent but never threatening to cut the conversation short, or throw my tape recorder or me into a wood chipper. In the Oval Office, one could fault MBS for answering insufficiently about Khashoggi, but one could not fault him for failing to answer at all, or for acting as if an impertinent question constituted lese-majeste.

Trump saw things differently, and in that sense his response was the more loathsome of the two. Even though he was not the one in the room in line for a throne, Trump replied with regal offense. The threat to take away ABC's broadcasting license for "embarrassing" MBS is of course outrageous. But the tone was in some ways the most self-damning aspect of his response, because, unlike MBS's, it was brittle and aggrieved, and conveyed a sense that asking a hard question could get a commoner put in the stocks.

The progress that American liberals once craved--for Saudi Arabia to become more American in its values--in the end now seems like one of those ironic wishes in tales of yore, that boomerang back and wound the wisher. Saudi Arabia is more American now. Its people go to rap concerts, and its leader watches Netflix. Even so, no one could seriously compare the politics of America (where elections still happen, and courts sometimes tell the government that it cannot do what it wants) to those of Saudi Arabia, where there are no politics, just power.

But America has closed the gap by becoming a little more Saudi. It has a leader who gilds his palace and hisses to his courtiers that they should do something about anyone guilty of even the mildest insolence. (Incidentally, I take a similar dynamic to be MBS's implied alibi for Khashoggi's death: His courtiers murdered Khashoggi not on his direct orders, but in overzealous fulfillment of a general order to keep critics in line.) Moralists in foreign policy have long warned that if you partner with countries that do not share your values, your own values will degrade to match theirs faster than theirs will improve to catch up with yours. As of yesterday, I would say that America and Saudi Arabia--which for so long have styled themselves as unlikely siblings, more alike than they appear--are on course to match each other's speeds, and meet almost perfectly in the middle.
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Eight Plot-Heavy Books That Will Keep You Turning Pages

Some readers enjoy plotless, heady fiction. Those who don't should try these titles.

by M. L. Rio

Wed, 19 Nov 2025

The literary landscape of the 21st century seems more and more divided when it comes to one particular aspect: plot. Some books have it; others don't. The have-nots have gotten a lot of critical attention in recent years: Think of novels that read like an extended internal monologue, describing in intimate detail the thoughts, feelings, and impressions of a protagonist. Usually, this is not someone who makes things happen, or to whom things happen; the strength of the narrator's voice and the depth of the emotional landscape are expected to carry the audience through the (loosely defined) story. Authors as varied as Rachel Cusk, Claire-Louise Bennett, Ben Lerner, and Ottessa Moshfegh have been acclaimed for work of deep interiority and minimal eventfulness.

But I see no reason a novel should have to choose between voice and action. In all of my favorite books, the shape of the plot amplifies the characters' emotional journey or the author's artistic philosophy. And I know I'm not alone. Plot-heavy books still dominate the best-seller lists. After all, narrative is in our nature: Once upon a time and the end are still two of the most recognizable phrases in the English language. Small wonder, then, that many readers continue to crave books with an intrinsic momentum, novels in which events follow a logical progression toward a dramatic climax and a hard-earned resolution. Here are eight books for readers with the same predilections--pick one up when you want something to actually happen.








The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo, by Stieg Larsson, translated by Reg Keeland

This book was a sensation for a reason. The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo is, at its core, a locked-room mystery. The room just happens to be an isolated Swedish island, the suspects all members of a weird and wealthy family, and the man tasked with solving the mystery, Mikael, a trapped outsider not liking his odds of getting out alive. Mikael is a journalist ostensibly hired by the mysterious Henrik Vanger to write the family's history. His real assignment? Investigating the disappearance of Henrik's great-niece Harriet 40 years ago, with the help of the prickly savant computer hacker Lisbeth Salander. The pair's determination to get to the bottom of things mirrors the reader's. As Mikael ventures into greater and greater danger, the narrative becomes more claustrophobic and tangled, and the story's unraveling is rich and rewarding. Not for the faint of heart or weak of stomach, Dragon Tattoo is as elegant as it is brutal.






The Staircase in the Woods, by Chuck Wendig

Some readers may dismiss horror, or other genre fiction, as cheap entertainment based on its shelving alone. Wendig has never written a book that wasn't entertaining, but he's never written a cheap one either. His latest novel, The Staircase in the Woods, looks squarely at the darker facets of human nature, and it never eschews the grotesque for the sake of good taste. (Birthday cake with a side of severed thumbs, anyone?) The premise intrigues from the start: Five teenagers climb the mysterious staircase of the title, and only four come out of the forest. Decades later, the survivors agree to try to find their friend--but they're not certain about what actually happened back then, or what will happen when they return. The longer you spend in Wendig's haunted house of a novel, the deeper you probe into the troubled minds of his characters--and this fine, freaky psychodrama will keep you up past your bedtime.






Vladimir, by Julia May Jonas

I've read many campus novels, as the author of one, and I'm a harsh judge of them. But Vladimir stands out among a crowded field: Jonas's novel is so good, strange, and true that it made me want to keep reading even when I was thoroughly sick of the genre. Its plot is just wild enough to be plausible to anyone who's actually worked in academia and delightfully nutty to anyone who's only ever accessed that world through the warped lens of fiction. The protagonist's plan--to seduce a young professor as revenge for her husband's infidelity--is utterly deranged, but her motives are so painfully relatable that you might find yourself wanting her to get away with everything. Thank God Jonas had the nerve to write this. It's short, fast, sharp, and fresh.

Read: This is not your typical campus novel








Kindred, by Octavia E. Butler

Butler is a master of exposition. I loved teaching her writing to undergraduates, because she gets the ball rolling in record time, every time. Her novels are perfectly plotted; their enormously complex stories unspool effortlessly. Kindred is just one example; it manages to deploy the unwieldy device of time travel without boring the reader with sci-fi details. How does its hero jump from the 20th century to the 19th and back again? It doesn't matter: The point is that a Black woman living in 1970s California has been booted back to antebellum Maryland, where confronting her own family history might mean erasing herself from the future. It's a riveting read, which proves that a well-structured story can expose a society's most harrowing dynamics.






Rum Punch, by Elmore Leonard

This novel is so packed with plot that Quentin Tarantino adapted it into the extra-long film Jackie Brown, in 1997. If you've seen the movie, you might imagine Pam Grier sauntering across the page, but this is a breakneck novel in its own right: Characters make and shatter alliances at dizzying speed, and nobody's motives are ever quite what they seem. A middle-aged flight attendant, Jackie Burke, finds herself trapped between the FBI and an ambitious gunrunner when she gets caught moving his merchandise across international borders. Shoot-outs, sting operations, and boatloads of blow: This book has it all. It's a terrific beach read, but it has enough substance to keep you sustained no matter where you pick it up.

Read: The Elmore Leonard paradox








The Fox Wife, by Yangsze Choo

Choo's novel, set in Manchuria in 1908, blends folklore and classic detective fiction, and adds a dash of fantasy--half of its characters are shape-shifting spirits who transform from foxes to humans and back again. These creatures are as clever and crafty as you might expect, and the narrative twists keep the reader in a state of high alert. What starts as a police procedural about the death of a high-class courtesan soon blossoms into a fantastical quest to break curses, rekindle lost love, and catch a murderer. Although it's not overly long, the book has a mythic feeling, moving through time and space like an epic poem. Choo seamlessly combines narrative momentum and lush world-building, so the reader discovers the setting and uncovers the mystery alongside the novel's endearing detective.






Cat's Cradle, by Kurt Vonnegut

A ticking bomb in need of defusing is a fantastic device for creating compelling fiction. (This is why Hollywood explosives frequently have big, scary digital countdown displays--something their real-life counterparts don't have.) In Cat's Cradle, Vonnegut tweaks this trope to fit his signature, screwy black comedy. Here, the doomsday device is a mad scientist's unstable compound, ice-nine, which is destined to plunge the world into a new Ice Age if it ever comes into contact with water. Naturally, Vonnegut puts the inventor's irresponsible heirs on a plane that's en route to an island nation controlled by a power-mad dictator, turning the book into a kind of apocalyptic countdown. It's clear from the start that things will go terribly awry--how could they not?--but the when and how of the eventual catastrophe are anyone's guess. Don't try to figure out where this book is going. Just enjoy the ride and trust that you'll arrive right where you need to be.

Read: The making of Kurt Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle








The Postman Always Rings Twice, by James M. Cain

By far the shortest book on this list, Cain's classic noir can be gulped down in one sitting. Its plot is about, well, plotting: The two thoroughly unlikable lovers who drive the action of the story, Frank and Cora, are planning a murder more or less from the moment they meet. But the killing doesn't go at all according to plan, and the criminals are forced to keep scheming to cover their tracks. Everyone in the novel is easy to loathe, but as you wonder when and how they'll get caught, Cain makes you unsure of how you'll feel about it when they are. Something like a 20th-century version of Macbeth (one of Shakespeare's shortest and most action-packed plays), The Postman Always Rings Twice puts the reader on uncomfortably intimate terms with the villains; you watch them unravel in devastating style.
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Trump's Toddler Response to the Epstein Saga

The president baits, deflects, and chews the scenery in a drama that just won't die.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




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

A bill in Congress demanding the release of the Epstein files now has the official, albeit reluctant, endorsement of the president himself. And so the question naturally arises: If Donald Trump supports the bill calling on the president (i.e., him) to release the files, why not simply ... release them?

Trump reportedly hasn't given his advisers or allies a rationale for why he won't do so, leaving them to invent reasons of their own. The answer they've come up with is that Trump is innocent and is acting guilty for no reason whatsoever. "He looks like he has something to hide even if he doesn't," asserts the Wall Street Journal editorial page. "This is a self-inflicted wound," complains Megyn Kelly.

But why has Trump chosen to inflict this wound upon himself? A Trump ally suggests to Politico that the president, like many young children, is expressing what some might call oppositional defiant disorder: "POTUS doesn't like to be told what to do or give Dems a win, so he's been fighting it." This theory might make more sense if releasing the Epstein files hadn't been Trump's own idea before he abruptly reversed course earlier this year.

Trump's own responses to this very question are even less reassuring.

Asked on Air Force One last Friday why he won't just release the files, Trump snapped at a female reporter, "Quiet, piggy." As a longtime married man, I have seen enough rom-coms to recognize the trope where Mr. Wrong, after having maintained a thin veneer of suitability for 90 percent of the movie while misbehaving just enough to make the audience root against him, suddenly rips off the mask and delivers a crass or entitled speech that makes the heroine snap out of her infatuation. A set piece in which the bad guy, under suspicion of misogynistic conduct and consorting with a trafficker of teenage girls, launches a sexist attack on an inquisitive female journalist would be too ham-handed even for the writers at the Hallmark Channel.

Isabel Fattal: Trump told a woman, 'Quiet, piggy,' when she asked him about Epstein

Trump apparently concluded that this scenery-chewing performance was too subtle and conciliatory. So when an ABC reporter asked the same question at the White House yesterday, he promptly assailed the reporter's "attitude," called the question "insubordinate and just a terrible question," accused the journalist of being "a terrible person and a terrible reporter," threatened to take away ABC's broadcast license, and again did not answer the question.

Trump's bellicose replies are so substantively vacant that it is difficult to discern the administration's actual position. Having helped whip up paranoia that the "deep state" was burying the Jeffrey Epstein case to protect the elite, Trump pledged to release these files as president. But Trump seems to have forgotten these promises, and the Justice Department and the FBI announced over the summer that, after an "exhaustive review" of these files, "we did not uncover evidence that could predicate an investigation against uncharged third parties."

Perhaps the DOJ didn't share its findings with Trump, given that he wrote on Truth Social last week, "I will be asking A.G. Pam Bondi, and the Department of Justice, together with our great patriots at the FBI, to investigate Jeffrey Epstein's involvement and relationship with Bill Clinton, Larry Summers, Reid Hoffman, J.P. Morgan, Chase, and many other people and institutions, to determine what was going on with them, and him."

So maybe there is evidence that could predicate an investigation against uncharged third parties? Apparently so, because Bondi immediately accepted the assignment, explaining this morning that new information had driven her decision, which only coincidentally came after Trump ordered her to look into various political enemies.

David A. Graham: Trump's Epstein-files punt

In place of any explanation as to why Trump is withholding the files, his staff has taken to threatening retribution. "The Democrats are going to come to regret this," a White House official told Politico. "Let's start with Stacey Plaskett. You think we're not going to make a scene of this?"

Plaskett is a nonvoting Democratic delegate from the Virgin Islands who exchanged texts with Epstein during a 2019 congressional hearing. If the revenge campaign is going to start with her, one wonders where it will end: A state legislative aide? An assistant sewage commissioner in Omaha?

I suspect that the threat of making Plaskett's career collateral damage will not deter Democrats from continuing to demand the release of the files.

Trump is now left simultaneously insisting that Epstein is too tedious to merit discussion--"pretty boring stuff"--and also is the nuclear bomb that will destroy the entire Democratic Party, or at least an obscure elected official or two. In this way, the Epstein investigation exists in a state of uncertainty, both alive and dead, like Schrodinger's cat--trapped in a box that, like the ones holding the Epstein files, cannot be opened.
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How to Fix the Mess of College Sports

Athletic departments are spending too much money on the wrong things.

by Sally Jenkins

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




Here's an idea for overhauling the mess that is money in college sports: For every dollar that a university athletic department spends on coaching salaries fatter than a duke's inheritance, or locker rooms as luxurious as Hadrian's villa, a dollar should go toward academic funding--to faculty salaries, library maintenance, and other necessities that benefit all students, athletes included.

Such an arrangement might help reform a truly broken system, which demands compulsive, destructive overspending--on coaching, facilities, and more--in a cycle of one-upmanship. The problem is most acute in football, which is the largest moneymaker in college sports but also the most egregious cost driver. Total revenue shared by the 136 major schools that compete in the top-tier Football Bowl Subdivision amounted to about $11.7 billion in 2024. The money comes from media rights--such as the College Football Playoff's $1.3 billion yearly deal with ESPN--along with ticket sales, corporate sponsors, donor gifts, and, in some cases, student fees and state funds. These schools tend to spend most of (and, in some cases, more than) what they take in--on waterfalls and golf simulators, on $700 showerheads, on wood-paneled locker rooms with custom pool tables, and, most disproportionately, on a handful of coaches.

Efforts to curb all this spending are rarely directed at the spenders themselves. Instead, athletes are routinely cast as culprits for demanding to be paid and thus in need of strict oversight to keep them pure, an attitude that President Donald Trump expressed last week in an interview with ESPN's Pat McAfee. "It is a very serious problem because even football, where they give quarterbacks $12 million, $13 to $14 million," Trump said, "all of a sudden you're going to be out of control." But the behavior that needs correcting in this era of billion-dollar-a-year TV contracts and other accelerant revenues is that of shopaholic college administrators, whose expenditures have become so untethered from any scholastic purpose. Regulate them.



Nine head football coaches at major universities began this season with an annual salary of more than $10 million, and 46 others are scheduled to make at least $4 million. Coaches' pay is the second-biggest athletic expense at Football Bowl Subdivision schools, behind only facility costs. Many of these coaches will collect millions even if they fail. In 2021, for example, Louisiana State University granted Brian Kelly a 10-year, guaranteed contract worth $95 million--only to dismiss him after the team started 5-3 this season. His firing triggered an almost $54 million buyout clause, and a lawsuit over what he is owed. Since the College Football Playoff system was launched in 2015, public universities are on pace to pay more than $1 billion in severance to coaches, according to a report from the Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics, a think tank that studies educational reforms in sports. To repeat: Public universities are paying more than $1 billion in just 10 years to a handful of fired gym teachers. "The severance payments," the Knight Commission's CEO, Amy Privette Perko, told me, "have really put an exclamation point on the problem."

Read: The shame of college sports

In a normal business, this would be irrational behavior. But the administrators who make these deals are simply responding to extreme forces in an abnormal market. College athletic departments are caught in an asymmetrical situation: They are part of institutions that are legally defined as educational nonprofits, yet they operate in a kill-and-eat environment awash in torrents of profit. They must spend to win and spend to force their competitors to fail. It's a "zero-sum game," Kevin Blue, a former UC Davis athletic director, told me. From a "behavioral economics perspective," Blue has written, college sports' financial decision makers are "acting rationally."

But unlike conventional businesses, athletic departments have no owners or boards or shareholders to enforce spending controls. Instead, they're shadow-ruled by constituencies of powerful alumni donors with idiosyncratic desires. "People are spending essentially nobody's money to service their own objective of being competitively successful," Blue said. When an additional $10 million comes in--whether from a big donation or higher-than-usual ticket sales--the incentive is to do more competitive spending, not less. These systemic distortions are why coaching salaries have spun out of control.

This market is badly in need of regulation by Congress, the only body with the authority and reach to enact reforms that could create a fairer, more reasonable system. The main governing body of college sports, the NCAA, has been hobbled by antitrust litigation and the self-interest of its voting-member schools. State laws have been a patchwork. Without Congress's intervention, athletic departments at schools that don't win or have fewer resources will face trade-offs. Runaway expenditures could mean cuts--particularly to some Olympic sports and women's sports that don't bring in enough revenue to cover their expenses. "Fewer scholarships, fewer teams," Perko said. It can also mean higher student fees, and for public schools, taxpayer liability. For example: Virginia Tech's athletic spending rose by 41 percent from 2019 to 2024, and the school recently increased its mandatory student fees to help cover the department.

Only a handful of major football powers are equipped to compete sustainably in this landscape. The University of Texas at Austin is one of them. With almost $332 million in athletic revenues in 2024, it is a self-perpetuating department that doesn't rely on state funds or student fees. Of its nearly $66 million football budget, almost $23 million goes to coach Steve Sarkisian and his staff, who are in the middle of a disappointing season. If Sarkisian were fired, he would be due more than $60 million on his guaranteed, seven-year, almost $81 million contract extension. But the burden would be easily shouldered by the school's oil-rich, football-fevered boosters, who in 2024 provided $137 million in gifts to the athletic department.

Texas's fiscal behavior squeezes its competitors, especially the smaller ones. The Football Bowl Subdivision is a jigsaw puzzle of different-size schools with varying incomes and priorities. Appalachian State University's football budget is just $16.2 million--and it grew by 66 percent over five years, while its overall athletics debt rose by 20 percent over the same time. At Middle Tennessee State University, where athletics debt has grown by 102 percent in five years, thanks in part to a more than $100 million upgrade to its facilities, the department has cut back on football uniforms. Texas administrators are not being intentionally villainous. They're simply playing to win, within the market structure.



The great fear of NCAA-member schools is that they are now encountering another artificially inflated market, this one for players. From 2021 to 2025, court decisions and legal settlements have rightly granted long-denied economic rights to athletes, including control of their own names, images, and likenesses (NIL). Ambitious donors have turned NIL into another distorted market by forming "collectives," large collaborative funds that sign athletes for real or purported commercial endorsements, in deals known as "pay-for-play." These collectives essentially establish payrolls, further widening the competitive gap. One coach estimated that some college rosters are being paid as much as $40 million a year.

In a panicked response, NCAA lobbyists are pressing Congress and the White House for antitrust protection to restrict athlete compensation. In an obliging July executive order called "Saving College Sports," Trump identified the "waves of recent litigation" that "eliminated limits on athlete compensation" as a "mortal threat" to American games and commanded various agencies and departments to study federal interventions. An alphabet soup of congressional proposals, such as the SAFE Act and SCORE Act, would also regulate athlete pay and behaviors, though to differing degrees.

But none of these measures properly aim at the colleges and universities themselves, or what drives them. Yes, the LSU quarterback Garrett Nussmeier will reportedly make $4 million on NIL deals this season. But he didn't create the market. Nussmeier is not the "mortal threat" to college athletics. The mortal threat is a system that compels an otherwise-sage school president to authorize paying a coach $130 million over 10 years.

Read: The most difficult position in sports

Until the NCAA's structural fault is recognized, no reform can work. Campus officers actually crave federal help in curbing their reflexive spending. A poll conducted last summer by Elon University and the Knight Commission of 376 school officials found that 79 percent of them fear they'll have to rely on institutional money and student fees in the future to fund sports. Nearly seven in 10 respondents said that they favor national legislation that would limit how much they can spend on their athletic budgets.

Several feasible proposals for spending limits are floating around, which Congress could incorporate into a bipartisan bill. One, from the Knight Commission, would require institutions to devote at least half of shared athletic revenues either directly to the education and health benefits of its athletes, or to university academics. Some schools already follow this guidance, but not many. A similarly strong proposal comes from the Drake Group, another academic think tank. It recommends a mandate that whatever a school's "aggregated annual coaches and staff compensation and benefits," the same amount must be devoted to financial benefits for student athletes. This is an ingenious cap: LSU probably wouldn't pay another football coach a ludicrous $95 million under those conditions.

The most dominant football programs, and their influential donors, are likely to oppose such broad measures for fear of surrendering their competitive advantage. But Congress has the leverage to make it happen. These institutions badly want a reform of their own: legislative antitrust protection to cap the talent market and stop endless litigation with players. This should be conditional on also capping broader athletic spending. As Blue has written, "If we are asking Congress to treat symptoms of the athlete compensation problem, we should also ask for help dealing with its root cause." Lawmakers have a golden opportunity to force these schools to act like what they are supposed to be--schools.
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Political Parties Have Disconnected From the Public

Across the democratic world, the postwar era's dominant parties face a populist insurgency.

by Idrees Kahloon

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




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

One paradox of American politics is that voters are both extremely polarized about politics and extremely disdainful of political parties. A record share, 43 percent, self-identify as political independents. Most of these are not true swing voters, but they hold both major parties in low regard. As of September, only 40 percent of voters approved of the ruling Republican Party. The Democrats' favorability was an even more miserable 37 percent--barely above their July showing, their worst in more than 30 years.

The parties themselves look feeble and vulnerable to capture--by opportunistic candidates, attention-seeking infotainers, and parochial activists. Donald Trump's hostile takeover of the Republican Party is nearly a decade old. More than 60 percent of Americans want a third major party to emerge, even if the structure of the country's political system makes that prohibitively difficult.

Reformers reason that by importing features of other democracies--a direct popular vote for president, tight limits on money in politics, voting by ranked choice--we could heal ourselves.

If only it were so simple. In democracies all across the world, the party system appears unhealthy: Trust in parties is low, partisan antagonism is high, and elections feel existential instead of routine. Many countries' equivalents of the Democrats and Republicans--parties that have been dominant at least since World War II--are suffering similar decline. Some are on the precipice of extinction. Populist parties are ascending seemingly everywhere.

The synchronized collapse of mainstream parties around the world shows that what is happening in America is unexceptional--and, as a result, that many prominent theories for the American electorate's malaise and discontent are incomplete. Some argue that America should remove the impediments to legislating and become more like the United Kingdom, where the prime minister always possesses a parliamentary majority. Or the United States could end gerrymandering and first-past-the-post voting by moving to a system of proportional representation, as in Germany, where parliamentary seats are awarded proportionately to vote share. Or America could end the Electoral College and elect its president by popular vote, like France, perhaps with a runoff round to avoid spoilers. Or maybe Americans' discontent would end if their country became a Scandinavian-style social democracy where aggressive taxation and welfare spending reduced income inequality.

These all might be improvements. Yet European democracies with all of these features have not been immune to populism. "All the solutions you think could be applied in the U.S. have been tried and shown to fail in different European countries," Christopher Bickerton, a professor of modern European politics at Cambridge University, told me. "There is no panacea." Bickerton pointed out that multiparty democracies are better able to delay populists from coming into power by refusing to accept them in governing coalitions, but even this tactic looks less and less tenable. Whatever has gone wrong has gone wrong everywhere.

Marc Novicoff: Democrats don't seem willing to follow their own advice

Look at the U.K., whose own duopoly of the Labour and Conservative Parties--which have dominated for the past century--is collapsing. The current Labour government is appallingly unpopular because it has little idea of what to do with the power it gained after 14 years of Tory rule. Keir Starmer, the prime minister, has a net approval rating of -45 percent, and more than half of British voters say he should resign. If a parliamentary election were held today, the populist-right Reform Party, led by Nigel Farage, would almost certainly control the government. The primary instigator of Brexit would then be rewarded with the country's leadership.

In France, the two most powerful factions of the Fifth Republic were once the Socialists and the Republicans, whom Emmanuel Macron first upended launching his own centrist party and capturing the presidency in 2017. Their demise is not reversing anytime soon. In the most recent presidential election, held in 2022, the combined vote tally for the Socialist and Republican candidates in the first round was less than 7 percent. Over two decades, Marine Le Pen's populist-right National Rally has moved from the fringe of French politics to the cusp of controlling government: Polls for the next elections, to be held in 2027, show that the party is now favored to win the presidency.

In Germany, a February election was a terrible showing for the traditionally dominant Christian Democratic Union and Social Democratic Party. Friedrich Merz, the current German chancellor, has cobbled together a narrow majority without populist parties of either the left or the right. Even so, Merz failed to win confirmation on his first vote and needed to convene a second one--an embarrassing start to his chancellorship that none of his predecessors had endured. His approval rate now is only 25 percent. The far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) party is, for now, cordoned off from government. But it managed to get 21 percent of the vote in the recent election, double its level in 2021. Recent polls show that it has grown even stronger since then.

In the Netherlands, the anti-Muslim, anti-immigration Party for Freedom actually won a plurality of votes in the 2023 elections, but its leader, Geert Wilders, was ultimately thwarted from becoming prime minister. In Scandinavia, cradle-to-grave welfare states where income inequality is low have not staved off the rise of populist parties. Quite the opposite: In Sweden, the anti-immigrant Swedish Democrats are the second-largest party in Parliament and are propping up the current minority government with their votes. A populist-right party is in the governing coalition in Finland.

A similar phenomenon has taken hold outside Europe too. In recent Japanese elections, the long-dominant Liberal Democratic Party lost its parliamentary majority. An upstart nationalist party called Sanseito, which rails against immigration and pledges to put the "Japanese first," has made significant gains. This is despite the fact that only 3 percent of Japanese residents are foreign-born.

E. E. Schattschneider, one of the most influential political scientists of the mid-20th century, once wrote that "modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the parties. As a matter of fact, the condition of the parties is the best possible evidence of the nature of any regime." By that score, the current nature of the party regime is faithless, fragmented, and febrile. Voters are less committed to parties, angrier at their fellow citizens, and quicker to become disgruntled with government. The ascendant parties--the MAGA version of the Republican Party, Britain's Reform, France's National Rally, and the German AfD--present themselves as preservers of national culture from immigration, globalization, and the corrupt and decadent elites of the old mainstream parties. This unwinding is the result of deeper forces, social and economic transformations that have unmoored the old mass parties of left and right.

Some saw it coming. In his posthumous 2013 book, Ruling the Void: The Hollowing of Western Democracy, the Irish political scientist Peter Mair offers a stirring warning: "The age of party democracy has passed. Although the parties themselves remain, they have become so disconnected from the wider society, and pursue a form of competition that is so lacking in meaning, that they no longer seem capable of sustaining democracy in its present form." Mair argues that the void in democracy was opening up for two reasons. First, political elites and ordinary citizens began to pull apart from one another. The resultant "widening gap between rulers and ruled has facilitated the often strident populist challenge that is now a feature of many advanced European democracies," Mair writes, several years before Brexit and the contemporary populist ascendance. The second reason the democratic void grew was technocracy, which put policy decisions beyond the reach of ordinary citizens. Particularly consequential was the "deepening of European integration," which left citizens beholden to "being governed by bodies that are neither representative nor properly accountable." Years later, amid surges in migration from Syria and North Africa, the inability of European countries to set their own migration policies fueled populist backlash everywhere.

From the November 2025 Issue: America needs a mass movement--now

For years after World War II, party competition was on the familiar axis of left versus right, primarily over the proper distribution of economic growth among labor and capital. The dominant parties that emerged were mass ones. Those of the left were deeply enmeshed in the labor movement: The German Social Democratic Party was rooted in Marxist organizing; the British Labour Party was founded and effectively controlled by the trade unions; the Democratic Party's most important power brokers were union bosses such as Walter Reuther and George Meany. Many parties on the right, meanwhile, were grounded in churches and, like the "fusion conservatives" who dominated America in the Reagan era and the Christian Democrats in Germany, were further bound by their fervent opposition to communism.

These foundations eroded. Unionization declined across the advanced world as capitalism went postindustrial. Voters became more secular; the Soviet Union's collapse banished the specter of communism. "The party as a mass organization is now a distant memory," Didi Kuo, a political scientist at Stanford, writes in her book The Great Retreat. The result, Kuo writes, was that parties "disengaged from civil society and were better described as partnerships of professionals than as associations of citizens."

Some experts hoped that the new administrative state could permanently solve the tensions between elites and the general public. In the 1960 book The End of Ideology, the sociologist Daniel Bell argues that growing professionalism of government and the emergence of the welfare state as a third way between capitalism and communism would reduce radicalism and political conflict. The thesis was immensely influential.

But others doubted that political conflict could be so neatly defused. In 1965, the Yale political theorist Robert Dahl warned that the "new democratic Leviathan" could generate an alienation of its own kind because it would be seen "as too remote and bureaucratized, too addicted to bargaining and compromise, too much an instrument of political elites and technicians." In the 1970s, the social scientist Ronald Inglehart developed his theory of postmaterialism: As booming economic growth made the material conflicts of the left and the right less salient, people would place greater emphasis on abstract concerns such as identity, self-actualization, gender roles, and diversity. These new "cultural cleavages aren't something to do with one individual leader; they're much more structural in nature," Pippa Norris, a political scientist who worked closely with Inglehart before his death, in 2021, told me. "But parties are also somewhat like ocean liners. They change slowly."

Postmaterialist values help explain the new axis of politics: not old left-right disputes between labor and capital but over national sovereignty, cultural preservation, and an abstract sense of belonging. The parties of the left have a new base of support, not among the working classes but among the highly educated knowledge workers who are cosmopolitan and socially progressive. The parties of the right, meanwhile, are attracting support from the less-educated workers who were not the winners of globalization.

The French economist Thomas Piketty has described the two camps as the "Brahmin left" and the "Merchant right"; he and two collaborators have documented that this pattern of education polarization from the postwar period to the present day is observable in more than 20 democracies. Immigration, particularly the unauthorized kind, aggravates this divide even further. "In Europe at least, immigration is a double threat because it poses both labor-market competition and it really stresses an already fraying welfare state," Anna Grzymala-Busse, a political scientist at Stanford, told me. "The mainstream parties have not formulated a response, and that, of course, opens the space for right-wing populists who are more than happy to say, 'Get rid of them all.'"

Although American politics has been reshaped, as elsewhere, by similar forces--the rise of educational polarization, the decline of industrialism, the atomization and anomie wrought by the internet--the peculiarities of our election system mean that the democratic void looks different here than in Europe. Our major-party duopoly is much more thoroughly entrenched--because of first-past-the-post voting that discourages wasting votes on third-party candidates, an Electoral College that awards votes on a winner-take-all basis, and the colossal paperwork requirements of trying to run in 50 states with very different ballot-access laws. As a result, populist factions do not form new parties, as they would in Europe, but burrow themselves within the existing Democratic and Republican firmament.

J.J. Gould: Why is populism winning on the American right?

Why this strategy succeeds is best described by the political scientists Daniel Schlozman and Sam Rosenfeld in their book The Hollow Parties, published last year. By hollow parties, they mean that Democrats and Republicans are merely "hard shells, marked with the scars of interparty electoral conflict" that "cover disordered cores, devoid of concerted action and positive loyalties." They are overshadowed by satellite groups, called the "party blob." State and local parties are left in shambles because organizing and fundraising happens digitally. "Hollow parties lack legitimacy," Schlozman and Rosenfeld write. "The mass public and engaged political actors alike share neither positive loyalty to their allied party nor deference to the preferences of its leaders." The bulk of American voters are left irritated and indifferent; they are beset by hardened factions of what the political scientist Eitan Hersh calls "political hobbyists"--the people who consume partisan news, donate money to campaigns, and perpetrate various acts of digital activism. The steady demise of mainstream parties has meant that politics is no longer participatory; it is parasocial.

If parties are--like the people they represent--starved of genuine connection, then what can be fixed? The economy will not revert to industrialism; communications will remain instant and internet-mediated. Depending on your political persuasion, you might argue that more growth is needed, or less income inequality. But Americans are significantly richer than Europeans, and the Europeans are significantly more egalitarian than Americans. Neither seems particularly content. Plenty of people can hope to undo long-running declines in union membership, religiosity, and social trust--but they should not be optimistic. Instead, parties will need to reinvent themselves for the postindustrial, postmaterial age. This is painful, but not impossible.

In America, this process of reformation has happened repeatedly before. The Progressive Era was a response to widespread anger at the prevailing order. Figures such as William Jennings Bryan, a Democrat, channeled the rage of rural America against the railroad trusts and the gold standard. The major parties eventually accommodated these complaints: A progressive Republican president, Theodore Roosevelt, would establish the first system of antitrust regulation. Another progressive president, the Democrat Woodrow Wilson, would form the modern administrative state.

The new populism era poses a similar challenge not just to the Democrats and the Republicans but to the previously dominant parties everywhere. This time the rage is about maintaining some semblance of order and control in a time of head-spinning change--over whether the promises of the welfare state can be kept, whether immigration is under sufficient control, whether national cultures can be preserved amid the din of globalization.

Postmaterial needs are more difficult to address than the materialist demands of past bouts of populism were. But if the major parties don't wish to die, they will have to adapt.
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RFK Jr.'s Miasma Theory of Health Is Spreading

The NIH is picking up Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s argument that a healthy immune system can keep even pandemic germs at bay.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Last week, the two top officials at the National Institutes of Health--the world's largest public funder of biomedical research--debuted a new plan to help Americans weather the next pandemic: getting everyone to eat better and exercise.



The standard pandemic-preparedness playbook "has failed catastrophically," NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya and NIH Principal Deputy Director Matthew J. Memoli wrote in City Journal, a magazine and website published by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, a conservative think tank. The pair argue that finding and studying pathogens that could cause outbreaks, then stockpiling vaccines against them, is a waste of money. Instead, they say, the United States should encourage people to improve their baseline health--"whether simply by stopping smoking, controlling hypertension or diabetes, or getting up and walking more."



On its own, Bhattacharya and Memoli's apparently serious suggestion that just being in better shape will carry the U.S. through an infectious crisis is reckless, experts told me--especially if it's executed at the expense of other public-health responses. In an email, Andrew Nixon, the director of communications at the Department of Health and Human Services--which oversees the NIH--wrote that the agency "supports a comprehensive approach to pandemic preparedness that recognizes the importance of both biomedical tools and the factors individuals can control." But more broadly, Bhattacharya and Memoli's proposal reflects the spread of a dangerous philosophy that Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of HHS, has been pushing for years: a dismissal of germ theory, or the notion that infectious microbes are responsible for many of the diseases that plague humankind.



In his 2021 book, The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health, Kennedy, a longtime anti-vaccine activist, argues that modern scientists have blamed too much of infectious disease on pathogens, which he suggests are rarely problematic, unless the immune system has been compromised by poor nutrition, toxins, and other environmental stressors. He credits sanitation and nutrition for driving declines in infectious-disease deaths during the 20th century; vaccination, he has baselessly claimed, was largely ineffective and unnecessary. In his view, germs don't pose a substantial threat to people who have done the work of "fortifying the immune system"--essentially, those who have taken their health into their own hands.



In terms of general health, most Americans would benefit from improvements in diet and exercise. A strong emphasis on both has been core to the Make America Healthy Again movement, and in one important aspect, Kennedy and his allies are correct: The immune system, like other bodily systems, is sensitive to nutritional status, and when people are dealing with chronic health issues, they often fare less well against infectious threats, Melinda Beck, a nutrition and infectious-disease researcher who recently retired from the University of North Carolina, told me. Conditions such as obesity and diabetes, for instance, raise the risk of severe COVID and flu; malnutrition exacerbates the course of diseases such as tuberculosis and measles.



But applied to widespread infectious outbreaks, the MAHA prescription is still deeply flawed. Being generally healthy doesn't guarantee survival, or even better outcomes against infectious diseases--especially when an entire population encounters a pathogen against which it has no immunity. Although some evidence suggests that the 1918 flu pandemic strongly affected certain groups of people who were less healthy at baseline--including undernourished World War I soldiers--"relatively healthy people, as far as we could understand, were the main victims," Naomi Rogers, a historian of medicine at Yale, told me. Smallpox, too, infected and killed indiscriminately. HIV has devastated many communities of young, healthy people.



In his book, Kennedy relies heavily on the term miasma theory as a shorthand for preventing disease "through nutrition and by reducing exposures to environmental toxins and stresses." He's employing that phrase incorrectly: Historically, at least, miasma theory referred to the notion that epidemics are caused by bad air--such as toxic emanations from corpses and trash--and was the predominant way of describing disease transmission until scientists found definitive proof of infectious microbes in the late 19th century. But his choice of words is also revealing. In pitting his ideas against germ theory, he plays on a centuries-old tension between lifestyle and microbes as roots of illness.



In its early days, germ theory struggled to gain traction even among physicians, many of whom dismissed the idea as simplistic, Nancy Tomes, a historian at Stony Brook University, told me. After the idea became foundational to medicine, scientists still had to work to convince some members of the public that microbes could fell healthy people, too. In the early days of polio vaccination, when the virus still ran rampant in the U.S., some vaccine-skeptical Americans insisted that children were falling seriously ill primarily because their parents weren't managing their kids' nutrition well and "had disrupted the child's internal health," Rogers told me.



Over time, as pharmaceutical companies made global businesses out of selling antibiotics, vaccines, and antivirals, the products became a symbol, for some people, of how germ theory had taken over medicine. Accepting vaccines came to represent trust in scientific expertise, Rogers said; misgivings about the industry, in contrast, might translate into rejecting those offerings. In that skeptical slice of the American public and amid the rise of alternative-wellness practitioners, Kennedy has found purchase for his ideas about nutrition as a cure-all.



Since taking over as health secretary, he has on occasion made that distrust in germ theory national policy. In his book, he wrote that "when a starving African child succumbs to measles, the miasmist attributes the death to malnutrition; germ theory proponents (a.k.a. virologists) blame the virus." Earlier this year, when measles raged through undervaccinated regions of West Texas, the secretary acted out his own miasmist theory of the outbreak, urging Americans to rely on vitamin-A supplementation as a first-line defense, even though deficiency of that vitamin is rare here.



But germ theory is key to understanding why outbreaks become pandemics--not because people's general health is wanting, but because a pathogen is so unfamiliar to so many people's immune systems at once that it is able to spread unchecked. Pandemics then end because enough people acquire sufficient immunity to that pathogen. Vaccination, when available, remains the safest way to gain that immunity--and, unlike lifestyle choices, it can represent a near-universal strategy to shore up defenses against disease. Not all of the risk factors that worsen disease severity are tunable by simply eating better or working out more. For COVID and many other respiratory diseases, for instance, old age and pregnancy remain some of the biggest risk factors. Genetic predispositions to certain medical conditions, or structural barriers to changing health habits--not just lack of willpower--can make people vulnerable to disease, too.



In their article, Bhattacharya and Memoli purport to be arguing against specific strategies of pandemic preparedness, most prominently the controversial type of gain-of-function research that can involve altering the disease-causing traits of pathogens, and has been restricted by the Trump administration. But the pair also mischaracterize the country's current approach to pandemics, which, in addition to calling for virus research and vaccine development, prioritizes measures such as surveillance, international partnerships, and improved health-care capacity, Nahid Bhadelia, the director of the Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases at Boston University, told me. And Bhattacharya and Memoli's alternative approach cuts against the most basic logic of public health--that the clearest way to help keep a whole population healthy is to offer protections that work on a societal level and that will reach as many people as possible. Fixating on personal nutrition and exercise regimens as pandemic preparedness would leave many people entirely unprotected. At the same time, "we're basically setting up society to blame someone" in the event that they fall ill, Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the pandemic center at the Brown University School of Public Health, told me.



Kennedy's book bemoans that the "warring philosophies" of miasma and germ theory have become a zero-sum game. And yet, at HHS, he and his officials are presenting outbreak preparedness--and the rest of public health--as exactly that: The country should worry about environment or pathogens; it should be either pushing people to eat better or stockpiling vaccines. Over email, Nixon told me that "encouraging healthier habits is one way to strengthen resilience alongside vaccines, treatments, and diagnostics developed through NIH-funded research." But this year, under pressure from the Trump administration, the NIH has cut funding to hundreds of vaccine- and infectious-disease focused research projects; elsewhere at HHS, officials canceled nearly half a billion dollars' worth of contracts geared toward developing mRNA vaccines.



The reality is that both environment and pathogens often influence the outcome of disease, and both should be addressed. Today's public-health establishment might not subscribe to the 19th-century version of miasma theory, but the idea that environmental and social factors shape people's health is still core to the field. "They're saying you can only do one thing at a time," Bhadelia told me. "I don't think we have to."
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The Social Cost of Being a Morning Person

Rising early is great for my productivity--and hard on my relationships.

by Liz Krieger

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




In my old life, I liked mornings, but I wasn't a "morning person." I would routinely stay up late watching TV or reading in bed and say yes to dinners that started long after nightfall. My relationship with mornings was casual--I'd occasionally enjoy a sunrise but I certainly never set an alarm to see one. Then I had children, whose needs demanded an early start, and I spent years stumbling out of bed at their first sounds, making breakfast, and building block towers before I'd fully woken up. Now they're older, which means they're less likely to need me before dawn. And yet I've found that I can't shake the early-rising routine.

This is partly because my morning hours have come to feel sacred: They're the only portion of the day reserved for just my own needs--and for a parent, that kind of time is hard to find. I also derive genuine satisfaction from my early productivity. As my wake-up time has inched earlier, I've written more, exercised more consistently, and been able to approach challenges with clarity, well before afternoon fatigue sets in.

But every transformation comes with a price. And mine has been paid in evening hours--those crucial moments when families traditionally reconnect after a day apart, when teenagers may be more likely to open up, when friends gather and marriages deepen in the comfortable darkness after responsibilities have been met. I have become a person who gives the best of herself to the morning and offers only the dregs to the night.

Read: The false promise of morning routines

Gradually, my early-to-bed, early-to-rise nature has shaped our household's rhythms. Mornings are my domain. I make breakfast, feed our three pets, and push everyone out the door. When my two daughters were younger, I'd make their lunch and walk them to school, my mug of coffee long drained. My husband prefers to stay up late, so he handles the evening-pickup runs, the printer problems that invariably surface the night before something is due, the random tidbits of adolescent info that seep out just as our kids are flagging. It's an efficient arrangement, but it has created an unintended hierarchy in which I get our daughters' foggy beginnings and he gets their vulnerable nighttime moments.

The cost of this choice feels particularly steep as my girls, now 12 and 16, have gravitated toward a later bedtime. Teenagers, as many parents know, are nocturnal creatures by biological design: After puberty, an adolescent's internal clock shifts by about two hours. So a teen who used to fall asleep at 9 p.m. may not feel tired until about 11. The urge to stay up late peaks at around age 16 for girls and 17 for boys.

One reason teenagers stay up so late is that they develop more of a resistance to what's known as "sleep pressure," the body's natural drive to sleep, than they had when they were younger. And right before teens finally do settle in for the night, many experience a period of heightened alertness called the "forbidden zone for sleep." (I've seen--and heard--this up close; several times my eldest has suddenly decided to audit her entire bedroom closet at 11 p.m., usually while on FaceTime with a friend.) What I take away from this: Teens are primed for connection precisely when I am running on fumes.

My daughters know I'm this way. It's become something of a family joke, being the mom who turns into a pumpkin at 9:30. (Last year one of them gave me fuzzy socks that say In Bed by 9.) But that doesn't ease the guilt I experience whenever one of my daughters shuffles into the living room at 10:30--ostensibly looking for a snack but actually testing whether I'm awake enough to care about whatever is on her mind--and I can't help hurrying the conversation along. I nod at the right times, but I don't always ask follow-up questions or lean in to the nuances of what she's sharing.

A version of this happened just last week. My youngest appeared in the doorway of my bedroom shortly after 10, wanting to sort out plans for the weekend. I tried to rally, propping myself up, pretending to follow all the details, but my brain was already shutting down. She could tell. After a brief pause, she gave up and said goodnight. I lay there, heavy with regret for having checked out just when she'd reached out.

My fading evening energy has influenced my relationships with everyone: my husband, my friends, my extended family. By the time the house finally quiets and my husband and I can settle in for a show, I may already be half-asleep. When we go away with friends or other families for a weekend and are firing up a movie, I'm inevitably the one who dips out early, missing not just the end of the film but also the long conversations or games that come after.

I wonder sometimes if this is simply a consequence of aging. Perhaps the trade-off between morning productivity and evening social capacity is as inevitable for someone like me as gray hair and reading glasses. But I suspect something more specific is at work--that in optimizing myself for the early hours, I have altered not just my sleep schedule but my emotional availability. The energy I pour into a.m. workouts and tackling a million emails before noon has to come from somewhere. That somewhere, it turns out, is everywhere else.

Read: The logic of the '9 to 5' is creeping into the rest of the day

Perhaps a middle path would let me distribute energy more evenly across the day rather than front-loading it into the morning hours. I've started trying, in small ways, to align my routine with my family's rhythms. My husband's travel schedule over the past year or so has forced the issue, too. A few nights each week, I have to handle the "night shift" solo. At first, I focused on survival--white-knuckling my way through the late hours, counting down until I could finally escape to bed. But I'm trying to reframe it: These are hours I can be present in, not just endure.

I know I'll never be someone who comes alive at midnight, but I am learning to stretch the boundaries of my days to let a little of the night in. The balance, I suspect, isn't about becoming less of a morning person, but about leaving space for connection even when it doesn't align with my body's clock.

For instance: The other night, at nearly 11:30, I was half-asleep on the couch when I heard my older daughter strumming the guitar; she's been teaching herself to play. Instead of just disappearing to my bedroom, I convinced her to bring the guitar upstairs and practice near me while I slipped under the covers. The interlude was brief, maybe 10 minutes, but it felt like a small victory--a moment of bonding, snuck in before I was fully conked out. It felt so good not to miss it.
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To Get Happier, Make Yourself Smaller

Self-esteem is overrated. The better path to enlightenment is through contemplating one's insignificance.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




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

Early in my academic career, I noticed that one of the most popular classes on campus was Introduction to Astronomy, a general-science course that anyone could take. The students all loved it--especially the non-science majors. I asked one of them, an economics student, why she enjoyed astronomy so much. She didn't say anything about stars, but she did say something powerful about earthly existence. "When I go into class on Thursday mornings, I usually am stressed out about my life," she told me. "But 90 minutes later, I feel relief because I am just a speck on a speck."

She was expressing a profound philosophical truth. We tend to believe that to be happier, we need to become bigger in our own mind, and in the minds of others. But that's wrong. What we really need to achieve both the perspective on life we need and the peace we crave is to get smaller in relation to everything and everyone else. When we experience our own littleness, we stop blocking our ability to see our life in just proportion. We can relax into a humble reality of not being the object of attention and criticism, and we can appreciate a magnificent universe without spoiling it with our self-absorption and petty concerns.

Unless you suffer from a narcissistic personality disorder, you know that, being completely honest with yourself, you are not the center of most things in life. Virtually all of the time, other people are thinking about themselves, not you, and the world would continue with little disruption if you weren't here at all. It is very possible that even your own great-grandchildren will not know your name. And yet, when you aren't making a conscious effort to recognize these truths, you go about your business with the illusion that you are, in fact, the focus of intense outside interest.

Arthur C. Brooks: The key to critical self-awareness

People care what you think and do, you believe--after all, they judge you all day long, both positively and negatively. Or so you think. This self-aggrandizing fantasy is almost certainly a product of evolution: By thinking that they mattered more as individuals than they actually did, your ancestors strove to rise in social hierarchies. This work of constantly comparing themselves with others made it more likely that they would pass on their genes in a competitive mating environment. You inherited their delusions of grandeur.

But this comes at a cost: Thinking about yourself all the time makes you miserable over the long term. Researchers have shown that such self-focus can provoke emotional problems, making social situations or task performance feel frightening and unpleasant. Self-focus is especially deleterious for people who by nature have high social anxiety: Neuroscientists have observed hyperactivation of brain structures associated with anxiety when these people are instructed to think about themselves. An additional downside is that self-focus makes performing skilled tasks less enjoyable. In a study of basketball players published in 2002, sports psychologists instructed one group of players to focus on their own performance during warm-up. These players experienced higher anxiety than others who were not given this instruction.

And the reward? Even success in hierarchy-climbing is costly. Primate researchers studying wild baboons have shown that the highest-ranking males have greater testosterone levels than lower-ranking males, but they also have raised glucocorticoid levels, indicating constant elevated levels of stress. In humans, stress-hormone levels fall among those high in status only when their position is stable. Personally, I know no one who has made their way to the top who feels the slightest bit secure about their position.

All of this might strike you as strange. Mother Nature tells you to do something that makes you miserable. And the more miserable you get, the more you do it. But Mother Nature simply doesn't care whether you're happy. She just wants you to ascend the hierarchy and pass on your genes. Happiness is your problem, not hers.

As I have shown in the past, getting happier very often requires you to resist your natural tendencies, not give in to them. The world is constantly inviting you to try to make yourself appear bigger in others' eyes and in your own; this fact underpins the entire social-media business model. The trick to finding happiness is to get smaller. Here are three ways you can achieve that.

1. Stand in awe.
 I have previously cited the work of the UC Berkeley psychologist Dacher Keltner about the importance for happiness of standing in awe, which he defines as the "feeling of being in the presence of something vast that transcends your understanding of the world." The reason that awe raises happiness is that it makes you smaller--exactly the feeling that the econ student was expressing about her astronomy class. But there are ways to experience awe besides looking at the night sky through a telescope. Keltner recommends spending time in nature, enjoying great music and art, and witnessing acts of moral beauty. Find what leaves you speechless and transfixed, and you will understand.

2. Seek the divine.
 A common theme in most major religions involves the loss of self through communion with the divine. In Sufism, this is called fana', or "the annihilation of the ego." The 13th-century Sufi mystic Rumi wrote about fana' in exquisite metaphors; in this poem, he compared his self to a "clear bead":

There are no edges to my loving now.
 The clear bead at the center
 changes everything.


Modern neuroscience has revealed how this works. With colleagues, Columbia University's Lisa Miller has shown that recalling spiritual experiences lowers activity in the medial thalamus and the caudate, brain regions that control sensory and emotional processing; this allows us to transcend our ordinary concerns and focus on deeper questions than how many people liked your latest social-media post.

Peter Wehner: Awe is essential

3. Quietly serve others.
 Virtually all of the many experiments on charitable behavior show that giving raises well-being--especially when it is anonymous, with no spotlight on your virtuous acts. One 2020 study demonstrated this in a novel way by studying anonymous kidney donors. The 114 donors were, on average, significantly happier than the general population after their donation to a stranger. You don't have to give away an organ to benefit from this effect--just give more of yourself, without expectation of acknowledgment or reward. That way, you are truly transcending yourself.

This evidence for the happiness-enhancing power of self-abnegation might seem like a repudiation of what we have heard for decades about the importance of self-esteem. At one level, this is true insofar as high self-esteem leads to pleasant feelings in the short term. But working this psychological lever is not especially helpful for a good and satisfying life over time, and indeed it can lead to narcissism, by returning us to the delusion of our own importance and the constant need to maintain a mirage that we are at the center of everything. The opposite approach--finding peace and perspective in smallness--is the lasting way to well-being.

So relax into the reality of your cosmic smallness. The plain truth is that you are a speck on a speck. But you're a lovely little speck, and beloved by a few other specks. That's a good life.
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The 2025 <em>Atlantic</em> Gift Guide



Wed, 19 Nov 2025




From our editorial team to you, welcome to The Atlantic's 2025 gift guide. We've curated a list of 50 unique gifts to bring joy to your loved ones this holiday season.

Someone Seeking Inspiration




Shower Sing-Along (Or Not)


Courtesy of JBL



Some people do their best thinking in the shower. For others, it's a key part of the morning ritual. And a few even sing (mercifully, I don't). To help with all that: this waterproof Bluetooth speaker. I wake up very, very early to co-host a morning cable-news show. Some days, it hurts. What helps is knowing that I can listen to something while getting ready. That can be a news podcast for an article I'm writing or the show I'm prepping for, or sports if I need a distraction. You can even play music if you do want to sing (again, not me).
 -- Jonathan Lemire, Staff Writer

$46.00 on Amazon

The World's Most Dangerous Film Festival


Jackie McGriff



Rochester, New York, the cradle of civilization--where they invented women voting and consumer photography. Consider taking a loved one on a trip to the birthplace of Kodak for an exciting weekend of art and adrenaline. Every year around the end of May, the George Eastman Museum, near downtown, hosts what is lovingly known as the "world's most dangerous film festival." The museum digs into its expansive collection of rare (and highly flammable) nitrate films and hosts a series of screenings all tinged with the thrill of risk. The theater could presumably burn down at any moment, but I imagine everyone is very careful. Last year, the museum showed Bugs Bunny in Technicolor. Passes for next year's Nitrate Picture Show go on sale on December 8.
 -- Kaitlyn Tiffany, Staff Writer

$190 for students, $240 for adults on Eastman Museum

Tea-Club Subscription


Courtesy of white2tea



Knowing too much about tea is a little like knowing too much about wine: It's annoying. Luckily, you don't have to know anything about tea to enjoy this monthly subscription from white2tea, a supremely low-key seller with decades of experience sourcing and shipping loose-leaf tea from China. Each shipment is dealer's choice: pu'er teas, black teas, white teas, smoked teas, and green teas in the spring. With your leaves, you'll get a little note describing where they came from and how best to enjoy them--the perfect way to let an expert do the thinking for you.
 -- Will Gottsegen, Staff Writer

$29.99/month on white2tea

Mood Ring


Courtesy of Ana Luisa



I know what you're thinking: You haven't worn a mood ring since middle school. But hear me out. This ring is whimsical, it goes with everything, and--unlike the one I wore in middle school--it's actually cool. That makes it the perfect gift for a friend or family member who wants a fun piece they can wear all the time.
 -- Rose Horowitch, Staff Writer

$75 on Ana Luisa

The Joy of Writing


Courtesy of Lamy



A blank Google Doc can paralyze even the most seasoned writers. In those moments (which arise frequently), I go old school. And I mean really old school: putting fountain pen to paper. The Lamy safari has just enough heft to slow my hand, and thus my thoughts. The scrape of the nib on the page--tactile, rhythmic--induces a meditative state in which, one hopes, the words will flow.
 -- Yasmin Tayag, Staff Writer

$37 on Lamy

Noise-Canceling Headphones That Actually Cancel Noise


Courtesy of Bose



In my experience, most noise-canceling headphones filter out white noise and leave the really distracting sounds--repetitive clicks, high-pitched whines, the loud conversation at the next cafe table--audible. That is, I believe, exactly not the point of noise-canceling headphones. This is the only pair I've tried that truly allows me to tune out distractions and focus on whatever I'm reading, writing, or editing.
 -- Rachel Gutman-Wei, Supervisory Senior Associate Editor

$429.00 on Amazon

Art Lovers




VIP Museum Treatment


Getty



Gifting a one-year membership is an easy way to help someone feel like a VIP at their favorite local museum. Terms and conditions vary by institution, but membership often includes free tickets, guest passes, sneak previews and extended hours, and healthy discounts at the (often very well-curated) museum store. A membership card can also, just by virtue of sitting in one's wallet, serve as good motivation to stop meaning to spend more time with art and actually go do it.
 -- Amy Weiss-Meyer, Senior Editor

Blu Murphy Art


Courtesy of Blu Murphy



My iPhone holds thousands of photographs of my 3-year-old son doing mundane things like eating an apple or holding a book while wearing Bluey ears. So, when I saw the artist Blu Murphy's "Red Line" series at the Eaton House in Washington, D.C., featuring Black children doing simple things--such as flying a toy airplane--I was mesmerized by the beauty, creativity, and innocence captured in the exhibit. School Leadership Award and Bobo's and Resistance are two of my favorite pieces, reminding me of my childhood, when the "bow bows" in my hair made sounds as they clinked together.
 -- Jenisha Watts, Senior Editor

Varies on Blu Murphy

Pottery


Courtesy of L.H. Griffin Ceramics



Pottery is the antidote. The more particular the better. A perfect mug lets you marvel at the creator's vision. But you can also feel the indent from their actual finger on the actual object, the spot where they left a swirl or pressed in the handle. You can feel it every morning when you drink your coffee, and remind yourself that human beings still make beautiful things with imperfections that a machine could never replicate. And that people working outside the establishments of commerce or fine art sometimes prevail. Two of my favorites: Washington, D.C.-based Lauren Griffin, whose work is inspired by 17th- and 18th-century folk arts such as gravestones, sailor tattoos, and scrimshaw; and Minneapolis-based Ginny Sims, whose work "nudges the medium into places where form and function combine and blur," according to her website. I have no idea what that means, but her work is beautiful.
 -- Hanna Rosin, Senior Editor

Varies on L.H. Griffin Ceramics

Artsy Hoodie


Courtesy of Philip Huang



There is an undeniable historical longevity to the art of dyeing textiles. It's a practice older than the ancient Egyptians. And yet humans manage to figure out how to remake the form century after century to suit their time. This bamboo fleece hoodie is definitely meeting the moment. It's part luxury, part comfort. Think of it as elevated tie-dye using 100 percent natural indigo. The fabric is naturally cooling and it's got a bit of weight, making it equally perfect for comfy loungewear as it is for stylish streetwear. 
 -- Claudine Ebeid, Executive Producer

$425 on Philip Huang

A Badly Drawn Celebrity


Courtesy of Sean Ryan



Conjure in your mind's eye how medieval illuminators drew lions--namely, in a way that made clear they had likely never seen one. Now imagine that instead of a lion, it is Pitbull. This is the basic vibe of Badly Drawn Celebrities. I figure the illustrator Sean Ryan has probably seen a famous person before. So what's his excuse? Perhaps every time I look at the print of (ostensibly) Nigella Lawson in my kitchen, I should see a woman so alienated by celebrity, she is as unrecognizable as that lion. I don't. But I do laugh!
 -- Drew Goins, Senior Editor

$17 on Badly Drawn Celebs

The Perfect Coffee-Table Book


Courtesy of Contemporary Art Museum St. Louis



I love to keep a stack of art books on my coffee table, and this is my new favorite. Favela's pinata-esque murals, sculptures, and installations spark pure joy for me, and this book traces a formative decade of his practice. It's unlike any other art book, printed on newsprint and packed with photos of his work, essays, stories, interviews, and drawings. It arrived in a package with bits of tissue confetti, and my 4-year-old daughter loves paging through it with me.
 -- Jenna Johnson, Senior Editor

$75 on Contemporary Art Museum St. Louis 

A Creative New Hobby


Courtesy of Blick



Printmaking is a beautiful and meditative medium, and inverting your vision to create an image with negative space is a rewarding challenge. While printmaking equipment and specialized techniques can be intimidating, linoleum blocks are relatively easy to carve. This set is a fun and straightforward way for someone to begin experimenting with their own prints.
 -- Matteo Wong, Staff Writer

$66 on Blick

Any Age




DIY Guitar Pedal


Courtesy of JHS Pedals



You could spend $10,000 on an original Klon Centaur guitar pedal--or you could build one for $119 with JHS Pedals' NOTAKLON kit. (It's "not a Klon" until you build it.) No engineering degree required: Assembly takes about 20 minutes and involves little more than a screwdriver. My toddler learned about how to follow instructions and keep small parts separate, and had a blast pouring goop on the circuit. When we were done, he got to hear an overdriven guitar for the first time. Pro tip: The sweet spot is at about 1 o'clock on the gain knob.
 -- Evan McMurry, Senior Editor

$119 on JHS Pedals

The Tube Man


Courtesy of Look Our Way



I don't need to tell you how great the inflatable tube man is; you've seen for yourself. He's flapping around your local merchants, wiggling his tiny arms and smiling his goofy smile and falling down, then getting right back up again. He is a magical, almost supernatural figure, which means you'd be forgiven for assuming that he's elusive. This is what I do need to tell you: Anyone--including you--can buy an inflatable tube man. They come in a number of colors and sizes, and can be customized with any logo, slogan, or design you want. Setup is painless. Children are especially delighted by them, but maybe your boss would like one. Everyone likes tube man.
 -- Ellen Cushing, Staff Writer

$34.95-$399 on Look Our Way

A Friend Magnet


Courtesy of Nintendo



For those well versed in video-game-console minutia, the Nintendo Switch 2's superiority over its predecessor is obvious: The system, which Nintendo released to heavy fanfare in June, offers significant technical upgrades. But for those who just want to play games, the improvements under the hood may seem minor, if not irrelevant. Consider this unique opportunity that a Switch 2 affords you: a way to entice jealous friends of all kinds to come over. There's a new, exclusive Mario Kart entry, you'll tell them; soon, they will arrive at your doorstep, perhaps with wine and/or pizza in hand, begging to check it out themselves.
 -- Allegra Frank, Senior Editor

$499 on Amazon

Movie Magic


Courtesy of AMC



Two friends gifted me this membership for my birthday some years ago, and for three months after, I felt like a Rockefeller: Suddenly, I could waltz into any AMC theater across this sizable continent, flash my fancy little QR code, and watch any movie I liked, for free--up to four times in any given week! I abused this privilege, nibbling on popcorn to my heart's content, eternally grateful to my two friendly patrons for subsidizing my cinephilic education.
 -- Valerie Trapp, Assistant Editor

$79.99 for three months on AMC Theatres

Keepsake Rocker


Courtesy of Pottery Barn



I've gifted these plush rockers to countless friends with kids between the ages of 1 and 3. My friends tell me that their kids love the rocker so much, they treat it not only as a toy, but also as a pet. Pottery Barn offers a range of animals (who wouldn't love a rocking Alpaca?). Unlike some wooden rocking horses, these have "fur" that offers a soft surface for kids still learning how to balance themselves. But they have a vintage look that sets them apart from other, clunkier toys. Pottery Barn will even personalize the rocker, making it a beautiful keepsake.
 -- Vivian Salama, Staff Writer

$189-$229 on Pottery Barn Kids

Delightfully Trippy Books


Courtesy of Bookshop



In this beautifully illustrated Japanese series, two sisters named Chirri and Chirra ride their bicycles together ("Dring-dring, dring-dring!") and go on fantastical adventures that are mesmerizing for children and delightfully trippy for adults. This time of year, my preschooler especially loves The Snowy Day, in which the sisters discover a whimsical icy cavern filled with darling little forest animals (including a clique of knitting foxes) and go swimming in a hot spring, dipping ice marbles into the water and watching them melt to reveal flowers that bloom and scent the air. Like I said, trippy. But delightfully so.
 -- Jenna Johnson, Senior Editor

$16 on Bookshop

Ice Cream, Delivered


Courtesy of Salt & Straw



I've always been an ice-cream purist--there's nothing better than a high-quality vanilla. But lately, I've been starting to enjoy the more adventurous side of ice cream: trying out varieties that combine flavors I never imagined would taste well together. Pint-of-the-month clubs, which several ice-cream stores offer, are a great way to try new flavors and gorge on the classics (some subscriptions let you choose flavors; others surprise you)--a perfect gift for the indecisive orderer or the resident sweet tooth in your life.
 -- Isabel Fattal, Senior Editor

$67.50/month on Salt & Straw

The Person Who Has Everything




Babas


Courtesy of Sabah



I got a pair of Babas this summer and have not taken them off. They're handmade in Turkey, stylish for outside, comfy for inside--I just love them. Crucially, they're an alternative to ballet flats and heels, which I think are a conspiracy against women.
 -- Sophie Gilbert, Staff Writer

$205 on Sabah

Dustpan-and-Brush Set


Eva Solo / Nordic Nest



What's more satisfying than making something so utilitarian so beautiful?
 -- Sophie Gilbert, Staff Writer

$79 on Nordic Nest

The Cadillac of Umbrellas


Courtesy of Davek New York



Expensive umbrellas really are better than the cheapo drugstore ones, but no one ever wants to buy an expensive umbrella, because they're afraid they'll lose it and feel like a dummy. That's why you should buy them one. The Davek Elite has a decadently roomy four-foot canopy, a light yet sturdy fiberglass shaft, and a flexible frame that's nearly indestructible, even in high winds. It opens like a hawk taking flight and domes like a Venetian basilica. Its handle is wrapped in leather that, I promise you, is nicer than any jacket you own. Most notably, it has a no-questions-asked lifetime warranty. All of this quality does not come cheap, but your recipient will never know, and that's the point--your gift is not an umbrella; it's the absence of feeling stupid, which is priceless. An Airtag helps, too.
 -- Ellen Cushing, Staff Writer

$159 on Amazon

The Perfect Black T-Shirt


Courtesy of Muji



In the world of black T-shirts, Muji's is your high-school best friend. It's known you a long time. Doesn't matter when you bought it. This T-shirt remembers when you ditched it for some cool kids after the prom, who ditched you in turn. Doesn't care. You can wear it slumped over on a bench eating a taco and you'll look like Lord Byron. It doesn't ride up and it doesn't hang down. Roll it into a ball in the dresser and forget about it for months: It comes out softer. The Muji T-shirt sends you funny reels from the kitchen while it's making you a tuna melt. You don't even have to wear it at all. The simple possession of this T-shirt completes your existence.
 -- Walt Hunter, Contributing Editor

$15 on Muji

An Impressive Nail Clipper


Courtesy of Green Bell



Earlier this year, based on a friend's recommendation, I picked up this nail clipper and was really impressed. It's a little pricey for such a simple tool, but there's something about the quality, design, and materials that make this stand out. A perfect example of paying slightly more for an everyday device that is pleasant to use and will last a long time.
 -- Alan Taylor, Senior Editor

$25 on Amazon

Money


George Marks / Retrofile / Getty



Maybe this is the wrong place to say it, but I've never really understood the whole gift thing. Whatever someone buys me, it's never what I would have gotten for myself--which I hear is precisely the point? But why would I prefer something I wouldn't choose to something I would? Even worse is when people aim for something personal, proudly presenting an item I mentioned offhand six months ago or one related to some broad category I like. I get it: We all want to show that we've been listening; we want to show how deeply we know one another. Unfortunately, human beings contain multitudes and are inherently unknowable. This holiday season, I hope my loved ones will have some epistemological humility and Venmo me at their soonest convenience.
 -- Faith Hill, Staff Writer

Hot Dog


Connect Images / Getty



One might argue that the best gift is the one that is least expected. Something someone would want but never would have thought of themselves. And wanting something is a matter of context as much as anything else. The person who has everything needs no gift--thus the dilemma. The answer: a hot dog. You're going to think I'm joking, but I am not. I am suggesting that you give your friend or loved one a literal hot dog. A glizzy. A tube steak. A red hot. A Coney. Get one, or make one, ballpark style: wrapped in foil. You can even buy it at a convenience store (but do so right before the moment of delivery). Put it in an insulated bag or even a small cooler, which you could wrap. If you keep it hot, I promise they will eat it right away--a gift for you to behold.
 -- Ian Bogost, Contributing Writer

Colorful Storage


Courtesy of HAY / Design Within Reach



To paraphrase Jane Austen: Anyone in possession of too many things must be in want of a storage solution. In the endless struggle against household clutter, Hay's storage bins are my go-to. They're stackable, collapsible when not in use, and available in a range of sizes. But more important, they're attractive enough to double as decor--you can stack them around the house and plausibly call them "design objects" rather than "the boxes where I hide charging cables."
 -- Dan Fallon, Senior Editor

$9-$48 on Design Within Reach

A Gift for Your Feet


Courtesy of Hoka



If you're reading this, I suspect that you, like me, are of an age when joint and back pain are a regular part of life. Your friends probably are, too. If you or a loved one suffers from washedness, I have the perfect gift for you: Hoka Ora Recovery Mules. As "recovery shoes," they're ostensibly meant to give your dogs a rest after workouts and runs. But they function much better as all-purpose pain-relief house shoes. And as mules, they offer a bit more out-of-the-house respectability than the other recovery slides out there.
 -- Vann R. Newkirk II, Senior Editor

$80 on Hoka

Adventurers




Binoculars


Courtesy of Nikon



Looking at the world at eight times its normal magnification very quickly changed my life. I received a pair of these binoculars earlier this year and have evolved from record-setting couch potato to fledgling mid-Atlantic naturalist. I use them primarily for bird-watching: These binoculars have enabled me to pick out flycatchers sallying out in pursuit of bugs, egrets and herons wading in tidal marshes, and the massive diversity of my region's migrating warblers. Owning them has transformed the edges of parking lots and public parks into opportunities to find brilliant, gemlike, fascinating wildlife. The lenses focus my attention far away from my phone, but I still get my app-based dopamine hits by logging sightings on the Merlin Bird ID app. There's no law that says you need to use these for birding, of course. You could observe bees while standing far outside stinging range, identify overhead aircraft, or spy on your neighbors--they're an all-purpose gift.
 -- Emma Sarappo, Senior Associate Editor

$145 on Amazon

World Candies


Courtesy of Lakrids By Bulow



The best souvenirs last only as long as you can keep yourself from eating them. If your loved one had a great trip this year, buy them a treat from that destination to replenish their stock. After a vacation in Denmark several years ago, my family became obsessed with a fancy licorice brand. The company sells an advent calendar, but if you want my recommendation, the classic caramel flavor is the best.
 -- Rachel Gutman-Wei, Supervisory Senior Associate Editor

Approximately $25 (converted from euros) on Lakrids by Bulow

Nanopresso


Courtesy of Wacaco



This espresso maker is a real marvel. The small, handheld canister contains everything one needs to pull beautiful shots. Just fill one end with hot water, measure out your grounds using the cup that tucks away tidily into the cap, pump the spring-loaded handle, and out comes a rich, dense coffee, crema and all. The Nanopresso is easy to use and eminently portable (it fits in my jacket pocket and goes with me on every trip I take). But the real satisfaction comes from the fact that you can understand how it works. There are no digital components, nothing mysterious under the hood (no AI!)--just the coffee, the water, and the pressure you provide with your own two hands.
 -- Peter Mendelsund, Creative Director

$65 on Amazon

Multitool


Courtesy of Leatherman



I carry a Leatherman Bolster multitool with me everywhere I go. There are busier and more expensive options, but the Bolster is slim in profile and cheap in price (I buy in bulk; they tend to go missing). To be clear, I don't spend my days fixing things; mostly I just use the knife to do the satisfying work of opening and breaking down cardboard boxes. However, new and unexpected uses present themselves regularly. I can personally attest that the pliers alone are handy for tweezing cactus quills out of a kid's bare foot, fishing bits of broken glass out of the garbage disposal, discreetly relocating a menacing spider, and straightening bent eyeglasses.
 -- Jake Lundberg, Staff Writer

$50 on Amazon

Pineapple Perfection


Courtesy of The Maui Pineapple Store



In the words of Cabaret's Fraulein Schneider upon receiving the same gift: "Can I believe what I see? ... So rare! So costly! So luxurious!" Well, Fraulein's fruit actually came from California; these distillations of Maui are doubly unbelievable in the dead of winter. It does feel a bit silly to spend so much shipping a gift you can pick up at the grocery store in the Hawaiian Islands, until you realize that you do not live in the Hawaiian Islands. Your first slice of this pineapple might make you rethink that life choice.
 -- Drew Goins, Senior Editor

$50 on Maui Pineapple Store

Folding Bike


Courtesy of Zizzo



As a last-mile solution, a folding bike is nearly unbeatable. It gets you to your train station, fits snugly on public transportation, slides under your desk at work, then scoots beneath a table at happy hour. Its smaller wheels launch you from red lights at speeds that will leave even road bikes in the dust. But a folding bike's true value is as a spectacle: Everyone will stop to watch you finagle your contraption. You'll arrive at your destination feeling like a pedaling magician.
 -- Evan McMurry, Senior Editor

$450 on Amazon

Home Cooks




A Lovely Grater


Courtesy of Jinen



In the era of the $18 cocktail, one is prudent to invest in improving happy hour at home, and I've found that the best way to fancify, zing up, and add a vaguely nutritional aura to a gimlet or a margarita is with a dash of grated ginger. Grating anything is usually a knuckle-threatening chore--but this stippled ceramic dish from Japan makes it into its own soothing ritual, turning a brown stem into liquidish gold with a few easy rubs. Maybe you could also use it for cooking?
 -- Spencer Kornhaber, Staff Writer

$18 on Jinen

Fancy Olive Oil


Courtesy of Yiayia & Friends



About a year ago, I mostly stopped bringing wine to dinner parties, unless specifically asked to, and started bringing bottles of fancy olive oil. It's not likely to be wasted yet lasts much longer than flowers or chocolates. Foodies will appreciate having something special for vinaigrettes and finishing drizzles, and everyone else will wonder why their scrambled eggs suddenly taste elevated. My go-to is Yiayia and Friends' Limited Love Edition, which I discovered at a beloved neighborhood shop, Salt & Sundry, in Washington, D.C.
 -- Jenna Johnson, Senior Editor

$48 on Salt & Sundry

Chunky Hot-Dog Plate


Courtesy of Gustaf Westman



A pretty pink cloud that can hold three hot dogs. Why would you need that? When would you use it? Are you hauling a large and fragile object to the ballpark? Surely not. Are you bringing it to a barbecue, insisting that each guest wait their turn while you bring the wieners round three by three? I don't think so. But just imagine. It's the dark of winter. The nights are long. You are filled with fear. And you are so tired of soup. Ah! In the cabinet you see something so beautiful, so fun, so decadent--so stupid--and so perfect. Tonight? Tonight, though the time of year for hot dogs is a distant dream, you are pretending. You are having three hot dogs on your hot-dog dish, because you have a hot-dog dish!
 -- Kaitlyn Tiffany, Staff Writer

Approximately $100 (converted from euros) on Gustaf Westman

Kitchen History


Courtesy of Toiro



Something I learned while shopping for my donabe (essentially a glorified clay pot) is that clay-pot cooking goes back thousands of years. I remain convinced that the quality of the rice produced by a donabe is significantly superior to the stuff you'd ordinarily scoop out of a saucepan or a cheap rice cooker--but even if you're not, just think about the history you're tapping into when you set this thing on your stove. Kamado-san, the $220 double-lid donabe, could be considered a kitchen extravagance. But could a millennium's worth of earthenware devotees be wrong?
 -- Will Gottsegen, Staff Writer

$220 on Toiro

Pasta for All


Courtesy of Marcato



Fresh, homemade pasta is both unbelievably delicious and, if you have the right equipment, unbelievably straightforward. Making the dough with a rolling pin is a workout, but with a machine it's quite easy. My nonna gifted me this pasta maker many years ago, and it's never failed me when cooking for birthdays, for family gatherings, or simply when I'm in the mood for a treat. This is a great group activity, too, for family, friends, and children.
 -- Matteo Wong, Staff Writer

$95 on Amazon

Leveled-Up Soy Sauces


Jasmine Huang



One of the greatest American cultural developments of my lifetime is the wider embrace of Chinese food--not just the classic takeout stuff but the B-side gems. It means ingredients such as soy sauce are readily available at grocery stores and ubiquitous in mass-market recipes. It also means many Americans are probably now ready to level up: You can, in fact, have soy sauce that's more flavorful and more nuanced than what's commonly sold. Yun Hai, a company that imports specialty ingredients from Taiwan, offers a bundle of unique versions that makes an excellent gift set. The experienced cook will love experimenting with them, but those who are helpless in the kitchen can try them too; the sauces add some grace to frozen dumplings.
 -- Serena Dai, Senior Editor

$105 on Yun Hai

A Beautiful Basket


Courtesy of More4Decor



What began as a questionable impulse buy has become a delightful, practical, and luxurious addition to my dining table. These baskets are stunning and they fold neatly into trivets! The rosewood is sturdy, and the intricate hand carvings remind me of the folk arts and woodworking of India. If only all beautiful things had such utility! I fill them with flowers, dried snacks, or sweets, use them to hold hot dishes out of the oven, and whisk them to various parts of the house--they're both portable and durable. It's a wonderful accessory for the discerning host.
 -- Bhumika Tharoor, Managing Editor

$44.99-$229.99 on More4decor

A Trusty Cutting Board


Courtesy of Teakhaus



My wooden cutting boards are my most-used kitchen items. From providing a base for chopping vegetables or seasoning meat to displaying a perfectly curated charcuterie selection, a great cutting board can do it all. And they look beautiful even when they're just drying next to your sink. Many brands sell a range of styles made from various materials and at different price points, but this one from Teakhaus is on my list.
 -- Katie Anthony, Associate Editor

$150 on Amazon

The Person Who Needs to Touch Grass




A Puzzle's Best Friend


Courtesy of Zakco Puzzle Boards



I love puzzles (puzzling is one of the rare times I don't feel the pull of my smartphone), but I have kids and limited space--a deadly combination for a delicate, surface-area-occupying hobby. A puzzle board not only looks elegant, but holds all of your pieces so that you can move it, say, from your kitchen table to somewhere less intrusive and back again. A spinner is an optional add-on because, as any puzzler knows, sometimes all it takes is a little change of perspective--or quick spin--to get you back into your groove. ZAKCO is a well-known brand, but I've found plenty of other good options on Etsy.
 -- Ashley Parker, Staff Writer

$299.99 (with the spinner) on Etsy

Romantic Candle Stand


Courtesy of Out Of The Adirondacks



Respectfully, young people will not do anything they cannot "romanticize." With this in mind, consider a Shaker-style ratcheting candle stand. You can set up a cozy night at home--of reading or knitting, or whatever pre-electricity activity you might choose--and then do it by the light of the flame. The stand moves so that you can keep raising the candle up closer to eye level as it is melting down to a nub. The description on Etsy says this stand is for decor only and not to put a lit candle in it. Okay. I think you can use it as long as you are careful. What's the worst that's going to happen? The candle is going to fall? Don't set it up near a pile of newspapers. And don't get distracted by your phone.
 -- Kaitlyn Tiffany, Staff Writer

$135 on Etsy

Globes to Behold


Courtesy of Mova



I'm a constant presence on social media, but sometimes we all need to look up and away from our phones or screens. I keep two Mova Globes in my office because a little bit of movement around me is a reminder to give my eyes a break. (A cat does that too, but I wouldn't gift anyone a cat without checking first.) They have a soothing, slow rotation--powered by sunlight--that shuts out the electronic world for a while. They can even help you think big thoughts about living on a small, crowded planet. But mostly, they're just lovely to behold.
 -- Tom Nichols, Staff Writer

Starting at $249 on Mova

Stitching Kit


Courtesy of DMC Fabrics



During the pandemic, I realized that I had lost the ability to watch television without also looking at my phone. The answer was simple: find something else to occupy my hands. And so I turned to cross-stitch kits. One of the finished pieces (The Great Wave off Kanagawa) now adorns my living room, and I gave my parents Van Gogh's Sunflowers for their kitchen. The kits include a canvas, threads, a needle, and a printed stitching guide. I'm now ready to be more adventurous and try harder types of embroidery, like goldwork.
 -- Helen Lewis, Staff Writer

$34 on Amazon

An Ode to Natural Beauty


Courtesy of Georgia O'Keefe Museum Store



"If you ever go to New Mexico, it will itch you for the rest of your life," Georgia O'Keeffe once said. Like many people, I fell in love with O'Keeffe's work when I visited the state this past summer. But it wasn't just her art that reset my mind: It was the love story between her and her surroundings. O'Keeffe restored a compound in Abiquiu, New Mexico, and lived and worked there from 1949 to 1984, drawing inspiration from the mountains and the colors outside her windows. I recommend buying any book of O'Keeffe's art or words for a friend who can't seem to get off their phone. This short book featuring photos and quotes from O'Keeffe about her home and studio in Abiquiu is a calming exploration of an artist's day-to-day life--and an ode to the natural beauty that's always around us if we look for it.
 -- Isabel Fattal, Senior Editor

$10 on Georgia O'Keeffe Museum

The Most Perfect Planner


Courtesy of Hobonichi Techno



In my desperate, Millennial desire for maximal productivity, no app compares to an old-fashioned paper planner. I've cycled through many variations and even more journaling techniques--oh, how I wish I were a bullet-journal girly or could artfully apply Washi tape--but for more than five years, I've returned again and again to the most perfect planner that exists: the Hobonichi Techo Cousin. It wooed me first with its layout, which includes a monthly calendar, a weekly view, and individually dated pages optimal for daily notetaking. But it was the crisp Tomoe River Japanese paper that captured my pen. The way it slightly wrinkles with use creates a satisfying crinkly sound that replaces the itch to scroll ASMR videos--and waste even more time.
 -- Andrea Valdez, Managing Editor

$65 on Amazon



Illustrations by Matija Medved
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Whoa-zempic!

The next wave of obesity drugs is pushing the limits of weight loss.

by Roxanne Khamsi

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Medical weight loss might be on the verge of a further revolution. For starters, people will likely have the option of taking a new class of medications that seem to have fewer bothersome side effects, such as nausea--which affects about half the people on Ozempic and similar drugs.

Those now-familiar medications target a pathway involving the appetite-regulating hormone GLP-1; the new ones target cell receptors for a different hormone, amylin. AstraZeneca, Eli Lilly, Zealand Pharma, and, of course, Novo Nordisk, which makes Ozempic, are all testing amylin-based obesity drugs. And if the increasing number of new weight-loss medications seems hard to choose from, you might not have to pick just one. Some medications in development, such as CagriSema, go one step beyond, combining components that target amylin and GLP-1 to make even more powerful drugs.

In a recent trial, individuals with obesity who took an amylin-based drug called cagrilintide lost about 12 percent of their weight over the course of 16 months. Those on semaglutide, the active ingredient in Ozempic, lost about 15 percent. Those taking CagriSema lost, on average, more than 20 percent. (By comparison, bariatric surgery, a dramatic procedure that reconfigures the digestive system, can cause a person to lose about 30 percent of their weight--but it comes with the possibility of serious complications such as hernias and life-threatening infections.) These new combination drugs are pressing weight loss far enough past the limits of existing drugs that the field of obesity research is facing an unprecedented question: How far should medical weight loss go?

Thomas Lutz, who is known by his contemporaries as the "amylin guy," has been conducting amylin research at the University of Zurich since the early 1990s, beginning only a few years after amylin had been isolated and characterized in pancreatic cells. Some scientists looked at the molecule with suspicion because it had been isolated in deposits within the pancreas of diabetic patients. Lutz and others helped show that it could reduce appetite in animals. But, perhaps partly because of the lingering mystery of why amylin deposits occur in the body, he found that the wider field took quite a while to get interested in his and other amylin researchers' work. "We were probably considered outsiders by many others in the field," Lutz told me. Most of his peers were focused on GLP-1, or leptin, or other peptides--molecules made of the same building blocks as proteins, but smaller. "Not many labs really focused on amylin."

The compound has been used as a drug in the past, Lutz said, albeit in less potent incarnations. Pramlintide, an analogue of amylin, was approved by the FDA for treating diabetes in 2005. The formulation degrades rapidly enough that it has to be injected before every major meal, though; cagrilintide sticks around longer and is injected only once a week. Pramlintide also doesn't have as big an effect on weight loss compared with the more recent array of amylin drugs. In one trial, twice as many people receiving it lost at least 5 percent of their body weight after four months, relative to those receiving the placebo. But that's a modest effect.

Amylin is just one of a bevy of hormones involved in metabolism that pharmaceutical companies are thinking of using as components in future weight-loss therapies. "Companies are kind of going down the list," looking at peptides that are secreted after meals and might have commercial potential, Kevin Hall, a metabolism scientist and co-author of the new book Food Intelligence, told me. There are drugs in the works that join the action of GLP-1 with that of GIP, a hormone released from the upper intestine, despite uncertainty about how GIP influences appetite. Some companies are looking at drugs based on the hormone glucagon. Others are investigating peptide YY, a gut hormone that signals to the brain that a meal has been consumed.

Because the body tends to adapt to drugs that depend on just one hormonal mechanism, combination medications that target multiple hormones should yield more effective treatments, Beverly Tchang, an endocrinologist at Weill Cornell Medicine who's on the governing board of the Obesity Society, told me. As the available combinations increase and the weight-loss effects presumably nudge up as well, the question becomes: How much weight loss should these medications aim to produce? "The fact that we have to ask that question is crazy," Tchang said. "Five years ago, we couldn't ask that question, because we weren't hitting these thresholds."

For many individuals with obesity who lose about 5 percent of their weight, their blood levels of certain fat molecules start to improve. At about 10 percent weight loss, their risk of heart attack and stroke typically goes down. When weight loss reaches more than 15 percent, some people start to see the resolution of health problems that often go hand in hand with obesity. "It's not that their high blood pressure is only getting better," Tchang said. "It's going away."

But not everyone sees their risk factors go away when they lose 15 or 20 percent of their weight, which is one reason doctors see a market for more potent drugs. Many people who are morbidly obese need to shed a higher percentage of weight to achieve certain health goals, which is why some undergo bariatric surgery, even with all of its associated risks. Of course, people who are less obese might not benefit from losing a lot of weight. "Not all of our patients need 20 percent, 25 percent, 30 percent weight loss," Timothy Garvey, an endocrinologist and professor at the University of Alabama at Birmingham who has led trials of amylin drugs, told me. "In fact, it's unhealthy for many people, and it's way beyond what we need to improve health."

Doctors often consider body mass index (the imperfect but broadly used measure based on someone's weight and height) to judge if someone is over- or underweight: A BMI of less than 18.5 is considered underweight. If someone's weight loss causes their BMI to fall below that in a clinical trial, the person generally has to leave the experiment. But social pressures to lose weight can be tremendous, and GLP-1 drugs are already available at online pharmacies, where physician oversight is less rigorous. Some doctors worry that if more potent combination drugs come along--at the same time that generic GLP-1 drugs are available--people might take their weight loss too far.

Since GLP-1 drugs have been widely available, people have used them not just to tend to their health but also to modify their appearance. Christoffer Clemmensen, an obesity researcher at the University of Copenhagen, drew a parallel between the excessive use of weight-loss medications and inappropriate uses of anabolic steroids to bulk up muscles. Without support from a doctor or other medical professionals, people using these drugs, or even more effective ones, could lose significant muscle mass, Michael Lyon, the medical director of the Obesity Medicine and Diabetes Institute in a suburb of Vancouver, British Columbia, told me. In some rare cases, people's weight loss on GLP-1 drugs doesn't level off. "They just keep losing and keep losing," Garvey said. "You are losing bone; you're losing muscle." Already, people who want to lose weight have some of the most powerful tools ever available. In the next year, they'll likely have even more options.
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Trump Told a Woman, 'Quiet, Piggy,' When She Asked Him About Epstein

The comment continues the president's long-standing pattern of denigrating female journalists.

by Isabel Fattal

Tue, 18 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.

"Keep your voice down."

"That's enough of you."

"Be nice; don't be threatening."

"There was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever."

"Quiet, piggy."

This is a sampling of what the president of the United States has said to and about female journalists during his time in office--and most recently to Catherine Lucey, a White House correspondent for Bloomberg. On Friday on Air Force One, Lucey asked Donald Trump about the Epstein files. He answered her first question, but when she followed up, the president bent his head down and pointed his finger, the way you might chastise a screaming child or shoo a stray cat. "Quiet. Quiet, piggy," he said.

Lucey had clearly touched a nerve. Two days later, Trump announced that he would endorse the House's vote on the release of the Epstein files, likely because he knew that the House had the numbers to do so and would go forth with or without his support. But this category of remark is part of a long-running pattern for the president: Trump's time in American politics has been marked by repeated attempts to insult and demean female journalists.

At the start of his first presidential campaign, Megyn Kelly, at the time a Fox News journalist, asked Trump at a primary debate about reports that he had referred to women as "fat pigs," "dogs," and "slobs." Trump didn't deny the accusation, and instead made a joke about how he said those sorts of things only about Rosie O'Donnell. Later, talking about the debate on CNN, Trump said of Kelly: "There was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever." And the president has repeatedly insulted Yamiche Alcindor, now a White House correspondent for NBC. At a press briefing about COVID-19 in 2020, Trump replied to her question about his prior statements on governors' ventilator requests by saying, "That's why you used to work for the Times and now you work for somebody else ... Be nice; don't be threatening."

The president's vitriol against those exercising their First Amendment rights is not limited to women. Today, during a White House visit with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the president said of the murdered journalist Jamal Khashoggi that "a lot of people didn't like that gentleman" and that "things happen," suggesting the journalist may have deserved his killing. (In 2018, Saudi officials lured Khashoggi to Turkey and murdered him, dismembering his body with a bone saw.) At a 2024 campaign rally, he fantasized about shooting journalists. His comments to female reporters, however, have another through line: Why can't you just be silent like a woman should?

Trump has an even longer history of denigrating women more broadly. This is reportedly not the first time that he has used the word piggy to describe a woman. Alicia Machado, the winner of the 1996 Miss Universe pageant, has alleged that Trump once called her "Miss Piggy" and made other demeaning comments about her weight. And the president's longtime feud with O'Donnell has included much public sexism, including Trump calling her a "big, fat pig" in 2006. (Most recently, the president has floated the prospect of revoking O'Donnell's American citizenship, a move that legal experts say would be blatantly unconstitutional.) And this is just how Trump talks to women, leaving aside the many credible accusations of sexual abuse and misconduct against him, which he has continued to deny.

When asked for comment about Trump's remarks on Air Force One, a White House official told The Guardian, "This reporter behaved in an inappropriate and unprofessional way towards her colleagues on the plane ... If you're going to give it, you have to be able to take." The White House did not provide any evidence of inappropriate behavior. "Giving it" is doing one's job, apparently, and "taking it" is being called a pig by the president for asking him a question.

If the president needs a political motive to treat women respectfully in public, he has one. This month's elections saw high turnout among women supporting Democratic candidates, and evidence suggests that young, highly educated women are becoming more and more disgusted by the MAGA movement. But Americans should also hope that their leaders are guided by basic decency at the very least. "The United States is now a nation run by public servants who behave no better than internet trolls, deflecting criticism with crassness and obscenity," my colleague Tom Nichols wrote earlier this month. Trump's sexist comments are an attack on women's dignity--and by making them, he strips the presidency of its dignity too.

Related:

	Misogyny comes roaring back.
 	Tom Nichols: A confederacy of toddlers




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's eye-popping postelection windfall
 	What if "America First" appears to work?
 	The Trump administration's favorite tool for criminalizing dissent




Today's News

	The House passed a bill directing the Justice Department to release all of its Jeffrey Epstein-investigation files, achieving near-unanimous support despite months of Republican efforts to avoid a vote. Last night Trump said that House Republicans should vote for the release, insisting, "We have nothing to hide."
 	Federal judges blocked Texas's new congressional map, calling it a race-based gerrymander. The ruling forces the state to use its map drawn in 2021, a major setback for Trump's redistricting push.
 	The Trump administration announced a plan to dismantle the Education Department, shifting its programs to other federal agencies.




Evening Read


Illustration by Isabella Cotier



The Social Cost of Being a Morning Person

By Liz Krieger

As my wake-up time has inched earlier, I've written more, exercised more consistently, and been able to approach challenges with clarity, well before afternoon fatigue sets in.
 But every transformation comes with a price. And mine has been paid in evening hours--those crucial moments when families traditionally reconnect after a day apart, when teenagers may be more likely to open up, when friends gather and marriages deepen in the comfortable darkness after responsibilities have been met. I have become a person who gives the best of herself to the morning and offers only the dregs to the night.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Advent calendars are totally out of control.
 	America has a baby-formula problem--again.
 	Tesla wants to build a robot army.
 	America is taking the train.




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Explore. Can you cheat at conversations? A new AI tool promises to improve social interactions but instead makes them worse, Julie Beck writes.

Watch. In September, Shirley Li recommended the most exciting films heading to theaters through the end of the year--some of which are out now.

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 Trump Administration's Favorite Tool for Criminalizing Dissent

Federal prosecutors have charged more than 100 people with Section 111 violations. Was their crime anything more than opposing Trump's immigration policies?

by Quinta Jurecic

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




The videos have become commonplace. Federal officers wearing masks and bulletproof vests subdue a moped driver in the middle of a busy D.C. street. A 70-year-old protester in Chicago is pushed to the ground by an armed Border Patrol agent holding a riot gun. In Los Angeles, an agent shoves away a demonstrator.

These videos capture the aggressive tactics of immigration officers under the second Trump administration. But they share something else, too. In each instance, following documented violence by federal officers toward protesters and immigrants, the Justice Department pressed charges--against the victim of that violence. Those three people, according to the DOJ, had all broken a law prohibiting "assaulting, resisting, or impeding" federal officials.

As the government continues to attempt mass deportations, that law, Section 111 of Title 18 of the U.S. Code, has become a favored tool of the Justice Department for painting opposition to immigration enforcement as a corrosive, lawless force. The Departments of Justice and Homeland Security often describe these cases in exaggerated language, even referring to defendants as "domestic terrorists," though the law has nothing to do with terrorism. Across the country, prosecutors have charged case after case in federal court--one against a member of Congress; one against a congressional candidate; another against a bystander who happened to walk by a protest at the wrong time; and, most memorably, another against a Washington, D.C. man who hurled a sandwich at a Customs and Border Protection officer, creating an instant symbol of protest for a city patrolled by the National Guard and other federal forces. I was able to tally more than a hundred prosecutions charged under Section 111 in recent months--and given the difficulty of searching federal court records across more than 90 judicial districts, my data are almost certainly an undercount.

Not every Section 111 case is obviously a stretch: Some court filings allege that protesters threw rocks at immigration officers or pepper-sprayed them at close range--seemingly clear-cut violations of the law, which might be charged by any Justice Department under any administration. There's even a decent argument that throwing a hoagie could potentially violate the terms of the statute. Still, though, instances where immigration officers appear to have been genuinely at risk are the exception compared to the growing number of cases where agents were scraped, bumped, mildly inconvenienced, or themselves attacked the defendant. The statute's widespread use isn't merely a sign of prosecutorial overreach; it has become an indicator of the administration's quest to silence dissent.

Until this recent spate of charges, Section 111 was not a particularly interesting or controversial law. It originates from a 1934 statute passed after the attorney general urged Congress to draft legislation enabling "the protection of Federal officers and employees." (In 1948, that law was further consolidated with a separate, extremely specific prohibition against assaults on employees of the Department of Agriculture's Bureau of Animal Industry.) Under the statute, anyone who "forcibly assaults, resists, opposes, impedes, intimidates, or interferes" with federal officials carrying out their job can face either a misdemeanor or a felony charge with up to 20 years of incarceration, depending in part on the degree of force used.

Over the years, the Justice Department has wielded the statute to prosecute cases of prison inmates attacking guards or irate individuals who committed such sins as poking an IRS agent in the chest or spitting at a mail carrier. More recently, it became a workhorse of the January 6 prosecutions: Insurrectionists who tried to fight their way into the Capitol were charged under Section 111 for shoving police officers or hitting them with gas masks or bike racks. A number of rioters faced charges under a more stringent subsection of the statute, Section 111(b), for attacking officers with "deadly or dangerous weapons"--including hockey sticks, baseball bats, and flagpoles. One man was sentenced to nearly seven years in prison for pepper-spraying the Capitol Police officer Brian Sicknick, who later died.

Read: The conquest of Chicago

By now those rioters have all been pardoned or had their sentences commuted. Since taking office the second time, Trump seems to be obsessed with reverse-engineering legal processes to subject his enemies to the treatment that, in his mind, he and his supporters suffered unjustly. James Comey and Letitia James, indicted on flimsy allegations, are the most obvious examples of this form of government by playground taunt: "I know you are, but what am I?" Similar reasoning appears to animate the DOJ's eagerness to transform Section 111 from a tool used to charge the Capitol rioters into a means of criminalizing dissent.

I first started to notice the flood of Section 111 cases around the anti-ICE demonstrations in Los Angeles early this past summer. Federal prosecutors there filed dozens of cases under the statute against protesters, organizers, and even people who happened to be walking by. In subsequent cities that have seen a surge of immigration enforcement--D.C., Portland, Chicago, and, to a lesser extent, Memphis--the pattern has repeated. In a prominent recent case, prosecutors announced an indictment of six Chicago-area residents, including the Democratic congressional candidate Kat Abughazaleh, for allegedly conspiring to "hinder and impede" law enforcement by standing in front of a federal agent's car as he tried to drive into an immigration detention center. (Last week, Abughazaleh and her co-defendants pleaded not guilty to what the candidate described as a "political prosecution.") Yesterday, only days after a fresh wave of immigration officers descended on Charlotte, North Carolina, the Justice Department unveiled its first Charlotte prosecution under Section 111.

But the Justice Department has charged prominent cases under Section 111 outside those epicenters, too. After the Department of Homeland Security tried to keep Newark Mayor Ras Baraka and several Democratic members of Congress from entering a Newark immigration detention center, Representative LaMonica McIver was charged for trying to shield Baraka from DHS officers in the scuffle. Her office has denounced the prosecution as "purely political" and "meant to criminalize and deter legislative oversight." (Last week, a judge rejected McIver's request to dismiss the case.)

Perhaps the most extreme example of specious Section 111 allegations may be that of Marimar Martinez, whom the government says repeatedly rammed her car into Border Patrol vehicles in Chicago before driving toward officers, one of whom fired at her in self-defense. According to Martinez's lawyer, however, it was the Border Patrol officer who rammed Martinez, telling her, "Do something, bitch," before shooting her five times. Text messages from the officer released in court show him later bragging about his aim. Martinez, despite bleeding profusely, was able to drive herself to a repair shop, where an ambulance took her to the hospital.

Read: Inside the Sandwich Guy's jury deliberations

If Martinez's story is disturbing, other cases drift toward farce, like that of the sandwich thrower or the D.C. woman who--in what the legal journalist Chris Geidner dubbed "The Case of the Scraped Hand"--was alleged to have lightly abraded the knuckles of the FBI agent who pushed her up against a wall to stop her from filming an immigration arrest. (The agent later joked about the injuries as "boo boos.") In both cases, juries were not impressed. Grand juries refused to indict the defendants on felony charges--three separate times, in the case of the alleged hand-scraper Sidney Reid--and petit juries later acquitted them both of lesser misdemeanors. Likewise, at least two Section 111 prosecutions in L.A. have also resulted in acquittals. The Justice Department has dismissed more than 30 other cases before they could reach a jury, in some instances because prosecutors failed to secure indictments. Such failures were, at least until this year, almost unheard of in federal court.

Faced with so many questionable cases, some judges are starting to lose their patience. In the U.S. District Court for the Western District of Texas, Judge Xavier Rodriguez dismissed a felony Section 111 case against a Honduran man arrested by ICE on the grounds that the man could not conceivably be held criminally liable for the scrapes on an ICE agent's hand after the agent punched a hole in his car window--a use of force that the judge found to be unconstitutionally excessive. The indictment, Rodriguez wrote, was "shocking to the universal sense of justice." In Chicago, Judge April Perry pointed to a string of failed indictments against protesters as evidence that immigration officials' claims of violence against them could not be relied upon as a justification for sending National Guard troops into the city.

There is often an inconsistency between the administration's swagger and its claims that its immigration officers are helpless public servants hounded by vindictive "terrorists." As my colleague Nick Miroff has reported, this tension runs through the debate about ICE officers and masking: Face masks are tools for transforming federal agents into menacing manifestations of state power and, at the same time, are supposedly a necessary protection against doxxing by activists. Section 111 is a perfect fit for that double vision, allowing federal officials to present themselves as victims of violence while enabling the Justice Department to turn the machinery of the state against the supposed attacker. This intertwining of power and powerlessness recalls Umberto Eco's description of fascist movements as defining themselves by their war against enemies who are "at the same time too strong and too weak."

Even when the Justice Department fails to win a conviction or embarrasses itself by filing an absurd case, Section 111 charges have proved useful as a way to make those enemies afraid. In an interview last month with the local outlet Block Club Chicago, the head of a community council in Chicago's Little Village neighborhood described how he and his neighbors had followed immigration officials in their cars, blowing whistles to alert residents of their presence. After the shooting of Marimar Martinez, though, the group had stopped driving around. They were rethinking their protest tactics to avoid accusations of violence from DHS.
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We're Thinking About Young Adulthood All Wrong

Twenty-somethings aren't delayed or doomed.

by Meg Jay

Sat, 15 Nov 2025




The notion that your 20s are the best years of your life is more rumor than reality. It shows up in songs, films, ads, social-media posts--but it says more about Americans' idealization of youth than it does about what it actually feels like to be young today. The 2024 World Happiness Report found that when American adults were asked to rate the extent to which they were living their "best possible life," those over 60 answered the most positively, followed by 45-to-59-year-olds. People younger than 30 trailed behind. Still, the idea that young adults ought to be at peak happiness is tough to shake, a cliche passed down by older people who know better. A 2021 YouGov poll found that the group most likely to think that their 20s would be their best years are 18- and 19-year-olds who haven't yet experienced them.

For 25 years, I've worked as a developmental clinical psychologist specializing in 20-somethings. Often, when I tell people about my work, their responses are dismissive or confused. They wonder what young people--without the challenges of partners or kids or mortgages or aging bodies--could be so unhappy about. But 20-somethings are the least likely group to have the things that make people happy and healthy: secure homes and careers, stable love lives and friendships. What they do have is more than their share of firsts and worsts with respect to jobs, bosses, relationships, breakups, roommates, and apartments. It's rough. And it's gotten rougher: Rates of depression and anxiety among 20-somethings spiked during the early coronavirus pandemic. Nevertheless, young adults have long been more likely than older adults to struggle with their mental health--at least since I saw my first client, in 1999.

Over the past three decades, adult sources of stability have become more and more likely to be realized in one's 30s rather than one's 20s. Today's young workers will have, on average, nine different jobs by age 37. Only about 40 percent of American adults under 30 say they find their work fulfilling or enjoyable, while almost a quarter say it is overwhelming (these figures improve with age). According to the Pew Research Center, the current crop of young adults is better educated and better paid than their late-20th-century counterparts, yet as of 2024, fewer than half of 25-to-29-year-olds were completely financially independent, and only two-thirds of people in their early 30s were--at least in part because of student debt.

The road toward occupational and financial security is long and winding, and this affects life outside of work as well. It contributes to the fact that, contrary to what Instagram posts may lead us to believe, young adulthood can be the loneliest time of life. Twenty-somethings are the group most likely to move in any given year--often to follow a job or look for a better one--leaving friends and support systems scattered. And with only half married by 35, young adults spend much of their life between families, no longer in their childhood home but not yet in the one they'll create on their own. The median age of first-time homebuyers, which was 28 in 1991, is now at an all-time high of 40.

Read: The one-size-fits-all narrative about your twenties needs to change

The uncertainty that goes along with not having adult sources of safety--and not knowing if you ever will--is hardly fun. The brain interprets uncertainty as danger. In recent years, researchers have discovered that uncertainty is a stressor that puts us at risk for a wide variety of mental-health concerns, including anxiety, depression, eating disorders, and suicidality. As one 20-something client put it, "I don't have a lot of knowns in my life."

What many 20-somethings do feel sure of is that they're falling far behind peer, parental, and societal expectations when it comes to meeting adult milestones. One 29-year-old told me that she felt like she was "failing" because she was single and didn't have a more prestigious job. A 27-year-old man explained his hopelessness this way: "People used to have a house and a spouse by now. I see it in the news all the time." So do I, in research and articles that persist in referencing the norms of 1975.

Comparing what's happening now with what life looked like half a century ago--an era that wasn't so great for everyone--isn't helping anyone. Neither is diagnosing generations and blaming their phones. I'm no fan of social media--nor are most of my clients and students--but young people have bigger problems. In a 2024 survey of university presidents, 86 percent named social media as one of the most important drivers of college mental-health woes, compared with only 33 percent of students themselves. Young adults were more likely to point to the struggle to balance schoolwork with personal, financial, and familial duties.

Telling young adults that if they'd just put down their phone, that'd solve things, or that something's wrong with them if they're not happy, only adds to their concerns. If you want to help a 20-something, have some empathy for the uncertainties they wake up to each day, and show them the data about what's ahead: In a 2022 study of adults in the United States, happiness and satisfaction increased across every decade of adulthood from the late teens to the 70s and beyond. So did every other measure of well-being, including close relationships, financial stability, meaning and purpose, and mental health. Importantly, this study, and others that have found a similar upward slope in well-being, include data from the earliest generation said to have "delayed" adult milestones: Gen Xers, who are now in their 40s, 50s, and 60s.

Young adults may no longer have work and love sorted out in their 20s, but they can use their early adult years to build the kinds of skills and relationships they will still feel good about as they age. This is what we ought to be telling them. They're not delayed or damaged or doomed. They're digging in. I don't expect my 20-something clients to have it all. I do expect them, and 20-somethings everywhere, to become happier and healthier over time, as they become more likely to have--and do--what makes people happier and healthier.

This message matters because young adults who have hope for the future are less likely to feel anxious and depressed. They're more likely to eat well, exercise, and set goals and work toward them. If you don't believe the hype that these are supposed to be the best years of your life, you won't panic when they're not. I tell my clients that if their 20s turn out to be the best years of their life, something has gone seriously wrong. Life can--and does--get better as you go.
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Advent Calendars Are Totally Out of Control

What began as a form of religious expression has morphed into a brand-a-palooza.

by Ellen Cushing

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




It is believed that in the fourth century, European followers of the still-newish religion called Christianity first formally observed the period in December leading up to the birth of Jesus Christ. They called it "the advent," from the Latin word for "approach" or "arrival," and it was a somber time, one for preparation and contemplation. In the sixth century, Pope Gregory composed many of the texts still associated with the advent, at least as it is practiced by Catholics. In the 19th, German Protestants turned the waiting into something more like counting, lighting candles to mark the days until Christmas. For millions of people, for more than 2,000 years, the advent has represented an opportunity to reflect, to anticipate--to make holiness out of the spiritual equivalent of standing in line, to sit in stillness during the year's darkest time and know the light is coming.

In 2025, the advent seems, mostly, to represent an opportunity to pluck miniature diversions out of perforated-cardboard compartments. People with even a tenuous relationship to Jesus Christ are nonetheless spending their Decembers counting down the days until his birthday; they are doing this by opening paper doors, behind which they are finding just about anything a person can possibly buy--tea, designer lipstick, wine, weed, chili crisp, cheese, knives, crystals, smoked summer sausage, toys for children, toys for cats, toys for dogs, toys for sex. They are participating (possibly subconsciously) in an ancient, sacred ritual by unboxing their daily thong. They are counting down to Christmas without compromising their gains, as Jesus would have wanted. They're celebrating the season the way it was meant to be: with Keurig cups.

The Macy's website currently offers many dozens of advent calendars, ranging in price from just under $20 (chocolate) to $955 (an assortment of goodies from the Swedish luxury brand Byredo). Williams-Sonoma has more than 20, including two cross-branded with the Netflix show Bridgerton. Burger King and Kraft Natural Cheese each do an advent calendar, as does Red Bull, though I gotta say, that one looks suspiciously like a normal 24-pack of cans. Sometimes, advent calendars cost as much as a small boat; sometimes they merely contain two dozen (very) small boats. Bonne Maman, the French jam company, has quadrupled production of its advent calendar since debuting it in 2017, and the calendar still sells out every year, a representative of the company told Modern Retail. Advent calendars have now gone so wide that they're not just for Christmas anymore--Hanukkah and Valentine's Day have both received the advent-calendar treatment, in a development that is wholly natural, if you think the point of advent calendars is to invent new categories of acquisition, or a bit goofy, if you think the point of advent calendars is to observe the advent.

Read: The luxury makeover of the worst pastry on Earth

Advent calendars as mass-marketed products have been around since the early 20th century, when European companies began selling simple paper ones, mostly for children. Their slow march toward secular adult indulgence kicked into warp speed about a decade and a half ago, when beauty companies began putting sample-size products into glamorous boxes and marketing them under seasonal names. The idea presented two opportunities at once: Advent calendars were aimed at loyalists but also roped in new customers unwilling to spring for a full-size tube of goo who might be persuaded by what they saw as a good deal on two dozen petite ones. The calendars' once-a-year nature also allowed companies to create artificial scarcity, drumming up excitement and demand. Most important, they provided nearly a full month of daily exposure to a company and its products--for the people who bought the calendars, and for whomever they were showing them to. Not insignificantly, this was shortly after YouTube was founded: Unboxing videos were one of that platform's earliest native hits, and the only thing better than a single unboxing is 24 unboxings in a row.

The unboxing videos are now on TikTok, too, and they follow the same format and offer the same thrills: surprises, ribbons, novelties in tiny, adorable packages. Everyone loves a small treat, especially one that feels like a deal. More and more, giving gifts has also become something that people are doing for themselves--I think it's notable that the very premise of an advent calendar, which one typically starts opening nearly a month before Christmas, means it's probably not a gift. ("A little moment, just for you," whispers the copy inside the cover of an advent calendar full of waterproof jewelry.) The season has morphed into a weeks-long festival of consumption, its own liturgical calendar's worth of shopping holidays: Black Friday, Cyber Monday, Boxing Day. The advent calendar began as a form of religious expression. It still is--it's just a different religion.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Gift-Giving Edition

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 3 p.m. ET on November 19, 2025.

If I have provided you with any factoids in the course of Atlantic Trivia, I apologize, because a factoid, properly, is not a small, interesting fact. A factoid is a piece of information that looks like a fact but is untrue. Norman Mailer popularized the term in 1973, very intentionally giving it the suffix -oid. Is a humanoid not a creature whose appearance suggests humanity but whose nature belies it? Thus is it with factoid.

So what of those fun, itty bits of info that are correct? In the 1990s, William Safire suggested factlet for the small-but-true fact (and The Atlantic in 2012 agreed), though minifact is sometimes used. And for the statements somewhere in between interesting and untrue--factini, perhaps? Start with five parts fascinating to one part wrong; adjust to taste.

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

Wednesday, November 19, 2025

Today's questions all come from The Atlantic's 2025 gift guide.

	According to Jane Austen, "It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of" what?
 -- From Dan Fallon's entry, "Colorful Storage"
 	From its beginnings to the 1950s, moviemaking was much riskier than it is today, thanks to what quality of nitrate-based film?
 -- From Kaitlyn Tiffany's entry "The World's Most Dangerous Film Festival"
 	A guitar pedal's volume knob controls the ultimate loudness of the output. What other knob controls the strength of the signal as it enters the device?
 -- From Evan McMurry's entry "DIY Guitar Pedal"
 	The name of what Romantic English poet is now used in adjective form to describe any brooding, enigmatic type?
 -- From Walt Hunter's entry, "The Perfect Black T-Shirt"
 	In the musical Cabaret, a character is given as a gift what fruit, which she assumes arrived from Hawaii (but actually came from California)?
 -- From my own entry "[REDACTED] Perfection"




And by the way, did you know that in some cultures, giving a loved one a gift of scissors or a knife is inauspicious, as it risks severing the relationship? I recently ran afoul of this when I sent kitchen shears to a friend raised in an Indian family; bless her for rectifying the situation by wiring me a dollar and thus turning the transaction into a purchase.

So if anyone buys the nail clippers that senior editor Alan Taylor recommends and suffers a schism with the recipient, let me know--we'll add them to the bad-luck list.

Happy shopping!



Answers: 

	A wife. Likewise, Dan writes, "anyone in possession of too many things must be in want of a storage solution." His favorite option is eye-catching enough to double as decor. Shop here.
 	Flammability. Kaitlyn is a fan of the annual film festival in Rochester, New York, that flirts with disaster by screening nitrate reels. Haven't you always thought that the frisson of mortal peril is what Meet Me in St. Louis is missing? Shop here.
 	Gain. Building your own guitar pedal is more fun and much more affordable than buying a nice one, writes Evan (who advises that the sweet spot for his selection's gain knob is at about 1 o'clock). Shop here.
 	Lord Byron. A black T-shirt from the no-frills Japanese retailer Muji is possibly the world's quickest shortcut to a Byronic air, Walt writes, even when you're very un-Byronically slumped on a bench wolfing a taco. Shop here.
 	A pineapple. You, however, can send a friend a slice of actual aloha--as I have done many, many times--thanks to a farm that delivers its homegrown jewels from Maui to the rest of the States. Shop here.


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 top-notch fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, November 18, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Isabel Fattal:

	The manufacturer Abbott once produced about 40 percent of the U.S. supply of a particular product. A 2022 recall by Abbott therefore contributed to nationwide shortages. What is the product?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's "America Has a [REDACTED] Problem--Again"
 	A U.S. trial jury is smaller than a grand jury--hence its also being known by what name containing French's opposite of grand?
 -- From Quinta Jurecic's "The Trump Administration's Favorite Tool for Criminalizing Dissent"
 	What is the term for a paradoxical anecdote or riddle used by practitioners of Zen Buddhism to deepen their meditation?
 -- From Julie Beck's "How to Cheat at Conversation"




And by the way, did you know that fewer humans have visited the bottom of the ocean than have gone to space? Depending on how you count, somewhere between 600 and 800 have slipped the surly bonds of Earth; only a few dozen have pulled those bonds as tight as they'll go by putting seven miles of Pacific Ocean over their head at the Mariana Trench's Challenger Deep.

Then there is Kathy Sullivan. She has been to both. Her trench trip was in 2020, and in 1984, she was the first woman to complete a spacewalk. She is now, rather charmingly, referred to as the world's "most vertical" person.



Answers: 

	Baby formula. The supply-chain disaster prompted regulators to explore ways to make the vulnerable industry a little less so, but Nicholas writes that a new recall from a different manufacturer is a reminder of how easily formula making can crack. Read more.
 	Petit jury. Quinta reports that neither the grand juries empowered to indict nor the petit juries empowered to convict have been particularly convinced by the Trump administration's cases against the people it alleges are "assaulting, resisting, or impeding" federal officials. Read more.
 	Koan. "How do you cheat at a conversation?" sounds as though it could be one, Julie muses, but it is in fact the value proposition of a new artificial-intelligence tool. Cluely promises to give users any answer they might need in a social interaction, but Julie says it only makes them worse. Read more.




Monday, November 17, 2025

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

	U.S. pennies are plated in copper but principally made of what other metal at the end of the alphabet?
 -- From Caity Weaver's "Pennies Are Trash Now"
 	What beverage is traditionally made of ground tencha leaves, prepared with a whisk, and drunk from a ceramic bowl called a cha-wan?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The [REDACTED] Problem"
 	Broken chains and shackles were originally intended to be held in the left hand of what American landmark before a new design replaced those items with a tablet?
 -- From Clint Smith's "Tell Students the Truth About American History"




And by the way, did you know that for more than six decades the United States produced half-cent pieces? They were 100 percent copper and stamped with Lady Liberty, who sported a variety of hairdos over the years. The coin was almost the size of a modern quarter, which seems big until you consider that at the end of its run, the half-cent had a purchasing power of about 17 cents in today's money.

Still, in 1857 it was deemed insufficiently valuable to keep minting--at 17 contemporary cents! Considering that the government is once again in the coin-discontinuing mood, the nickel and dime might want to watch out, too.



Answers: 

	Zinc. Penny minting abruptly stopped last week. The coins will soon drop out of circulation, and their composition--zinc is much less valuable than copper--makes them unappealing to recycle. What this means, Caity writes, is that those 300 billion pennies floating around are now Americans' problem. Read more.
 	Matcha. This old-school Japanese preparation is a far piece from the energy drinks and sugary beverages that new companies are marketing as matcha. Ellen explores the ramifications of the collision between matcha's tradition and its current world-historic demand. Read more.
 	The Statue of Liberty. The gift from France, Clint writes, was meant not just to welcome immigrants but also to celebrate America's abolition of slavery; he wonders whether the change was intended to make the statue "more palatable" to a wider audience. That instinct has never gone away, and it's the job of educators to resist it. Read more.
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The End of the American Empire

The historian Margaret MacMillan on the impact of the Trump-led American withdrawal from world leadership. Plus: David on the corrupting effects of lavish foreign gifts to Trump, and Charles Dickens's <em>The Old Curiosity Shop</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the recent gifts given to President Donald Trump by the Swiss government. He argues that the incident is yet another example of Trump's favor being won through personal gifts and another sign of how his administration has forced the United States to abandon its traditional leadership role in the global order, reshaping American foreign policy into something closer to that of an extractive predator state.

David is then joined by Margaret MacMillan, emeritus professor of history at the University of Toronto and emeritus professor of international history at Oxford University, for a conversation about what a "post-American" world order might look like. They examine the United States' retreat from global leadership under Trump, and consider whether the U.S. functions as an empire and whether that empire is now in decline

Finally, David closes with a discussion of what Charles Dickens' The Old Curiosity Shop can teach us about grief.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Margaret MacMillan, the eminent historian and scholar of international relations. Our topic is the end of the American empire. My book this week will be The Old Curiosity Shop, by Charles Dickens, and I hope you'll stay to the end of the program to hear that discussion. But first, some preliminary thoughts on some recent events.

I'm going to open with an ancient story that has, I think, some points of familiarity with modern-day Americans. I think you'll see what I mean as I go along. Well, let me start with the story. In the year 448 of this era, a Roman writer named Priscus accompanied his friend Maximin on an embassy to the camp of Attila the Hun. They were sent by the Roman emperor Theodosius the II, who reigned in Constantinople, the capital of the eastern domains of the Roman Empire. And they were sent on a mission laden with lavish gifts for the benefit of Attila: There was gold. There was silver. There were spices. There were silks. There was all the wealth of the highly developed Roman realms, all on their way to the Cross Danubian camp of the terrifying barbarian chief.

Now, at the time, 448, Attila commanded probably the most formidable military force on the entire European continent. It had ravaged the domains of the Western Romans, and the Eastern Romans were terrified that this weapon would be turned on them. And so they sent the gifts to propitiate Attila--as I said, gold, silks, spices, everything you could want. Priscus recorded his recollections of the visit, and that recording still survives; you can read it online to this day. He described what it was like to meet Attila, to watch Attila eat, and he described delivering--he described his friend, rather, Maximin, delivering a letter from the Roman emperor full of good wishes for Attila's health and prosperity, and pleading for Attila's grace and favor, a humiliating thing for a Roman emperor but necessary under the circumstances.

As I say, all of this is recorded, and it came to mind when I read the story in Axios of the government of Switzerland sending a delegation to Washington, D.C., bearing gifts for President Donald Trump: a personalized Rolex desk clock; a solid gold bar, apparently a kilogram in weight, worth $130,000, inscribed with the numbers 45 and 47, so it was the two terms of Donald Trump's presidency, so personalized to Donald Trump, the gold bar--nice touch if you're Swiss. And profusions of flattery and good wishes from the government of Switzerland to Donald Trump.

And, as with Attila, it paid off. Shortly afterwards, it was announced that the American tariff imposed by Donald Trump on Swiss goods would be cut from 39 percent to 15 percent. So if you enjoy your coffee in Nespresso pods, good news for you: The tariff on Nespresso pods will drop. Other Swiss goods--chocolate, watches--those will all be cut too. And good news for Switzerland, good news for American buyers of Swiss goods, good news for the world economy.

But as I read the story and recalled Priscus's visit to Attila, I found myself wondering, What do the Swiss really think after they buy Donald Trump's favor with a clock and a gold bar? Switzerland is a highly developed country with strict rules and standards of behavior. Swiss government officials do not accept gifts. They don't take gold bars. I don't know much about Swiss law, but I'm guessing that that would be frowned on by Swiss rules and by Swiss public opinion; they would not accept that their government accept these kinds of lavish personal presents. But in the United States, it seems to be okay. Does Switzerland respect the United States more after buying Donald Trump's favor with a gold brick, or does it respect it less? Is there--as there was with Priscus's account of the visit to Attila--a kind of quaint, mixed with the fear, certain condescension and contempt of people of a superior cultural level to people of a lower cultural level: barbarians who accept bribes?

Now, the theory of the gift to Donald Trump is that these gifts, the gold bar and the clock, will someday go to the Donald [J.] Trump Presidential Library, and that makes them legal. Remember, the United States Constitution forbids presidents--forbids anyone, but forbids presidents--to accept gifts from foreign powers, except with the express consent of Congress. And, of course, there are all kinds of anti-corruption statutes that apply even to the president where he can't take bribes and gifts. But the library has become a loophole, and it's to the library that, for example, the jumbo jet that the government of Qatar has given Donald Trump is supposedly going to go.

When people heard about the gift of the jet from Qatar to the library--when people who wish to defend Donald Trump, that is--they recalled that there's an old Air Force One in the Reagan Library in California. But that Air Force One, which was the plane flown by presidents from John F. Kennedy to Ronald Reagan, was decommissioned; it doesn't fly anymore. It's on the ground, and tourists can enter and walk around and see it as it was, but it can't be used anymore. It can't fly. But the jet that the Qataris are going to give Donald Trump to his library is apparently going to remain operational. And the idea is, yeah, it will belong to the Trump so-called library, but Trump will be able--and his heirs, in their turn--to fly around in it and to use it until such time as it too ultimately meets whatever fate it has. But for now, it's an operational airplane that has been given to the library, along with the gold bar, along with all the other benefits that are sluicing through Washington. The New York Times recently reported that Pakistan had bought itself a lot of goodwill and a lower tariff rate than India by splashing benefits around the Trump circle. There's just money upon money, gift upon gift flowing from all the allies and all the dependents of the United States into Trump's Washington, making many people very comfortable and some very rich.

This is not how a Republican system of government is supposed to work. As I said, the Constitution contemplated this fate and tried to forbid it. But that provision, like so many others, has just gone out the window. And it's also illegal for the president to impose tariffs. Tariffs belong to Congress. And it's also illegal for the president to withhold money that Congress has appropriated. The Supreme Court has ruled that the president cannot refuse to spend money that Congress appropriated. He cannot withhold the funds. He cannot pocket veto them. That's the law--in the same way that Donald Trump cannot spend money, he cannot say, I'm taking this money from the tariffs and giving it to the farmers or whoever else I like. That's a power of the purse; that belongs to Congress--or, at least, that's what the Constitution says. That's what it used to be. But, as I said, with the gifts, with the tariffs, the emoluments, all of it out the window. It's a different kind of regime.

The theme this week is the end of the American empire. And what I mean by that is not that the United States is diminishing so very rapidly in power and wealth. But the United States has always been something more than a system based on power and wealth. It's been an idea in the minds of people. It symbolized something. And that something has been very important and very powerful--it's part of the power and wealth of the United States, but it's also bigger than wealth or power. There's a kind of belief that people all over the world have had. It's a reason why people migrate to the United States. It's a reason why people who are not Americans still look to the United States with trust and hope when they get in trouble and they need protection against aggression or violence or domination. There's something about America that is supposed to mean more. It's an idea in the minds of human beings, not just battalions and divisions and entries in a Federal Reserve credit book.

The United States is, right now, amassing in the Caribbean the largest military force, naval force, seen in that sea since, apparently, the Cuban missile crisis--or so it's reported. Apparently, President Trump contemplates deploying this power in some way against Venezuela, a dictatorship under a crooked leader, for sure--Nicolas Maduro--that's involved in all kinds of bad activities, from money laundering to drug smuggling; associated with Cuba and with Russia. And it is hated by its own people. There's a lot of reasons why the United States would regard Venezuela as a legitimate object of concern.

But a military expedition against Venezuela would require, normally--again, on the same theory that the president's not supposed to take gifts--it would require the consent of Congress, and it would be wise and well for the United States to mobilize regional allies to join with it in any project involving Venezuela. The United States has always advertised itself as something more than just another big power that throws its weight around. It represents some idea of international law and consensus, and to demonstrate that, to make that vivid, when it deploys power on a large scale, it does so in association with others. The allies are there both because they bear risks and pay costs, but also because they create a legitimacy and so show, This is not just one powerful country or one powerful man acting out its wishes; this is some kind of representation of a consensus of many nations.

I think we would all have one view of what was happening in Venezuela if, right now, President Trump had gone to Congress and obtained some kind of authorization, had assembled Colombia and Mexico and Brazil and other regional neighbors to cooperate with the United States--whether they sent literal military forces or not, that they would have some stake. And if he were explaining his plan for the future of Venezuela, some system of moving toward elections, recognizing some kind of legitimacy, creating some kind of path of development so that the many millions of Venezuelans who have had to flee their country--the single largest number of them in Colombia, but in other countries too--could hope to return home, and a way to forge or rebuild a democratic and successful Venezuela for the future.

The plan seems to be just to either hit them from the air, probably, or intimidate them into replacing Maduro with the next thug in line--no elections, no authorization, no plan, no consent by neighbors, just an expression of dominance and force, as if the United States were some imperial power of the past, exercising gunboat diplomacy to replace this dictator, who's obnoxious to the gold-bar-receiving president of the United States with another dictator less obnoxious to the gold-bar-receiving president of the United States. That's a change in what America was, and it's something that everybody has to accommodate in their thinking.

When Donald Trump was elected the first time, friends of the United States could say, Well, that was kind of a fluke. It was a good run. And the American people wanted Hillary Clinton--that's pretty clear; she won by a big margin. Had Hillary Clinton won the Electoral College, the popular-vote margin would not have been considered an especially close one. But the system is ancient and glitchy, and it produced this one weird result. But the American people spoke in the congressional elections of 2018. They replaced Trump's party in the House with a Democratic majority, and then they ejected Trump himself in 2020. Everybody can breathe a deep sigh and get back to normal.

But it happened again. It happened a second time, and this time with a popular vote back behind it. And everybody--whether they wish America well or ill--has to accept this is really an expression of some kind of American preference, and if it happened twice, it can happen three times. And the whole world has to adjust to a new kind of United States, where the president takes gold bars, where the president's administration is perforated and permeated by foreign gift giving, and where power is used without much regard to what the formal letter of the Constitution says, and where power can be used--or military power can be deployed--without Congress, without allies to replace one dictator with another dictator at the whim and wish of the president of the United States. It's a different kind of country.

So regardless of whether or not American power, in any objective sense, is ebbing or waxing or waning, it's clear the American idea is ebbing. What America meant, what it means is ebbing and changing and evolving, and the United States is becoming something a little less special and a lot more like, well, like empires past.

When Attila died in 453--he died five years after the meeting with Priscus. The Huns left nothing behind. There are no buildings. There're not even any documents. We don't even really know exactly what language they spoke. There was a language called Hunnic that people refer to, but whether it was Turkish in origin or Mongol or what, no one really knows because they wrote nothing down. There are no cultural remains. There are no achievements of the Hunnic empire. It was just a system of attack, aggression, domination, exploitation, predation, and then Attila died, and the whole thing fell apart, and he's gone, dead. That's it. Nothing more to say about the Huns.


 The mark of a civilization is that it does leave something behind. It creates in its time and then it leaves behind something better for others to build upon. That's what we thought the United States was: not some extractive regime like Attila's, but an ongoing civilization committed to ideals, of which democracy was one, but many others--respect for the decent opinion of mankind. It's in the Declaration of Independence that the United States would show respect for the opinions of others, and that was said when the United States was small and weak, but it remained a factor in American thinking even as the United States became great and powerful: respect for the opinion of mankind. If you're going to invade somebody, you do it with some idea of making the situation better. You do it with the permission of your Congress. You do it in association with allies. You do it with a clear vision of the end state. Otherwise, you're just another vanished historical predator.

I don't think literally the United States is an empire, exactly, and I don't think it's on its way out, exactly. But it's changing into something I don't recognize anymore, and I think a lot of people feel the same way. I grew up in Canada, where the United States represented a powerful ideal of security and something to admire, something you could rely upon. I don't think there are many Canadians who feel that now. I don't think there are many Danes who feel that now. I don't think there are many true friends of America who feel it now. But I think there are a lot of enemies of the United States that feel relieved and grateful that the United States no longer pretends to be more, but has agreed under Donald Trump to be less--hence the gold bar: useless, shiny, gonna be put in a vault somewhere, not do anything except endure as a kind of memento of shame and disgrace of this once so admired, gleaming democracy.

And now my dialogue with Margaret MacMillan. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Margaret MacMillan is one of the modern world's leading historians of war and peace. Many will know her from her best-selling books about the beginning and the end of the First World War, [The War That Ended Peace:] The Road to 1914 and Paris 1919: [Six Months That Changed the World]. She has also written important histories of global conflict, of women in British India, and of the [Richard] Nixon-Mao Zedong relationship as well.

Margaret MacMillan has divided her career between her native Canada and the United Kingdom, where she served, among many distinguished roles, as warden of St. Antony's College at Oxford University. I'm very grateful and delighted to welcome her today to The David Frum Show.

Thank you, Margaret.

Margaret MacMillan: Well, thank you too.

Frum: Let me start by taking us all back on 101 International Relations. The lesson that we all thought we had learned from historians like you about the 20th century is that we tried to put together a stable peace in 1919 without the United States--well, they didn't know it was going to be without the United States, but that's the way it turned out. And that project completely failed: the Great Depression, Second World War. And the lesson that leaders of the world took from the Second World War is that stable peace depends on American presence. And that lesson held for, by international-relations standards, a reasonably long time, but it seems to be becoming unstuck now.
 
 In the Obama years, there was a phrase that went round about a "post-American world." And the idea there was: that would be a post-American world because India and China and others would get so big and powerful that they would overtake the United States. What no one ever seemed to contemplate was a return to your Paris 1919 situation and a post-American world because America withdrew. Can you reflect on that experience, the comparisons then and now, and what lessons we ought to have learned and seem to be failing to learn?

MacMillan: Well, I suppose what we should always remember is that any international order or any international system is only as good as the parties in it. And so, unless you have the most powerful nations in the world willing to support a stable international order, you're in trouble.

And I think where the League of Nations did have problems--I wouldn't agree with you it was a complete failure; I think it did actually do some very good things--but where it was in trouble was that it didn't have the United States in it, and it also, for a long time, didn't have the Soviet Union--two very big powers, indeed.

And the Second World War, I think, brought a recognition that, if you wanna build an international organization and an international order, then you've gotta get the good powers in if you possibly can. And so the United States under President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was very determined to get the United States in, to win over American public opinion, to get the United States into the United Nations and all the Bretton Woods organizations, but also to get the Soviet Union in. And I think that's what helped to make the post-World War II system work better, that there was a commitment by the big powers, and eventually, of course, Communist China came in as well.

Frum: We do seem to have, in the present day, a kind of American abdication, an American withdrawal, not just from a role in the system, but also from the rules of the system. Right now, we're poised on, apparently, the verge of a United States war on Venezuela with no authorization by Congress, no partners, no allies, no real stated cause of the war, and no idea of what the United States hopes to achieve. It's just acting like a pirate state. And again, it may all fizzle out, but it looks like there's a kind of completely roleless, ruleless American war coming.

MacMillan: I think you're expressing very much what I feel as well: that the United States is playing a role which we didn't expect it would play, because it has, in fact, played a very significant role in keeping a world order. And we don't have to agree with everything it's done--and I wouldn't agree with everything it's done since 1945--but it's been key in keeping the world on an even keel. And I think what's been very important is that the United States and other powers have obeyed the rules; there are international treaties, international laws, international conventions. They've also followed the norms, that nations behave in certain ways if they're responsible and don't behave in other ways. And we now see a United States, under this present administration, which really doesn't seem to care about any of that, that makes its own rules, breaks whatever norms and rules and ignores whatever values it doesn't like.

And once you get a great power doing that, perhaps the key power in the international system, then others will follow along. And we've already seen Russia beginning to abdicate any responsibility for the international order, beginning to break the rules, beginning to invade its neighbors. And we're now seeing a United States which I don't think is planning to invade its neighbors anytime soon, but is certainly not upholding a system where everyone is expected to obey the rules, and I find this very dangerous indeed. And in the case of Venezuela, it's not at all clear what the United States wants to do--that's the other worrying thing: What is their purpose, and what is their goal, and what are their plans? Very unclear.

Frum: Yeah. Well, a caveat to the question about not attacking their neighbors: Greenland isn't literally a neighbor of the United States, but there does seem to be a fairly developed plan to attack Greenland. I'm guessing that, as experienced players of the board game Risk know, that to secure North America, you need Venezuela, Greenland, and Kamchatka, so the pattern here is going to be a little disturbing if we find ourselves at war with Kamchatka. There are American troops in Greenland, under NATO arrangement, but the United States wants more and more and more, and aggression against Greenland would be a very feasible project.

MacMillan: I don't see the point of it myself, because the United States can get everything from Greenland that it wants. It's had a base there since the end of the Second World War.

In fact, it used to have more bases, but it closed a couple of them down. It can get whatever minerals it wants from Greenland. The Danish government, I think, is very willing to work with the United States. The Greenlanders themselves, I think, have made it very fairly clear in the last election that they don't want to become part of another empire. They would rather come out of the Danish empire and have their independence, but they certainly don't wanna be part of an American empire. And what I find about a lot of the Trump administration's policies is I just don't get the point. I don't see what they're gaining from the actions they're taking. In fact, if anything, they're creating pushback, which is, presumably, not what they want.

Frum: Yeah. Well, I think, in Greenland, I think I do see a glimmer of what they want. I think the American presence in Greenland goes back before the Second World War--it starts before the United States enters the Second World War, in 1941, with the consent of Greenland. Denmark was, of course, occupied by the Nazis, there was a government in exile in Greenland, and they welcomed the American presence in the same way that Iceland welcomed a British presence to keep the northern sea lanes free from Nazi submarines.

But I think the logic I do see is, yeah, you can mine in Greenland, but you're subject to Danish law, and it's hard to bribe people in Denmark. Whereas if Greenland were annexed, then mining in Greenland could be subject to American law, and as we see, America has a much looser approach to bribery among its leading officials. (Laughs.) That seems to be a motive. But as you say, otherwise, aside from the question of bribery, there's not a lot of point to it. Greenland is part of Denmark, and Denmark is a country where people can and do successfully do business.

MacMillan: Well, I think the same thing's happening with Canada. The United States has always had access to Canadian resources, it's had a quiet neighbor on its northern border, and we've had our disagreements. But why do what the present administration is doing and alienate Canada unnecessarily? I don't see that this is benefiting the United States. What it is doing is creating a lot of mistrust out there in the world of the United States and its motives. And once you lose trust, I think, it is very difficult to restore it.

Frum: I think this administration likes the idea of being able to do whatever it wants, regardless of other people. And in fact, that may be the real fun of it. It doesn't have to make sense; it just has to make the people running the policy feel empowered and dominant. Because in some ways, I think, Trumpism--and this goes back to the points I wanted to ask you about at the beginning--Trumpism is a psychological coping mechanism for feelings of weakness. I talked before about the post-American world concept that was circulating in the 2010s, and the idea then was China and India were going to get so big, America would seem reduced in comparison.

And so Trumpism is about self-assertion, but self-assertion on a much smaller scale, which is: We're giving up on Asia. We're giving up on Europe. We're going to have a Western Hemisphere zone of influence, stretching from Argentina to Greenland, that will be dominated--it'll run much more like a 19th-century zone of influence than like the American idea of a world order governed by rules. But it will be America's, and America will otherwise retreat. And the more boastfully America conducts itself, the less people will notice--I think Trump feels, and others around him hope--the less people will notice that America's actually reducing its position in the world.

MacMillan: Well, the Chinese will notice, won't they? And a number of others will notice. And I think you have a China which is spending more and more on defense; which is talking, really, more and more openly about how it sees a future role for China as a dominant power, certainly in East Asia, perhaps further afield; and a China which is, at least as far as we can tell, beginning to surpass the United States in very key technological developments. And so the idea that the United States can sort of pull up the drawbridge, even in the 19th century, that was becoming a rather old idea. And the United States has always been protected by two big oceans, but we are living in a very globalized world, with highly advanced weapons that can travel very, very fast, in some cases. The idea that the United States can somehow put a moat around itself, I think, simply doesn't work anymore. It hasn't worked, actually, for decades, since the end of the Second World War.

And I think, also, the idea that the United States can have a zone of influence--this whole idea of zones of influence, which seems to be revived now, I think, is a formula for instability because what you get is always the points where the zones meet, and you always get meddling in each other's zones. If the United States tries to dominate the whole of the Western Hemisphere, I would predict, and I think it wouldn't be a difficult prediction, that other powers--China, for example, which is already making inroads into Latin America, already building ports, already winning friends and influencing people--will continue to do it. And there will be points at which the Chinese zone of influence--in the Pacific, for example--clashes with the American zone of influence. And so the idea that you can have these neat little boxes and just ignore the rest of the world, it seems to me, is unrealistic.

Frum: Well, a lot of it comes from too much looking at maps and not a lot enough looking at economic realities. So the idea that Brazil is the largest country in South America, the most powerful. It's also a major agricultural exporter, like the United States. Its economy isn't very complementary to the United States; it's more competitive. If you're gonna have a Western Hemisphere behind high tariff walls, what does Brazil do for a living? I guess it can sell coffee to the United States, but who takes its soybeans? Who takes its beef? Who takes its other agricultural products? The Americans produce those. And the whole idea of a multilateral free-trade system is you don't make your partners your prisoners. In a multilateral system, Brazil can be a member of the American security alliance system while still selling its agricultural products to other people who need them, which will not be the United States.

MacMillan: Yeah. No, I think Brazil is increasingly selling its products to Asia, and certainly, the countries on the West Coast of Latin America are dealing with Asia. I was in Chile fairly recently and met someone there who had a fruit farm, and she told me that most of her products go to China now because the Chinese have an enormous appetite, with their population, for the products of Latin America. And what also the danger of zones of influence, of course, is that the peoples within them don't always choose to be there and don't always like it, so not only do you have, always, the threats from outside, the tensions with the other zones of influence, but you also have [an] arrested population who don't like the fact that they've ended up under your domination.

Frum: Well, that is such an important point; I'm very grateful to you for making it. Because, for those who wanna take pride in the American role in the world, Europe and northwest Asia, Germany, Japan, those are good stories; the Latin American story is not a good story. And even its best chapters aren't that great, and its worst chapters are some of the darkest chapters in American history and pretty bad even by world standards. You mentioned Chile. The [Augusto] Pinochet coup in 1973, it wasn't the doing of the United States, but it wasn't stopped by the United States, and the United States certainly had the power to stop it if it wanted to. And Argentina, possibly even worse, their dictatorship in the '70s, even worse than the Pinochet--I mean, certainly more crazy. I think the death toll was bigger in Argentina than in Chile, but Argentina's a bigger population, but there seemed to be a kind of sadism and cruelty and stupidity and insanity to the Argentine program, whereas the Chilean was sort of more cold and ruthless and purposeful, not to make that any kind of justification.

So those are bad chapters, and a lot of them have to do with, as you say, Latin Americans saying, If this is gonna be a zone of American empire, we want out. And the United States saying, Well, then we will back the people who will lock you in by whatever means they need to lock you in.

MacMillan: It's a very grim prospect, and what will happen in Venezuela? Will Maduro go, and if he goes, will someone even worse take over? There are a lot of very nasty people around him who, presumably, will have some control over the military, or will there be chaos, which won't benefit the very unfortunate people of Venezuela, who've already been through so much torment and through so much poverty, and so much unnecessary poverty? One of the richest countries in the Americas and it's been reduced to sort of a basket case by incompetent rulers.

But I think what the American policies are doing is reawakening the anti-Americanism which is always there under the surface in Latin America. And sending the gun boats, it's back to the pre-World War I period, or post-World War I period, where the Americans thought they could bring in Latin America under control by sending in the military. And it didn't work then, and I don't think it will work now.

Frum: Well, while you were in Chile, I was in Mexico last week, and I spoke to a lot of people about the Maduro regime. Now, the present government of Mexico, under President Claudia Sheinbaum [Pardo], is very Castroite, or emotionally--I mean, they run a fairly conservative domestic policy, but there's a lot of lip service to the glorious ideals of the [Fidel] Castro revolution abroad, and Mexico ships subsidized oil to Cuba to keep it afloat. So the government has, or the leaders of the government have, kind of an emotional connection to Venezuela. But most Mexicans have little love for the Maduro regime, which has sent 8 million or so refugees spilling all over the world. The largest group of Venezuelan refugees are in Colombia, and there's a big number that ended up in Mexico, as well as, of course, the United States.

But what they're terrified of is unilateral American action. They want some deference to the concept that the United States respects the other countries of Latin America. If you wanna intervene, do so in a multilateral way, get some buy-in and consent, and reassure everyone that the goal is to restore the Venezuelan democracy that existed before [Hugo] Chavez and Maduro, and not to appoint the next thug in line who will do business with Trump and avoid some of the provocations that Maduro has indulged in.

MacMillan: Yeah. No, I agree with you completely, and I think we've seen, in recent history, regime change doesn't always go well. I think great powers often have this illusion that, because they're so powerful, they can control everything. And it's a temptation and a snare. And you can't control events once they start to happen on the ground, and you don't always get the results you want. Look at Afghanistan today. I don't think any American government would have wanted what's happened in Afghanistan, but that's what they've got now; they've got a Taliban government again.

Frum: Let's go back to the year 1919, which seems to be such a mystic turning point. I think one of the things that Americans don't remember enough about their history--everyone, I think, is taught in high school the story of the U.S. decision not to join the League of Nations. But I don't think enough people, because it's a little technical, understand what it meant that the United States, in 1919--or actually, a little later: 1921 and '23--decided to return to its high-tariff policies that prevailed before the First World War.

Europe was ravaged. Europe needed to export. Europe needed to earn dollars. And the United States said, No, we are withdrawing. And in a way I won't go into here, for complicated reasons, that isolation triggered both the artificial 1920s boom in the United States, but also the 1930s Depression. And Americans remember the boon, and they think, Oh, that's our good policies. And they remember the 1930s Depression and say, I guess something happened on Wall Street, but it's very complicated. And they don't see that the two are linked together. But the people who lived through it understood that that must never be repeated. And so after the Second World War, the United States integrated itself with the economies of Europe and northwest Asia.

And now, it's 1919 again.

MacMillan: Yeah, it's sort of beggar your neighbor, isn't it? And we've seen these tariff wars before, and this idea that, somehow, you can protect your own economy--well, there are times when protecting your economy and protecting infant industries works. It worked for the Asian Tigers. They protected domestic production--for a time--until their domestic industries were capable of competing. But in the end, what they did is lower the tariffs. And I think the idea that you can protect your economy by putting up tariffs, especially if you haven't got the basis to develop industries, I don't know. Do you really think that Americans are gonna go back to producing things in fat, massive factories which are now being produced in Asia or elsewhere? Is this the way the American economy is going to go? I don't see it myself.

Frum: Yeah. And tariffs on bananas and chocolate and coffee.

MacMillan: Well, and the use of tariffs to do non-economic things, the use of tariffs to force political change or the use of tariffs just to punish someone you don't like. Canada got another tariff slapped on when the premier of Ontario did an advertisement with Ronald Reagan's making a speech that President Trump didn't like.

Frum: Yeah. Well, that sends a message to the world, and this is something we need to underscore, that one of the ways that the United States is going backwards is, in those years from the end of the Second World War to Trump, there was a thing called the United States that was bigger and different from the president of the moment, and that in many, many important areas of the United States' relationships with the world, it didn't matter that much who was president. NATO went on being NATO. The U.S.-Japan arrangement went on being the--sometimes it was a little bumpier, sometimes a little smoother. And sometimes there was some difference, that sometimes Democrats were more comfortable with one country than another, and the Republicans were more comfortable with one country than another. But basically, you did not depend on the moods of the president. And that's also part of going backwards. It makes the United States feel more like a semi-developed country that the moods of the president matter so much.

MacMillan: Or an absolute monarchy. I've always found it an irony that the United States had a revolution in the 18th century to get rid of a king, and they've ended up--and long before this president--they've ended up with a president who has more powers than poor old George III, who was king at the time in England, ever had.

But I think what always gave the United States a lot of strength--it was, by far, the biggest economic power in the world after the Second World War, and it was the major military power; it had assets that the Soviet Union couldn't even begin to compete with. But what gave it a great deal of influence, I think, was the fact that people looked up to it; they thought the United States represented a better kind of society, a better kind of politics, a hope for the world.

I think, also, a lot of people had a belief that, if the United States makes a mistake, as all nations do, it will correct itself because that's what democracies can do. And so what the United States had, and I think there was a very wise--I think he was from one of the Scandinavian countries, a historian called Geir Lundestad, and he said the Americans built an "empire by invitation." And it was the invitation coming from the people who wanted to be part of it. The Western European countries wanted American leadership; they wanted American protection. And the Japanese did too, a number of Asian countries. So this gave the United States tremendous power, far more than the Soviet Union ever had. The Soviet Union's empire was empire by sheer brute force, and as soon as people could get out, they did, whereas the United States had great moral authority, as well as great power.

And that, I see, is something that it really is losing now. And it seems to me, again, extraordinary that a power would throw away obvious advantages. And what I'm struck [by], also, is that a great power--and I've asked all my fellow historians about this, and we can't think of other examples--a great power would throw away dependable allies. You get rid of the ones you can't count on. But getting rid of the dependable ones, like Denmark, like Canada, why would you do it? It doesn't gain you anything, really.

Frum: It's so imbecile that when you try to think, Is there something deeper going on?, as I said, the theory that I come to is this is a coping mechanism. What is happening to the United States is retreat under pressure, that many in American life feel they can't compete with new rivals--China and India--they're retreating, but in order to conceal their retreat, especially from themselves, that they then are more boastful, more obnoxious, more aggressive.

But as you say, where power meets power, the United States suddenly isn't there. If you're Vietnam or Indonesia, the United States was the most important factor in your life in 1995. Since 1995, there's been more and more competition, and that competition seems to be ending on Chinese terms, that the United States is receding from those places. And indeed now, after--you never know whether these things last, but at least as of this speaking, Trump's latest mood swing has tariffs on Vietnam higher than the tariffs on China. So what's the message to them?

MacMillan: Well, I don't get it, because we know that Vietnam has a long and complicated history with China. It was part of the Chinese empire for a thousand years and then broke free. And the Chinese have never been regarded in Vietnam as, I'm exaggerating, but they've usually been regarded as not a very benevolent power, something the Vietnamese want to steer clear of. And the Vietnamese, in spite of the Vietnam War--and this is, I think, quite extraordinary--really look to the United States, admired the United States, have traded with the United States, and yet the United States policies at the moment seem to be driving them towards China, which, I suspect, is not where the Vietnamese leadership or the Vietnamese people want to go. But it's a result of American policies. And the Americans are doing the same thing to South Korea. That raid on the factory, when the technicians were rounded up and accused of being illegal immigrants, this was a factory being built by--it was Hyundai, I think, wasn't it? They're being built in the United States.

Frum: I forget which firm, but it was more than 300 people, I believe, were detained and without warrants and under inhospitable conditions, and--

MacMillan: Yeah. And that did not go down well in South Korea. The South Korean press there covered it. And the Japanese, again, I think, who have been firmly in the American camp, are now finding themselves sort of pushed at arms length. So, again, I don't get it. I think your explanation that, perhaps, it's a way of covering up a sense of unease may be part of the story. I just don't see what the United States is getting out of it.

Frum: Well, the new South Korean president made his first trip abroad to Tokyo. He came to power in June, made his first foreign trip to Tokyo--unheard of. Every South Korean president since the coming of the democratic regime has made the first visit to Washington. As you know well, the Japan-South Korea relationship is fraught. South Korea was a Japanese colony for a long time, and it was a very brutal occupation. And South Koreans looked to the United States as their protector, principally against North Korea and China, but not a little also against Japan. And now they're having to make the best deal they could, because, again, the United States just seems gone.

MacMillan: Yeah. And, again, I speak as a Canadian--you're Canadian too, and you've been in Canada recently--but the shock. It's just shock and disbelief, actually: What have we done to deserve this? And I was in Oshawa fairly recently, and people there said, Everything has shifted. Things we took for granted has just changed. And I said, Do you think it'll go back? One of the people I was talking to said, No. Once things shift like this, they don't go back easily. And it doesn't help that we seem to have an American ambassador in Ottawa who behaved like sort of a kindergarten teacher, ticking us off the whole time and telling us to behave better.

Frum: Yes, a former congressman from Michigan, so somebody who should know better, you would think.

MacMillan: Yeah, I know. I'm surprised because--but he did the same thing, I gather, in the Netherlands, so perhaps this is just a characteristic.

Frum: Or maybe they're chosen for obnoxiousness.

Canada's had a very peculiar kind of national--it's vast terrain, not a big population, never been a major military power, although it certainly has a very distinguished chapter of military history in two world wars, but always in alliance with others. But Canada's always benefited from a security guarantee from the great power of the day. And so, in the 19th century, one of the ways--I think a lot about the compare and contrast of Canadian and Mexican history, that even though Canada was also on the American border and even though it also was, at interval, subject to depredations, that the Americans always knew, ultimately, behind Canada in the 19th century stands Great Britain, which is the dominant military power in the world, certainly the dominant naval power. So handle with care.

And then Canada seamlessly transitioned from British protection to American protection. And it's a shock to the national outlook that the British protection is long gone, and the American protection has been withdrawn, and they're now meeting their neighbor that is behaving to Canada the way it's behaved to many of its Latin American neighbors. And it's building the same kind of feelings in Canada, and pushing, I think, in my opinion, Canada to some destructive ideas about being more self-sufficient in industry which are not feasible, but which, certainly, are emotionally appealing.

MacMillan: It'll be interesting to see how far it goes. I think what Canada is doing, something that perhaps it should have done before, is it's upping its defense spending and it's thinking more about how it can find partners elsewhere. It's been very comfortable to be protected by great powers--not always, but it has, on the whole, been comfortable. And I think we've got used to it, and I think we got used to the idea that we didn't need to do much to defend ourselves because Britain or the United States would always be there. And now we really are having to think about where we fit in the world and how we deal with our situation in the world. And I think, certainly, our prime minister has been paying more attention to the Europeans, and he's also been going to Asia. And I think this is something that, perhaps, is necessary. But it's going to be a very hard adjustment for Canada.

Frum: I was gonna ask you a question drawing on your academic expertise. So you are both an historian and a teacher of international relations, two disciplines that normally are engaged in a constant--speaking of clashing zones of interest--the historians always saying, The international-relations people with their models and their generalities, and the historians saying, No, it's different. There's an academic game, I think, of lumpers and splitters, and international-relations people are lumpers and historians are splitters. So drawing on both those clashing zones of expertise, do you think it's meaningful to ask the question: "Was, is the United States an empire?" And if it's a meaningful question, how would you answer it?

MacMillan: It's always worth asking those sorts of questions because we got used to the idea the empire was dead and gone. The winding up of the European empires after the Second World War, we thought then, Well, that's it. We won't have that again. We should have looked more closely at Russia--or the Soviet Union, as it was--because it remained an empire, and it's still an empire today, in fact: one ethnicity ruling over a lot of other ethnicities who don't necessarily want to be there. But I think [the] empire never really disappeared; we simply got informal empires--or we got, in the case of China, the Chinese moving into Tibet and absorbing, or attempting to absorb, Tibetan culture into Chinese culture. So I think empires never really disappeared, and we're seeing it back again with a vengeance.

Frum: You didn't answer the question, though.

MacMillan: Of what? That--is--

Frum: Was, is the United States an empire?

MacMillan: --United States an empire? Yes, I think it was. It behaved like an empire. Well, look, I don't think empires are necessarily malevolent. The Roman Empire had both good and bad things about it. The people within the Roman Empire got stability and security, and people far more moved into the Roman Empire than moved out, because of that. The Austro-Hungarian empire managed to provide stability for a lot of different ethnicities, religions, peoples. And so empires can bring a lot of peoples together. It depends how they're ruled. It depends whether--in our day, we'd prefer that they have more democracy. But the United States has certainly ruled over other people who are not what Americans would consider Americans. The fact they never made Puerto Rico a state, I think, indicates something of the American attitude, that they don't really regard Puerto Ricans as being fully Americans in the sense that they define it. And the United States has behaved like an empire in the Caribbean. It's behaved like an empire in Mexico, to actually absorb large bits of Mexico, conquering them and bringing in people. So I would say the United States has been an empire and, in many ways, still behaves like an empire, not that Americans would probably agree with me.

Frum: If it was or if it is, what would it mean for that empire to end, and how would we know?

MacMillan: How do we know when empires end? When the peoples who are in the empire no longer want to be part of it, and they leave or they rebel. The British empire was based partly on force, but also on consent from a lot of the people who were being ruled over, because they saw no alternative. And once the British themselves, once Britain began to weaken, and once it began to become less willing to bear the costs of empire, 'cause empires can be expensive, then the number of the peoples within the British empire saw a chance to seize their independence. We did, as Canadians; we were already moving to independence, and we achieved it fully, I would argue, in 1930. But India, Indian politicians, nationalists led by [Mahatma] Ghandi, saw an opportunity during and after the Second World War, and India became independent. So you decide the price of being in the empire is not worth it any longer, you're not getting anything out of it, you see a chance for independence, and you see the imperial power weakening.

So will the United States begin to see parts wanting to break away? I don't know. The Hawaiian Islands were brought into the American empire, but they seem to be content as a state.

But will the countries of Central America, the Caribbean begin to push against the United States? Not at the moment, when the United States still was powerful in its own neighborhood.

Frum: Yeah, I think the United States will always remain powerful in its own neighborhood. I'm not sure how I would answer that question. I've thought about it a lot, and I have a complicated answer and not a completely useful one, but what does seem to be happening is that the network, the latticework of agreements on which American power was based since World War II, those seem to be dissolving. And the American presence, which reached its apogee in the 1990s and early 2000s, it seems to be in retreat, and it's moving fast. And your point about the empire of invitation, a lot of the British empire in India grew because, basically, the British offered a better deal to people in India than the previous rulers had done--more security at lower cost. And local landed and mercantile elite said, I like the British deal of security at cost better than I like the old previous Mughal deal, and anyway, the Mughal deal's no longer available. They've cracked up. Their power's gone. So if I want security, the British are offering a lot of security at a reasonable price. I'll take it. And then that lasted as long as it lasted, and then local elite said, You know what? We don't want the British here anymore. And then everyone discovered the British had always been there only because the Indians put up with them, and the moment the Indians decided not to put up with them, the British had to go.


 But I think there's something like that, that the United States has offered these guarantees to everybody, and it's cost the U.S. Treasury military spending, but it's benefited the American economy enormously. But Trump's theory is the American economy doesn't benefit--he's wrong, but he believes that--and so, therefore, why should the Treasury pay for the military costs, which are much less than the economic benefits? And so it all begins to shrink and wither, and everybody has to then make their own independent arrangements. And some people have no choice. Canada has no choice. Mexico may have a little bit more choice than it thinks, although Mexico has to worry about American violence in a way, direct violence, in a way that it suffered before and may suffer again.

MacMillan: Yeah. I think a lot of Americans forget just how much of the southern United States was once Mexican. The Mexicans don't forget it. But I think you're right. I think you get some people within empires. I's partly a confidence trick--I think that's what George Orwell said--that the people who rule it believe they have the right to rule; the people who are ruled accept that.

But I think what also begins to change empires is when you get the notion of self-determination and democracy and people within empires who have put up with rule because they've always put up with rule from different rulers--they've never had a say in who the rulers are--suddenly begin to think they should. And I think that also made a difference in countries like India, is that the idea that the Indians themselves should choose their own rulers, which hadn't happened in the past and hadn't happened with the British, now began to take root. And ideas can be, as we know, can be very, very powerful.

Frum: Well, if the American arrangement, or whatever system, is receding, some people will be sad. The allies in continental Europe will be sad. Canadians will certainly be sad. Some people will be relieved. I think many in South America will be relieved. But many, like in Southeast Asia--Vietnam, Malaysia--[will say], We'll just have to make our new deal with the new arrangement. That's the eternity of politics, and there seemed to be this moment when the United States offered us a world built by law, but they rejected law even for themselves, and they certainly can't give the benefit of law to us. And so we have to make our own new deal with our own new regional overlords, whoever they may be--China or India.

MacMillan: Yeah, and it's very difficult to see how it will shape out. Will the Chinese be a benevolent overlord? The record so far isn't all that good. The way they've treated Xinjiang and the way they've treated Tibet and the way they're treating Hong Kong now doesn't give me much hope that the Chinese will allow different cultures and different areas to flourish and have a certain degree of autonomy.

And what you had in a lot of the empires in the past is you did have various degrees of autonomy, and then you did, actually, in some cases have protections for minorities. The British empire, the Ottoman empire, the Austro-Hungarian empire were actually very good on minorities, and the Ottomans treated Jews and Christians better than many states, which were a single religion. Empires are often better at treating minorities.

Whether this will happen as we see a new world, or perhaps an area dominated by China--the Russian treatment of its minorities is not very encouraging. And I do think what is worrying and is, I think, keeping some Europeans up at night is what's gonna happen to Europe itself if the United States pulls out support for Europe. The Europeans are a long way, I think, from being able to replace American power, American weapons, American technology. They're moving in that direction, but it's gonna take a while. And there, they've got Russia right on their borders.

Frum: Well, on the day we are speaking, Monday, November 17, there are reports of a major act of sabotage inside Poland, presumably by Russian or Russian agents.

MacMillan: Oh, I didn't--no, I hadn't heard that.

Frum: They blew up, apparently, an important train line with some kind of complicated device, and it's a very undeniable act of aggression against a NATO state. The Russians have carried out, with more deniability, attacks on defense installations in Europe before; they've tried to commit assassinations of European defense executives. This seems to be a new level. And a lot of the permission seems to be because it's happening at a time when the Trump administration is preparing to withdraw American presence from Poland and Romania, where it's been forward deployed. So, yeah, we may discover that post-American world is not just a topic for think tanks and seminars--it may be our reality, and it may be a lot less pleasant than the world it replaced.

Margaret MacMillan, thank you so much for making time for me today. I'm so grateful to you.

MacMillan: Thank you. I'm not sure we've cheered ourselves up, but it's been a pleasure to talk to you.

Frum: (Laughs.) Bye-bye.

MacMillan: Bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Margaret MacMillan for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Now, my book of the week. As I mentioned at the top, the book is The Old Curiosity Shop, by Charles Dickens. The Old Curiosity Shop is, these days, probably one of Dickens's less-well-read books. It is kind of a mess, and it's not very much to modern tastes. Many people who have not read the book will know it from a famously mean-spirited quip by Oscar Wilde. The central character of The Old Curiosity Shop is an angelic girl-child named Little Nell. Little Nell heartbreakingly dies in the course of the novel, and Oscar Wilde is supposed to have said--the remark was recorded years after his death; it was not recorded in his lifetime, but it's from a pretty good source, a friend of his who wrote it in her memoirs in 1930--Oscar Wilde was supposed to have said it would take "a heart of stone to read the death of Little Nell without laughing."

Now, the death of Little Nell, in fact, sent all of England and many in America weeping. It was a tremendously moving scene, and I think, if you read it today, you will still find it moving. But it is more sentimental than modern readers tend to like, and the whole novel has gone into kind of eclipse as a result of it. And yet, it made a big impression on me, and I wanna talk about it this week for a very particular reason.

The Old Curiosity Shop, as I said it, it's kind of a mess. It was originally published in serialized form in 1840, '41, and it was published in book form in 1841. And it was an emotional response to a catastrophic event in the life of Charles Dickens. Charles Dickens lived in his large and growing household with, among other people, his wife's younger sister Mary Hogarth, to whom he seems to have had a very intense romantic attachment. The relationship seems not to have been physically consummated, but it came darn close. Mary Hogarth died age 17 in 1837, died with Dickens in the room. It was a heartbreaking event for him, deeply moved him, and its impact is felt in many, many of his books-there are characters based on Mary Hogarth throughout Dickens's corpus, especially the early part of it. Little Nell is also based very much on Mary Hogarth. And The Old Curiosity Shop, for all of its messiness and sentimentality, is Dickens's attempt to reckon with early death.

And what brings it back to my mind was a tragic event in our outer world in the past week. Dear friends of ours lost a child--a daughter, beautiful daughter--at age 18 to an unexpected health catastrophe. I was on a visit to Mexico City. I got word of this catastrophic event. I was on a little bus going from one conference room to another conference room, and I stepped outta the bus, and there I was, sitting on Paseo de la Reforma, the big traffic artery in central Mexico City, on a park bench, just sobbing, while pigeons stared at me as if, Who is this crazy gringo who can't control himself on a park bench in the Paseo de la Reforma? And it sent me back to the book to try to make sense of this kind of unexplained, unexplicable catastrophe. And one of the themes of the book, and what is actually my favorite scene--and this came very much to mind--is how death folds time in a curious way. The dead remain unchanged at who they were at the moment of death, while we, the living, carry on. And there's a scene in The Old Curiosity Shop--and if you'll indulge me, it's 300 words long, but I'd like to read it because it speaks to me, and it may speak to any of you who have had encounters with this kind of loss.

Little Nell is on her wanderings, and she comes into an old country churchyard and looks at the tombstones. And here's what she says: "She was looking at a humble stone which told of a young man who had died at twenty-three years old, fifty-five years ago, when she heard a faltering step approaching, and looking [round] saw a feeble woman bent with the weight of years, who tottered to the foot of that same grave and asked her to read the writing on the stone. The old woman thanked her when she had done, saying that she had had the words by heart for many a long, long year, but could not see them now. 'Were you his mother?' said the child. 'I was his wife, my dear.' She was the wife of a young man of three-and-twenty! Ah, true! It was fifty-five years ago. 'You wonder to hear me say that,' remarked the old woman, shaking her head. 'You're not the first. Older [folk] than you have wondered at the same thing before now. Yes, I was his wife. Death doesn't change us more than life, my dear.' 'Do you come here often?' asked the child. 'I sit here very often in the summer time,' she answered. 'I used to come here once to cry and mourn, but that was a weary ... while ago, [bless] God!' 'I [pluck] the daisies as they grow, and take [them] home,' said the old woman after a short silence. 'I like no [flowers] so well as these, and haven't for [five-and-fifty] years. It's a long time, and I'm getting very old.' Then growing garrulous upon a theme which was new to one listener though it were but a child, she told her how she had wept and moaned and prayed to die herself, when this happened; and how when she first came to that place, a young creature strong in love and grief, she had hoped that her heart was breaking as it seemed to be. But that time passed by, and although she continued to be sad when she came here, still she could bear to come, and so went on until it was pain no longer, but a solemn pleasure, and a duty she had learned to like. And now that five-and-fifty years were gone, she spoke of the dead man as if he had been her son or grandson, with a kind of pity for his youth, growing out of her own old age, and an exalting of his strength and manly beauty as compared with her own weakness and decay; and yet she spoke about him as her husband too, and thinking of herself in connexion with him, as she used to be and not as she was now, talked of their meeting in another world, as if he were dead but yesterday, and she, separated from her former self, were thinking of the happiness of [that] comely girl who seemed to have died with him."

We remember Xanthe Foreman Barton in grief and love.

Thanks so much for watching and listening to The David Frum Show. See you next week.

[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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/2025/11/the-david-frum-show-margaret-macmillan/684981/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Photos: When the Polar Bears Move In

The photographer Vadim Makhorov, while recently cruising on the Chukchi Sea, noticed a group of polar bears that were taking shelter inside an abandoned research station on Russia's remote Kolyuchin Island.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 19 Nov 2025


A polar bear rests in front of an abandoned research station on Kolyuchin Island, in the country's Far East, off Chukotka, Russia, on September 14, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




Polar bears stand on the porch of an abandoned research station on Russia's Kolyuchin Island, on September 14, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




An aerial view of the abandoned research station on Kolyuchin Island. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




Polar bears gather inside part of the abandoned research station. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




A polar bear peers out from one of the abandoned structures on Kolyuchin Island, on September 18, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




An aerial view of the abandoned research facility on Kolyuchin Island, seen on September 14, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




A polar bear rests near the abandoned structures, on September 18, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




A polar bear yawns on the porch of one of the abandoned buildings, on September 18, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




Polar bears rest and walk around a decaying structure on Kolyuchin Island, on September 18, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)




Two of the bears gather on a porch, seen on September 14, 2025. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)
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'A Recipe for Idiocracy'

What happens when even college students can't do math anymore?

by Rose Horowitch

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




For the past several years, America has been using its young people as lab rats in a sweeping, if not exactly thought-out, education experiment. Schools across the country have been lowering standards and removing penalties for failure. The results are coming into focus.

Five years ago, about 30 incoming freshmen at UC San Diego arrived with math skills below high-school level. Now, according to a recent report from UC San Diego faculty and administrators, that number is more than 900--and most of those students don't fully meet middle-school math standards. Many students struggle with fractions and simple algebra problems. Last year, the university, which admits fewer than 30 percent of undergraduate applicants, launched a remedial-math course that focuses entirely on concepts taught in elementary and middle school. (According to the report, more than 60 percent of students who took the previous version of the course couldn't divide a fraction by two.) One of the course's tutors noted that students faced more issues with "logical thinking" than with math facts per se. They didn't know how to begin solving word problems.

The university's problems are extreme, but they are not unique. Over the past five years, all of the other University of California campuses, including UC Berkeley and UCLA, have seen the number of first-years who are unprepared for precalculus double or triple. George Mason University, in Virginia, revamped its remedial-math summer program in 2023 after students began arriving at their calculus course unable to do algebra, the math-department chair, Maria Emelianenko, told me.

"We call it quantitative literacy, just knowing which fraction is larger or smaller, that the slope is positive when it is going up," Janine Wilson, the chair of the undergraduate economics program at UC Davis, told me. "Things like that are just kind of in our bones when we are college ready. We are just seeing many folks without that capability."

Idrees Kahloon: America is sliding toward illiteracy

Part of what's happening here is that as more students choose STEM majors, more of them are being funneled into introductory math courses during their freshman year. But the national trend is very clear: America's students are getting much worse at math. The decline started about a decade ago and sharply accelerated during the coronavirus pandemic. The average eighth grader's math skills, which rose steadily from 1990 to 2013, are now a full school year behind where they were in 2013, according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, the gold standard for tracking academic achievement. Students in the bottom tenth percentile have fallen even further behind. Only the top 10 percent have recovered to 2013 levels.

On the one hand, this means that math scores are close to where they were in the 1970s--hardly the Dark Ages. On the other hand, losing 50 years' worth of math-education progress is a clear disaster. How did this happen? One theory is that the attention-shredding influence of phones and social media is to blame. The dip in math scores coincides with the widespread adoption of smartphones; by 2015, nearly three-quarters of high-school-aged kids had access to one. A related possibility is that technology is making students complacent. Emelianenko told me that students "are just not engaged in math classes anymore"; they seem to believe that they don't need to learn math, because they can use AI instead.

Or maybe students have stopped achieving in math because schools have stopped demanding it of them. During the George W. Bush administration, federal policy emphasized accountability for public schools. Schools that saw poor performance on standardized tests received increased funding at first, but if scores still didn't improve, they had their funding pulled. Research suggests that this helped improve math outcomes, particularly for poor Black students. After 2015, however, the federal government backed off from its accountability measures, which had faced bipartisan criticism. (Some teachers' unions and progressive parents wanted less emphasis on standardized tests, and some conservative politicians wanted the federal government to remove itself from education policy.) Many schools across the country have shifted toward making math engaging for students at the expense of evidence-based teaching practices. And due to funding shortages or misguided efforts to improve equity, many students are held back from taking the hardest math courses.

The pandemic supercharged the decline. Districts that spent most of the 2020-21 school year mandating remote learning saw students fall more than half a grade behind in math; districts that reopened earlier saw more modest declines. These difficulties prompted teachers to further relax their standards. "Everyone was just exhausted and challenged by the circumstances around the pandemic," Joshua Goodman, a Boston University professor of economics and education, told me. "And I think one of the reactions to that was for everyone involved to say: 'Let's lower our expectations. Let's make sure that we don't fail students when they're not doing their work, because the world is challenging right now.'" Many districts adopted a "no zeros" policy, forcing teachers to pass students who had little command of the material. One study of public-school students across Washington State found that almost none received an F in spring 2020, while the share of students who received A's skyrocketed. Math grades have remained elevated in the years since.

Together, these changes meant that even as students' math preparation was stagnating, their grades were going up. The UC San Diego report notes that more than a quarter of the students who placed into the elementary- and middle-school-level remedial course last year had earned straight A's in their high-school math classes. Almost all of them had taken advanced math courses in high school.

From the November 2024 issue: The elite college students who can't read books

At the same time, the UC system eliminated its best tool for assessing students' academic preparedness. In 2020, system leaders voted to phase standardized-test scores out of admissions decisions. They argued that the tests worsened racial divides and unfairly privileged wealthy students. But SAT and ACT scores are the most reliable predictors of a student's math ability, the report found. "It's not really surprising, then, that you're going to be admitting more students who aren't ready for mathematics, because you removed the one piece of data that would have told you that," Morgan Polikoff, an education professor at the University of Southern California, told me. That same year, the UC system dramatically increased the number of students it enrolled from under-resourced high schools. These students are much more likely to place into Math 2, the elementary- and middle-school-level remedial course.

The new report calls on the UC system to consider reinstating the use of standardized-test scores in admissions, and for UC San Diego to bring its enrollment of students from under-resourced schools back in line with that of other selective UC colleges. "Admitting large numbers of students who are profoundly underprepared risks harming the very students we hope to support, by setting them up for failure," the report observes.

Bringing back standardized-test scores might help elite institutions get out of the remedial-math business, but it will not address the underlying problem of widespread innumeracy. "Regardless of what a university is doing in terms of its admissions process, American students have been getting weaker in terms of their math skills for about the past decade," Goodman told me. Already, researchers predict a massive economic cost from declining quantitative skills.

Dan Goldhaber, the director of the Center for Education Data & Research at the University of Washington, told me that he doesn't know of anyone who denies that young people are much worse at math than they used to be. Instead, most of the arguments for optimism hinge on the idea that students might no longer need foundational math skills, because they could use AI instead--an idea he thinks is absurd.

The other academics I spoke with tended to agree. "Who is going to trust somebody who got a degree in airline engineering who doesn't know how to think through a problem without a computer telling them the answer?" Brian Conrad, a Stanford math professor, told me. "The premise that foundational ideas don't need to be learned anymore is a recipe for idiocracy."
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        (Some) MAGA Girls Just Wanna Have Fun
        Elaine Godfrey

        One night at a party in an East Village speakeasy, a pair of 20-somethings--high on youth and rail liquor--made their way to the bar's single-occupancy bathroom, and proceeded to go at it. I know this because as I waited outside, the exuberant young man inside began to film the encounter. The bright light of his phone had reversed the effects of the bathroom's one-way mirror to reveal a pantsless youth with a deeply unfortunate broccoli haircut, and a young woman in a MAKE AMERICA HOT AGAIN cap. Wh...

      

      
        Every State Is a Border Patrol State
        Nick Miroff

        The Border Patrol commander Gregory Bovino posted a video over the weekend showing a pep talk he'd given in Chicago to agents operating far from their usual stations along the Mexico border. Set to a rock anthem by the band Chicago, it was the kind of swaggering, trollish clip that has made him the star of the Trump administration's mass-deportation campaign."This is our fucking country," Bovino told the agents, gathered around him in a parking lot. "Nobody tells us where to go, when to go, how t...

      

      
        The Trump Steamroller Is Broken
        Jonathan Lemire

        President Donald Trump's administration has been embroiled in scandal and sloppiness. His own party has defied his political pressure. His senior staff has been beset by infighting. He has sparred with reporters and offered over-the-top praise to an authoritarian with a dire human-rights record. A signature hard-line immigration policy has polled poorly. And Republicans have begun to brace themselves for a disastrous midterm election.That was 2017. But it's also 2025.Ten months into the president...

      

      
        Trump's Eye-Popping Postelection Windfall
        Ashley Parker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.On the morning after he won a second term as president, Donald Trump placed an unexpected call to his top fundraiser, Meredith O'Rourke. The night before, he'd told a ballroom of supporters in West Palm Beach, Florida, that he had held his last political rally--"Can you believe it?"--and was ready to focus on governing. But his message to O'Rourke after the break of dawn was different. "I want you to keep going...

      

      
        The 'Easy Way' to Crush the Mainstream Media
        Gilad Edelman

        Updated at 3:22 p.m. on November 17, 2025The scandal that briefly made Brendan Carr a household name this fall was an outlier several times over. For one thing, FCC chairmen rarely make news. More than that, Carr usually knows better than to draw too much attention to himself. A seasoned bureaucrat, he has a knack for pulling the strings of power in ways that escape public scrutiny. But when he issued a mob-style threat over a Jimmy Kimmel monologue that Republicans didn't like--"We can do this th...

      

      
        Four Simple Questions for Marjorie Taylor Greene
        Yair Rosenberg

        Marjorie Taylor Greene's critics are starting to think they got her all wrong. "You are a very different person than I thought you were," The View's Sunny Hostin marveled last week, when the Georgia representative joined the show for a largely genial discussion. Recently, Greene has criticized the GOP's shutdown strategy, lack of a plan to address health-care costs, and refusal to release the Jeffrey Epstein files. This turnabout has excited some liberals and media outlets, sometimes to the point...

      

      
        Epstein Returns at the Worst Time for Trump
        Jonathan Lemire

        Since his return to office, President Donald Trump has missed few chances to flex the power he wields over the nation's most formidable institutions and its wealthiest people. So when the White House announced that Trump would host the latest in a series of dinners with top business executives, this time including JPMorgan Chase head Jamie Dimon and the chief executive of Nasdaq, reporters in the White House press pool prepared to watch Trump show off.Nope. Last night's dinner was closed to the p...

      

      
        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.Updated at 12:27 p.m. ET on November 14, 2025For 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...
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(Some) MAGA Girls Just Wanna Have Fun

What does it mean to be female and conservative in 2025?

by Elaine Godfrey

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




One night at a party in an East Village speakeasy, a pair of 20-somethings--high on youth and rail liquor--made their way to the bar's single-occupancy bathroom, and proceeded to go at it. I know this because as I waited outside, the exuberant young man inside began to film the encounter. The bright light of his phone had reversed the effects of the bathroom's one-way mirror to reveal a pantsless youth with a deeply unfortunate broccoli haircut, and a young woman in a MAKE AMERICA HOT AGAIN cap. When I mentioned the encounter to the event's organizer, Raquel Debono, she clapped her hands and squealed, "I told you people find love at my parties!"

Debono's path to party planning happened, in her telling, because she was bored. The MAGA gatherings she'd attended were stuffy. So last year, she started throwing parties under the auspices of a new movement--"Make America Hot Again"--to attract fun, sexy conservatives. The kind who might enjoy, say, low taxes and public fornication.

I have come to think of Debono, a 29-year-old lawyer turned influencer, as MAGA chic: a Chanel-wearing representative of the Barstool Sports corner of the womanosphere. She finds the president hilarious and supports his crackdown on illegal immigration, but she also believes that casual sex, abortion, and gay marriage are fine. "Literally do whatever you want; I don't care," she told me in one of our many conversations. I've found Debono fascinating because her attitude is so at odds with those of the more socially conservative women in her political party--women who like to advise their peers to prioritize starting a family over having a career, for example, and who talk about the importance of "submission" in marriage (and who might not, in other words, be so chill about a couple of sloshed singles getting it on in a bar bathroom). Debono and women like her have set off an angry debate about which kinds of women are in fact welcome in the MAGA tent.

For a decade, something particular to Donald Trump--his agenda, his vibe--has united America's libertines and religious traditionalists under the same red cap. But now that coalition is cracking. Young women drove Democratic wins in three states earlier this month; and as Republicans argue over how to win back female voters, MAGA women are engaged in an existential clash about what, exactly, it means to be a conservative woman in 2025.

For Debono, the battle line is drawn between the irreverent, socially libertarian types like herself and the religious conservatives--or, to use Debono's shorthand, the "city Republicans" versus the "tradwives." This particular conflict, which plays out largely on social media, can feel mesmerizingly petty. But to those involved, the stakes are high. If the right wing doesn't lighten up soon, Debono told me, "they're going to push every woman out of the Republican Party."


Raquel Debono, left, mingles at a "Make America Hot Again" event in New York. (Jonah Rosenberg for The Atlantic)



In person, Debono is chatty and unfiltered. Moments after I arrived at her party, in May, she pulled me in close and gestured toward a man nearby: "He's so hot," she whispered. "Doesn't he look just like Patrick Bateman?" Debono's Instagram account is a gallery of photos featuring her sipping cocktails in Miami and strolling through ritzy New York neighborhoods, with captions such as "Fat women are invisible, but so are poor men" and "Make Skinny Great Again."

Like many Trump voters, Debono supports the president for reasons that are less to do with policy and more to do with the freedom to offend: "A lot of it comes down to political correctness," she told me. She often refers to things she dislikes as "retarded," and in a recent video, she announced that "as a general rule of thumb, I really don't like Muslims." The strangest thing about Debono's MAGA activism is that she is Canadian. She couldn't cast a vote for Trump. ("It's crazy, I know," she told me.) Still, Debono has managed to make American politics at least a part-time job. After working for a few years as a lawyer, she quit to consult for private companies and political campaigns, and to focus on her modest social-media following (a little more than 100,000 users on TikTok and Instagram combined).

Every influencer needs a niche, and Debono has found hers: "I'm a Sex and the City conservative," she told me. She sees her role as showing women that there is more than one way to be a Republican. "Breaking news: you can have a job, a martini and still be conservative," she posted earlier this year. "Sry @ trad wives."

Debono draws a line, for example, at attending events for women put on by Turning Point USA. The conservative youth organization, she says, is both "creepy" and "cult-y." Every summer, the group founded by the late Charlie Kirk brings together a few thousand young women to hear about being feminine rather than feminist. The event is an explosion of frilly femininity in which attendees, many dressed in sundresses and hair ribbons, learn about the benefits of homeschooling and menstrual-cycle tracking. Speakers at these events are women who encourage the revival of biblical womanhood, which typically involves modeling a gentle and quiet spirit (1 Peter 3:4) and submitting to one's husband, as to the Lord (Ephesians 5:22-23).

Read: The wellness women are on the march

It is difficult to imagine Debono, whose spirit is neither particularly gentle nor quiet, thriving in such an environment. She admired Kirk's work on college campuses, she told me, and loved watching his debates with students. But Turning Point's messaging to women is predatory and hypocritical, she says: Plenty of Turning Point's female contributors are single or work full-time as influencers and public speakers.

Women in the Turning Point universe have heard these critiques before, and some of them offer a slightly softer interpretation of the group's message: "It's not about either-or," Alex Clark, a 32-year-old Turning Point contributor and podcast host, told me. It's a promise that "women can have it all--but not at the same time." Clark is not married and doesn't have children, though she recently told an interviewer: "If I had the chance to become a wife and mother, but the show had to end tomorrow, I'm choosing wife and mother."

When asked about Debono's push for permissiveness, Clark was firmly opposed: "It's not conservatism if a bunch of people are involved that aren't conservative," she said. Being conservative means something to Clark and her allies, and that something includes being pro-Christianity, pro-life, and pro-traditional marriage. Clark disagrees, for example, with the Trump administration's plan to make IVF accessible to more Americans, because she believes that discarding unused embryos amounts to murder. "If that loses us some voters, then I can sleep at night knowing that I stood for the right thing," she said.

Ultimately, Clark isn't worried that Republicans will lose women forever: As more young men turn to the GOP, so will young women, because it's their "natural instinct to follow strong men and strong leadership," she said. In the meantime, Clark is focused on recruiting women by talking more about health and wellness. Her podcast, Culture Apothecary, features the occasional segment on conservative womanhood--"How to Nag Less & Let Him Lead"--but otherwise focuses mostly on food and Big Pharma: "How to Heal Your IBS in 30 Days (No Meds!)." Other conservative women have started similar projects. Evie Magazine, which was launched in 2019 as counterprogramming to girlboss outlets such as Cosmopolitan, offers a slightly less titillating range of articles, including modest fashion recommendations and sex advice marked with an asterisk: for married women only.

A universe of conservatives exists to the right of women like Clark. Over there in what I'll call the "Ultra-Trad Zone," hard-liners see some Turning Point influencers and contributors as covert feminists. And after young women voted overwhelmingly for Democrats this month, some of these ultra-trads argued that maybe the Nineteenth Amendment had worn out its welcome. There's no way to make women more conservative, Savanna Stone, a 20-year-old married influencer, wrote on X. "You just take away their right to vote or make any political decisions."


Attendees of the 2025 Turning Point USA Young Women's Leadership Summit in Grapevine, Texas. (Sam Hodde / The Washington Post / Getty)




Alex Clark, right, poses for a photo at the Turning Point USA Young Women's Leadership Summit. (Sam Hodde / The Washington Post / Getty)





Perhaps now is a good time to acknowledge that the job of any commentator or influencer is to provoke engagement; those sweet, sweet rage clicks won't harvest themselves! But whether their positions are genuine--or designed, first and foremost, to shock--doesn't especially matter, because female voters see and hear these positions, and take them into account when they're deciding which political party has their interests at heart.

The MAGA influencer Emily Wilson understands this, and she sees the right wing's hectoring about women's roles as a huge political liability: "We're going to lose elections if we don't agree to go to the middle ground," she told me. Conservatives "put all this effort into shit that the public does not agree" with them on. Wilson, a former Democrat who now posts pro-Trump content on Instagram under the handle Emily Saves America, is known for sharing her own provocative--and sometimes genuinely bigoted--videos. ("Black fatigue is real," she declares in one recent clip.) Wilson also believes that "marriage at a young age is not good" and sees herself as working to make the MAGA movement more appealing to women.

Not everyone appreciates Wilson's efforts. This spring, she posted a video mocking "tradwife bullshit." Discouraging women from getting an education or earning their own living, she said, makes them vulnerable to being "trapped by a man." The video got millions of views and lots of angry feedback, including from Sarah Stock, a Catholic commentator and self-described Christian nationalist. "She is spreading a toxic, far-left feminist message about homemaking in general," Stock wrote in a blog post. "If she were some random liberal girl, this wouldn't matter, but Emily has about half a million followers on all of her platforms--all people who look up to her as a face of the conservative MAGA movement."

Read: Conservative women have a new Phyllis Schlafly

Three months later, the feud between Stock and Wilson boiled over in the pettiest way possible: Stock got engaged and announced it by posting, "I won," on X, next to a photo of her sparkling new ring. But Wilson couldn't help herself. "The ring size ?," she commented, before posting on her own page: "It's gonna be hard to be a trad wife when your man can't even afford a ring."

The right wing erupted. A fashion designer dubbed Wilson "a disgusting feminist whore"; a Catholic commentator said Wilson was a "'boss bitch' with a body count higher than the national debt."

Gentle spirits did not, in other words, abound. The whole exchange ended up serving as powerful confirmation for both sides. To Wilson and her supporters, the vitriolic responses were wildly disproportionate to the original ring insult. But to Stock, the back-and-forth simply proved that Wilson isn't conservative. "I have no problem with infighting," Stock told me later. "It exposes a lot of these people as frauds."


"I'm a Sex and the City conservative," Debono said. (Jonah Rosenberg for The Atlantic)



This rift among women is not poised to split the MAGA movement in half. But so many people offering such wildly distinct definitions of womanhood makes it difficult for the party to communicate a clear message to persuadable women voters. The conflict also presents an important reminder about the fragility of coalitions: When Trump is out of the picture, will this uneasy mingling of "conservatism and coarseness" fall apart?

This month's disappointing election results have Debono doubling down on her quest to win women and keep the tent big. She hopes to throw her Make America Hot Again events next year in every swing state, where she can register new Republican voters and give conservatives a reason to party. She dreams of building an organization that looks like Turning Point, she said, only with events that are "chic" and "not, like, cringe." In September, Debono started consulting for Ethan Agarwal, a Silicon Valley entrepreneur and candidate for governor of California, who also happens to be a Democrat.

Debono laughed when I expressed surprise at the choice. "He's a moderate," she said. It's basic politics: "A Republican is not going to win in California." Rather than aligning herself with a losing team, she has simply picked a more winnable fight.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/maga-women-great-divide/684827/?utm_source=feed
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Every State Is a Border Patrol State

Far from the southern border, agents are leading raids on U.S. cities.

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




The Border Patrol commander Gregory Bovino posted a video over the weekend showing a pep talk he'd given in Chicago to agents operating far from their usual stations along the Mexico border. Set to a rock anthem by the band Chicago, it was the kind of swaggering, trollish clip that has made him the star of the Trump administration's mass-deportation campaign.

"This is our fucking country," Bovino told the agents, gathered around him in a parking lot. "Nobody tells us where to go, when to go, how to go in our fucking country." That same weekend, they hit the streets of Charlotte, North Carolina, raiding Home Depot parking lots and notching 130 arrests. Bovino called the operation "Charlotte's Web," quoting the classic children's book to say his agents "take to the breeze, we go as we please."

When President Donald Trump ran for office in 2024, his campaign wanted voters to tie the problems in their communities and personal lives to the chaos at the U.S.-Mexico border. Trump's surrogates adopted a talking point long used by Homeland Security officials when they wanted more attention and funding from Congress. "Every state is a border state," they'd say, meaning that problems generated at the border--illegal migration and drug trafficking--don't stay there.

It should come as little surprise, then, that Trump and Stephen Miller, who oversees the administration's mass-deportation campaign, have turned the U.S. Border Patrol inward, deploying its green-uniformed agents to cities and states around the country. During the Biden administration, when the number of illegal crossings soared to an all-time high--roughly 2 million a year--the Border Patrol was so overwhelmed that it turned to other federal agencies, including Immigration and Customs Enforcement, for help. Today those roles are reversed. Trump's militarized border crackdown and ban on asylum seekers have reduced illegal crossings to the lowest levels since the 1960s, leaving Border Patrol agents with more time on their hands. ICE, which is responsible for enforcing immigration laws in U.S. cities and communities, is the agency that is now overwhelmed--by pressure from the White House.

Miller and Kristi Noem, the Department of Homeland Security secretary, told ICE officers in May that they wanted 3,000 immigration arrests a day, a nearly tenfold increase from the daily average last year. Trump had promised "millions" of deportations in his inauguration speech, and Miller and Noem threatened to sack ICE officials who failed to deliver. Arrests increased for a time, but the numbers declined to about 1,000 a day during the summer months. Displeased, Miller and Noem have started replacing the leaders of ICE regional offices with Border Patrol commanders.

Read: As money rushed in, ICE's rapid expansion stalled out

Tom Homan, the former ICE acting director whom Trump designated as "border czar," is no longer the face of the crackdown. That role now belongs to Bovino, the Border Patrol commander who has been taking what he calls his "Green Machine" on a traveling road show: first to Los Angeles, then Chicago, and now North Carolina, his home state. Trump has turned Bovino's agents into a personal army as well as a political tool, picking which cities he wants them to strike based on shifting factors, including whether mayors are nice to him. (San Francisco's leaders talked Trump out of a deployment last month.) Two ICE officials I spoke with expect the White House to send Bovino to New York City early next year after Mayor-Elect Zohran Mamdani is sworn in.

No president has ever used the Border Patrol this way. But the agency is modeling the kind of aggressive tactics Trump wants, raising the likelihood that the next phase of his crackdown will be more confrontational and violent. A federal judge this month found that Bovino and his agents used excessive force against protesters and the public in Chicago, while lying about the threats they faced. The judge put restrictions on their ability to use tear gas and force. The Trump administration appealed, and won a stay on Wednesday, but Bovino had already left town.

When asked by 60 Minutes if agents in Chicago had gone too far, Trump responded: "I think they haven't gone far enough."

Trump has often mused about sending active-duty troops to U.S. cities, but that risks running afoul of the Posse Comitatus Act, the 1878 law limiting the U.S. military's role in domestic law enforcement. The president's attempts to deploy National Guard troops have met legal resistance, too, and recent mobilizations in Chicago and Portland, Oregon, were blocked by federal courts that found the administration's justifications thin.

Most of those troops have been withdrawn, but the Border Patrol is still ramping up. With their body armor, camouflage, and heavy weapons, agents look more like U.S. Marines than federal police officers. And they have broad latitude to enforce U.S. immigration laws.

Bovino, who travels with his own film crew, has been churning out the social-media clips and Fox News footage the White House craves. His agents are not the only Border Patrol forces the administration has deployed. Michael Banks, the top Border Patrol official, said during an interview with NewsNation Saturday that 2,000 agents, about 10 percent of the agency's workforce, have deployed to 25 cities.

ICE and the Border Patrol are both part of DHS. The spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin wrote to me in a statement that the department "is one team, and we have one fight, to secure the homeland." But the traditional division of labor between the two agencies has resulted in sharply different internal cultures. Because ICE has to operate in U.S. cities and communities, many of them run by Democrats, its officers have learned to conduct themselves with a relative degree of restraint and caution in order to accomplish their mission.

In the face of pressure from Democrats and activists' calls for ICE's elimination, the agency has worked to justify and defend its role in immigration enforcement. ICE officials have long insisted that they do not conduct indiscriminate sweeps or roundups. Their officers are trained to make "targeted" arrests that require them to formulate plans in advance, and to figure out how to take suspects into custody with minimal disturbance or risk. Determining the immigration status of the people they target is often complex and legally nuanced, and they go to great lengths to avoid the arrest of U.S. citizens, usually treating it as a screwup.

These methods help reduce community blowback and potential liability. But they aren't conducive to racking up the deportation numbers the White House wants. Border Patrol agents, in contrast, often work in remote mountain and desert areas where anyone who shows up is a possible suspect. They face almost no downside to stopping someone to check their immigration status. Agents are trained to act first and ask questions later, because the biggest mistake they can make is allowing a dangerous person or a drug smuggler to get past them.

Scott Shuchart, an attorney and a former ICE official who worked at the agency's Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties from 2010 to 2018, told me that ICE officers operate "more like a police force that does things with plans and considers collateral damage," whereas the Border Patrol thinks of itself as a "defensive military agency" for which "nothing out there really matters except officer protection and the mission."

"When there's nothing else you could hit except, like, armadillos, of course you do less operational planning, and care less about collateral damage, than when you're 15 feet away from a kindergarten," he told me. "That is rationality and basic human decency, and not wanting to get sued and lose your house for running over a kid."

During the Biden administration, DHS officials tried to remake ICE's public image and defuse some of the anger generated by family separations in Trump's first term. ICE officers were told to once more prioritize quality over quantity, and to target violent offenders, public-safety threats, and recent border-crossers, rather than focusing on sheer arrest numbers. Biden officials gave ICE's Homeland Security Investigations division a lead role fighting the fentanyl crisis and Mexican traffickers. The "Abolish ICE" calls faded.

Trump has jettisoned that framework, along with directives urging ICE officers to avoid what the agency considers "sensitive locations" such as schools, hospitals, and churches. When reporters asked how the agency could possibly remove 1 million people a year--it had never deported half that many--Homan insisted that it would continue to conduct targeted enforcement and prioritize criminals. Nearly a year later, Trump officials still claim they're going after "the worst of the worst," long after that has become manifestly untrue.

The latest ICE statistics show that about one-quarter of those held in custody and facing deportation have criminal convictions. Only 16 of the 614 people detained in Chicago whose names were released in litigation over DHS's "Operation Midway Blitz" were labeled public-safety threats by ICE, with convictions or pending charges such as driving under the influence and assault, court documents show.

"They just want numbers," one administration official, who wasn't authorized to speak with reporters, told me. A longtime ICE official told me Bovino is "out of control," and warned that his expanding role will lead to the detention of more U.S. citizens and "more hate and more violence."

Read: The hype man of Trump's mass deportations

"If I walk up to somebody that's minding their own business and just putting groceries in their car because we're at a Latino supermarket," the official said, "I'd be pissed too."

"That's going to fan the flames," the official told me. "The more we get away from targeted enforcement operations with reasonable suspicion, the more you're going to see what's happening right now, with attacks on ICE. You're going to lose the support of the American people."

A common view among some of the most gung-ho Trump officials I've spoken with is that ICE was too passive and slow to act at the beginning of the administration. One senior DHS official told me that ICE's Enforcement and Removal Operations division--responsible for immigration detention and deportations--has been "digging out" from years of underperformance. The officials described meetings where ICE's Homeland Security Investigations agents would show up with suits, tablets, and PowerPoint reports, while shabbily dressed deportation officials would be "slouched around the table."

"When you'd squeeze them for results, accuracy, and analysis, they would throw their hands up and say 'Nobody likes us,' or 'We don't have the systems to do that,' or 'That's never been done before,'" said the official, speaking on condition of anonymity to describe internal tensions. "In the early days of this administration, that was exactly the frustration."

The pressure to meet quotas has left many ICE officers burned out and on edge, according to veteran officials I've spoken with over the past several months. Some have visibly lost control, such as the ICE officer who was filmed tackling a distraught mother outside a New York City courtroom in September, or the officer who angrily handcuffed Chicago Alderperson Jessie Fuentes at a hospital last month when she asked ICE to show a warrant.

Read: The conquest of Chicago

At the meeting in May, Miller berated ICE officials who spoke up in defense of targeted enforcement, and ordered them to boost arrests by raiding Home Depot parking lots and other public places where they were likely to find immigrants they can deport. That was exactly what Bovino and his agents did when they arrived in Los Angeles soon after.

Bovino reports directly to Noem and Corey Lewandowski, the Trump-world insider who does not have a formal role at DHS but operates as the department's de facto chief of staff. Bovino is the only Border Patrol commander whose social-media profile photo shows him holding a weapon. He represents a subculture within the agency that has tried to boost recruitment by making the job look more like military service, when in reality agents often spend long shifts sitting alone in their vehicles watching the border. His traveling strike force features Border Patrol tactical teams trained to jump out of helicopters, engage in combat against heavily armed traffickers, and put down riots and angry crowds.

In late September, Bovino's teams flew a Blackhawk helicopter over Chicago's South Shore neighborhood in the middle of the night so agents could rappel onto a roof and raid an apartment building they said had been taken over by Venezuelan gang members. Agents kicked down doors, set off stun grenades, arrested 37 people, and zip-tied others, including U.S. citizens. Six weeks later, DHS has not presented evidence of weapons or narcotics seized in the raid, and federal prosecutors have not filed charges against any of the people Bovino's teams arrested, according to ProPublica.

A proposal to fold ICE into U.S. Customs and Border Protection, which includes the Border Patrol, has long been favored by immigration hard-liners aligned with Miller. The Heritage Foundation's Project 2025 policy handbook urged the breakup of DHS and the creation of a stand-alone Cabinet-level department focused solely on border security and immigration enforcement.

Founded in 1924, the Border Patrol is known within DHS for its insular, paramilitary culture and success at capturing congressional funding. Within 100 miles of the U.S. border, its agents have the authority to operate roadside checkpoints and question the immigration status of passing motorists. Outside those areas, agents are allowed to question someone if they can articulate factors that add up to a reasonable suspicion that the person lacks legal status. This is a lower threshold than probable cause.

Read: Why they mask

Soon after they arrived in Los Angeles, Bovino's teams were sued for racially profiling Hispanic residents. A district court ordered Bovino to stop, but the Trump administration appealed to the Supreme Court, which sided with the government. Justice Brett Kavanaugh's concurrence affirmed the ability of U.S. agents to use factors including ethnic appearance and speaking Spanish to develop a reasonable suspicion of illegal presence. The Trump administration viewed the ruling as a major victory, and a green light for Bovino to double down.

DHS insists that Bovino and the Border Patrol also conduct targeted enforcement. But when he and his agents arrived in Chicago this summer, they leaned even more into selecting locations considered "target-rich environments," such as car washes and retail parking lots, where they can run searches on license plates and question pedestrians.

"Border Patrol's operations are targeted. We do our research beforehand," McLaughlin, the DHS spokesperson, wrote to me, listing serious crimes committed by suspects recently taken into custody by the administration. "Is it your contention we stop targeting these rapists, pedophiles, drug dealers, and career criminals?"

Kerry Doyle, an immigration attorney who led ICE's legal department during the Biden administration, said Kavanaugh's opinion affirmed the government's broad authority to conduct checks, but she cautioned against viewing Bovino's tactics as a significant departure from standard practice.

"I think that even before this, they probably relied quite heavily on people's appearances and race and other similar characteristics," Doyle told me. Immigration court is not like criminal court, where evidence gathered improperly can be suppressed, she noted. Being subjected to an immigration arrest by dubious methods does not bestow legal status on someone facing deportation. "The truth is that even if someone is stopped by ICE or CBP for what looks like an unconstitutional reason, there's very little consequence for having done so," Doyle told me.

Administration officials have described the Border Patrol mobilization as a temporary fix for an ICE staffing shortage. They say ICE remains on track to hire and deploy 10,000 new deportation officers by early next year, a surge that will more than double the size of its workforce. Their training schedule has been fast-tracked, but the process has been plagued by high dropout rates among recruits who have struggled to pass fitness tests and meet other standards.

Peter Mina, a former ICE attorney and deputy director of the agency's Civil Rights and Civil Liberties Office, told me that "mission creep" between ICE and CBP is occurring at a time when new officers "aren't going to get the training they need to do their jobs properly, with a clear delineation of what their missions are."

"It's just: Let's get bodies out there," Mina said.

DHS says it has received more than 200,000 applications for the ICE jobs, which offer a $50,000 signing bonus and other perks. Most of the new hires will be experienced law-enforcement officers from other federal agencies or state and local police departments, according to the department.

Read: Who wants to work for ICE? They do. 

Shuchart told me that would be a good thing, because ICE would benefit from having more veteran police officers who know how to navigate urban environments. "If they're actually getting experienced cops who know what they're doing, they might be better trained for this part of the mission," Shuchart said. "It's not obvious to me that getting a 15-year veteran of the Cincinnati Police Department would be a minus here."

DHS has not said whether it'll send Bovino and his agents back to their border jobs once the new ICE officers are ready.



*Illustration sources: Scott Olson / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Kamil Krzaczynski / AFP / Getty; Ryan Murphy / Getty; Jamie Kelter Davis / Getty
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The Trump Steamroller Is Broken

Infighting. Bad polls. Party divisions. Midterm fears. It's all back.

by Jonathan Lemire

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




President Donald Trump's administration has been embroiled in scandal and sloppiness. His own party has defied his political pressure. His senior staff has been beset by infighting. He has sparred with reporters and offered over-the-top praise to an authoritarian with a dire human-rights record. A signature hard-line immigration policy has polled poorly. And Republicans have begun to brace themselves for a disastrous midterm election.

That was 2017. But it's also 2025.

Ten months into the president's second term, Trump 2.0 is for the first time starting to resemble the chaotic original. And that new sense of political weakness in the president has not just emboldened Democrats who have been despondent for much of the past year. It's also begun to give Republicans a permission structure for pushing back against Trump and jockeying for power with an eye to the elections ahead.

This was not the plan. Trump and his inner circle used their four years out of office to create a policy blueprint--drawn substantially from Project 2025--and form a disciplined team of true believers who used their experience with the levers of power to dominate their political opposition. The beginning of Trump's second term was marked by an unprecedented display of executive authority, as the president dominated a subservient Congress and defied the courts, brought to heel some of the nation's most formidable institutions and wealthiest people, fulfilled long-held conservative wishes to dramatically shrink the size and influence of the federal government, reoriented the nation's relationship with the rest of the world, and rammed through legislation that benefited the rich over the working class and the poor. Trump has been a steamroller.

But that has begun to change. Voters punished Trump's party in this month's elections, seeming to condemn his presidential overreach and the abandonment of his central campaign promise to rehabilitate the nation's economy. A rare Republican rebellion on Capitol Hill rattled the West Wing and embarrassed the president. And although the White House likes to project a political image of never surrendering, a pair of retreats in the past few days has punctured Trump's aura of invincibility.

Few things have frustrated Trump like his inability to make Jeffrey Epstein go away. The disgraced sex offender and financier, of course, has been dead for six years. But questions about the powerful men with whom he associated--and the mystery around his death in prison, which was ruled a suicide--created a conspiracy theory in the MAGA base that has overwhelmed the White House. Trump angrily ordered his supporters to let the matter go this past summer but was largely ignored. And then, last week, four GOP lawmakers--some of whom have been among Trump's most ardent acolytes--triggered a full House vote to release Department of Justice records related to Epstein.

Read: Epstein returns at the worst time for Trump

Revolt was in the air. One of those defiant lawmakers, the MAGA icon Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, did not buckle, even as Trump called her a traitor. "Let me tell you what a traitor is," she responded yesterday. "A traitor is an American that serves foreign countries and themselves." GOP leadership signaled to the White House that most lawmakers could not put their name to a vote to protect a pedophile and that the measure would pass easily, two officials told me on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations. Trump was furious, but he didn't want to be seen as getting rolled by his own party.

Trying to save face, he begrudgingly posted on social media that he would support Republicans who voted to release the files. The measure passed the House yesterday 427-1. It then cleared the Senate by unanimous consent. Trump announced tonight he had signed it. (Questions persist as to whether the Justice Department may try to block the release of some or all of the files, citing a need to protect an ongoing investigation of prominent Democrats that it launched last week at Trump's request.)

The other Trump walk-back came far less dramatically, buried in the text of an executive order released late Friday. But it was no less noteworthy. Trump, as is often said, has few constant ideological stances, yet one is that tariffs will spur economic growth and benefit the consumer. In a tacit admission that tariffs have, in fact, caused prices to rise (as most economists have long said), the administration quietly lifted tariffs on goods such as bananas, beef, and coffee.

The reversal came days after Republicans were swept in off-year elections in places such as Virginia, New Jersey, and New York City. Voters made clear that the GOP was not fulfilling its promises on affordability that helped Trump get elected last year. A number of Republican lawmakers loudly insisted that Trump needs to refocus on prices and inflation--defiance reminiscent of when senators voted down the White House-led efforts to repeal the Affordable Care Act in 2017.

Chaos within the White House was the norm during Trump's first term. This time around, the president's team has prioritized professionalism and tried to minimize turnover. Senior-level firings have been rare, and even the president's deposed national security adviser, Mike Waltz, was given a soft-landing spot as ambassador to the United Nations. Trump's first administration was plagued by sloppiness; the original travel ban, Trump veterans will remember with a shudder, was hastily scrawled by Stephen Miller and Steve Bannon and not properly reviewed by government attorneys before it was enacted. (It was promptly tossed out by a federal court.) This time, Trump aides vowed they would be methodical and efficient, and for months, they faced little resistance as they rolled out the president's agenda.

But that sense of disorder has returned, and the losses have begun to pile up. Just in the past two weeks: Trump's prized tariffs were greeted with great skepticism by the Supreme Court, with the justices appearing unsympathetic to the notion that the president could usurp what is normally congressional power on the back of a flimsy declaration of a national emergency. The president's campaign of retribution may have hit a snag when a federal judge found that the case put forth by Trump's handpicked interim U.S. attorney, Lindsey Halligan, was marred by a series of errors that could lead to the dismissal of the criminal case against former FBI Director James Comey.

And yesterday, a Trump-appointed federal judge issued a rebuke of the methodology used by Republicans in Texas to redistrict the state's congressional map. (The judge wrote in his opinion that it was "challenging to unpack" all of the "factual, legal, and typographical errors" in a Justice Department letter that claimed that the original districts were to be eliminated because they were created solely on the basis of race.) Trump, desperate for his party to keep control of both houses of Congress next fall, had pushed for a number of GOP-led states to create more Republican seats, but he took a loss in Texas and has been rebuffed by Indiana, meaning that the Democrats--who responded to the Texas push by successfully creating friendly districts in California and may follow suit in Virginia and Maryland--could end up besting the Republicans at their own game. The administration is confident that the Supreme Court will take up the Texas case and ultimately approve the new districts.

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans'

There have been other recent flashbacks to Trump's first term. Much like in 2018, the president and the Republicans were on the losing end of a government shutdown. Infighting was frequent during the first Trump administration, as aides tried to knife one another in the press to improve their standing with the boss. There has been less internal dysfunction this time around--especially after Elon Musk departed DOGE--but last week, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. had to publicly ask his supporters to stop criticizing White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles for allegedly blocking his MAHA agenda. And yesterday, the president ignored the CIA's conclusion that Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman played a role in the murder of the Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi--much as in Helsinki in 2018, when Trump famously sided with Vladimir Putin over U.S. intelligence agencies on Russian election interference. When an ABC News reporter asked about Khashoggi in front of MBS, Trump threatened to revoke the network's broadcast license.

The White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me in a statement that the past two weeks have brought nothing but victories. "President Trump and the Administration have been delivering results since Day One, and the past two weeks have objectively been a continuation of this winning streak for the American people," he said. But White House aides have privately admitted that this month has been the most challenging stretch of Trump's second term.

Other Republicans have begun to notice. Some of Trump's closest allies have warned him about polls that show the public is unhappy with some of his extreme moves, including cheering on masked ICE raids and demolishing the East Wing of the White House. Trump has so far been unwilling to do much to take on--or even acknowledge--the problem of affordability, but aides say that plans will be unveiled soon. Meanwhile, an urgency has set in: The calendar churns even for a president who has wielded power in extraordinary ways. Each day closer to next year's midterms is a reminder that Trump is a lame duck whose time governing with Republicans in charge at either end of Pennsylvania Avenue could soon be coming to a close. Even before then, his sway within his own party appears to be ebbing. One official who worked in both Trump administrations told me, "The president has had absolute loyalty from Republicans this year." But, the official added, "losing that would be the first step toward losing power--and relevancy."
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Trump's Eye-Popping Postelection Windfall

Even though his campaign ended a year ago, the president hasn't stopped fundraising.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




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

On the morning after he won a second term as president, Donald Trump placed an unexpected call to his top fundraiser, Meredith O'Rourke. The night before, he'd told a ballroom of supporters in West Palm Beach, Florida, that he had held his last political rally--"Can you believe it?"--and was ready to focus on governing. But his message to O'Rourke after the break of dawn was different. "I want you to keep going," he told her.

Within weeks, that message had gone out to his Republican donors, as well as to Fortune 500 companies and billionaire investors who typically avoided electoral politics. Their first opportunity was his second inauguration committee, which would eventually raise $241 million, about $90 million more than organizers needed to fund the events--and nearly four times as much as Joe Biden had raised for his own inauguration, in 2021. But that was just the beginning.

Trump wanted money for the sorts of political operations that many politicians support--the Republican National Committee, his own political action committee, a new dark-money nonprofit group, a super PAC run by longtime advisers. But he was also requesting money for technically apolitical nonprofit causes that offered corporations and wealthy individuals a chance to make tax-deductible contributions, including a dramatic White House renovation, the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts (now under his control), his presidential library, and a celebratory Army parade on his birthday. By August, Trump estimated that he had collected at least $1.5 billion since the election, more than all the money raised to support his 2024 campaign over two years, including funds raised by supportive independent super PACs. The tally is now approaching $2 billion, two people familiar with the effort--who, like others, were not authorized to speak publicly--told us.

Read: 'I run the country and the world.'

Trump has kept careful track of the money coming in, regularly calling O'Rourke late at night for updates. He monitors who is giving, who is not, and the role of lobbyists who bundle donations, those familiar with his efforts told us. At times, the actual donation amount is less important to the president than the percentage of the donor's overall assets. He thanks the most generous benefactors at swanky events at the White House and his clubs.

Much of the money has come from people or entities that have business before the government. Defense contractors, cryptocurrency investors, and technology companies have put in tens of millions of dollars as he has deregulated the industry or dropped enforcement proceedings. A select group of companies and executives--Amazon, Lockheed Martin, Coinbase, Palantir CEO Alex Karp--are top donors to multiple Trump projects.

Nothing on this scale was ever attempted by a sitting president prior to Trump. Other recent administrations have faced their own scandals over fundraising efforts. But Trump's approach--in the extent of the donations he's soliciting, the secrecy with which some are handled, and the frankness of the exchange of dollars for presidential favor--puts even the most ambitious prior efforts to shame. And he's just getting started. "He hasn't stopped," a third person told us, "and I don't anticipate that we will stop."

Trump's relentless fundraising has alarmed ethics watchdogs who have worked for years to reduce the role of large donations in buying access or protection from government regulation.

"While it is not unusual for lame duck presidents to fundraise for their Libraries, what we are seeing from President Trump in his first year of office is shockingly unprecedented," Trevor Potter, a former Republican chair of the Federal Election Commission (FEC) who now runs the Campaign Legal Center, told us in a statement. "The president's seemingly insatiable drive for money from corporations and billionaires seeking government favors (or merely hoping to procure protection from Trump attacks on their business interests) sends a clear signal to everyday Americans that their needs come far behind those of the ultrawealthy who are buying access and favor."

Trump advisers maintain that the only reason people are giving is that they support the president's agenda. The White House spokesperson Davis Ingle described Trump as "the most dominant figure in American politics from fundraising to the campaign trail," and said that donors were willing to give because of the "historic progress" of his administration.

Others familiar with the efforts say that more transactional motivations are at play. Media and technology companies that Trump has sued have collectively made $85 million in payments to some of his pet projects in order to settle the lawsuits. These include donations made by Meta (sued for deplatforming Trump after January 6) and Paramount (the parent company of CBS News, which Trump sued) to the Trump library, and a donation from Alphabet (the parent company of YouTube, which deactivated Trump's account after January 6) for the ballroom. The donations came at a time when those companies were also seeking regulatory favor from his government. In Paramount's case, the incoming chair of the Federal Communications Commission said that Trump's unsettled complaint could complicate its planned merger with another company, pressuring Paramount to pay up despite significant doubts over the case's merits. Some companies and executives also fear unfavorable government action if they don't give.

Read: Trump targets Google after Meta and X payouts

"There are people being asked to do 10-to-25-million-dollar checks for the ballroom, for the inauguration, for the presidential library," another person familiar with the requests told us. "That spigot is never going to close, ever. This is just the cost of doing business. They will write a multimillion-dollar check to avoid the $2 billion lawsuit. It's a business decision."

Only parts of Trump's $2 billion haul have been publicly disclosed, often in media reports or in comments by the president. Under public pressure, the White House released a list of three dozen major donors to the new ballroom, which Trump expects to cost $300 million. (The president said late last month that "more than $350 million" had been raised.) Trump's team disclosed the $241 million in inauguration fundraising to the FEC, as required by law. Trump's team raised about $33 million for an Army parade in Washington, D.C., and other celebrations, The Atlantic previously reported. The Kennedy Center raised $58 million last month, according to its president, Richard Grenell, after a separate Trump fundraiser for the center in June requested checks of $100,000 to $2 million.

Little is known about how much fundraisers have collected for the Donald J. Trump Presidential Library Foundation, which Trump's son Eric and Trump's son-in-law Michael Boulos established in May. Efforts by Miami Dade College to give land to the foundation for a future library site in downtown Miami have been blocked by Florida courts. The foundation has yet to report any revenue, though ABC News announced that it would pay a $15 million settlement to the future library to resolve a lawsuit by Trump against the anchor George Stephanopoulos for his false claim that Trump had been found "liable for rape," when the jury verdict was for sexual abuse. (A New York judge said that the jury's findings against Trump described rape "as the term commonly is used and understood in contexts outside of the New York Penal Law.")

Trump is also continuing to run a presidential-scale political-money operation alongside the fundraising efforts by House and Senate leaders for the 2026 midterm elections. From the end of November 2024 to June 30, 2025, his team brought in $229 million to MAGA Inc., a super PAC run by aides that is not directly controlled by Trump. During the same period, he raised an additional $63 million through Trump National Committee JFC, a small-dollar joint fundraising operation with the Republican National Committee, according to FEC records. Both groups will report their fundraising for the second half of the year at the end of January.

His team has also collected funds for a dark-money group, Securing American Greatness. The organization will not disclose its fundraising in 2025 until it releases its tax forms next year, and it has no legal obligation to reveal individual donors. One technology company, Qualcomm, disclosed to its shareholders a donation of $1 million to Securing American Greatness along with a gift of $1 million to the inaugural committee, suggesting the possibility that other corporations are also pairing their public donations with secret ones. Since early May, Securing American Greatness has spent nearly $18.5 million on advertising, according to independent tracking of ad spending that a political operative shared with us. The ads, which included a major spring campaign in support of Trump's budget bill, have targeted congressional districts that are expected to be competitive in 2026, and the group also spent money to get out the vote before the off-year elections in Virginia this month that Democrats dominated.

Trump and his aides cast donations to his political groups or priorities as acts of patriotism, often celebrating donors at lavish dinners. About 125 donors to the ballroom project gathered with the president in the White House's East Room on October 15. As they sat around candlelit tables decorated with white roses, Trump debuted a model for a memorial arch, inspired by the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, that he has discussed building near Arlington National Cemetery--which could soon present another opportunity to donate.

"We have a lot of legends in the room tonight, and that's why we're here, to celebrate you," Trump told the crowd. "So many friends in the audience, and I just want to thank you all. You're very special people. You love the country, you love the White House, and what you've done is very important."
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The 'Easy Way' to Crush the Mainstream Media

FCC chair Brendan Carr is on a crusade to Trumpify the airwaves.

by Gilad Edelman

Mon, 17 Nov 2025




Updated at 3:22 p.m. on November 17, 2025

The scandal that briefly made Brendan Carr a household name this fall was an outlier several times over. For one thing, FCC chairmen rarely make news. More than that, Carr usually knows better than to draw too much attention to himself. A seasoned bureaucrat, he has a knack for pulling the strings of power in ways that escape public scrutiny. But when he issued a mob-style threat over a Jimmy Kimmel monologue that Republicans didn't like--"We can do this the easy way or the hard way"--he made the Trump administration's appetite for censorship unignorable.



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



Most of the administration's efforts to manipulate the media up to that point had retained at least a patina of deniability. Here, by contrast, was an uncomplicated threat of government interference--one that prompted Disney, ABC's parent company, to fall in line by suspending Kimmel's show. This was too much even for some of the Trump administration's biggest cheerleaders; Senator Ted Cruz called Carr's comments "dangerous as hell." After a few days of public outcry, Kimmel was back on the air.

The whole episode was an unusual misstep by a skilled Washington operator. The hallmark of Carr's tenure as chair of the Federal Communications Commission has been the exploitation of bureaucratic procedure to consolidate ownership of communications infrastructure in Trump-friendly hands, while keeping those actions out of both the court of public opinion and the literal courts. To liberals, this is an obvious attempt to rig the media. To conservatives, however, it is a long-overdue unrigging. Why should the national networks devote airtime every night to liberal comedians who incessantly mock Republicans? "For those that benefited from a two-tier system of justice, today's even handed treatment feels like discrimination," Carr posted on X in March, paraphrasing the economist Thomas Sowell. The left, in other words, got so used to controlling the media that it doesn't even notice the bias.

"The public airwaves belong to the public, and yet for the past 40 or 50 years, they have been used and abused as a propaganda tool for one party's political agenda," Daniel Suhr, the president of the Center for American Rights, a conservative litigation nonprofit, told me. "It doesn't matter whether you're watching NBC, ABC, CBS, or PBS; you're going to get the same left-wing viewpoints permeating both the news and the entertainment shows."

Conservatives have been complaining about media bias for decades, but Republican officials were long averse to interfering with the decisions of private companies. Then came the second Trump administration, and its willingness to wage cultural warfare in more intrusive ways. Carr's role in that effort is not to tell networks what to air and whom to fire. It's to get to the point where he doesn't have to.

Adam Serwer: The Constitution protects Jimmy Kimmel's mistake

Carr is bald, with a trim white beard and rimless glasses, which makes him look older than his 46 years. A D.C. lifer, he was born in the capital, went to college at Georgetown, and got his law degree at Catholic University. He joined the staff of the FCC in 2012, while in his early 30s, and never left. In 2017, President Donald Trump nominated him to serve as one of the five commissioners. (Carr did not respond to multiple interview requests, and the FCC press office did not reply to a request for comment.)

During this period, Carr was not considered particularly ideological. "He and I started at the FCC around the same time, and he was pretty much a typical Republican staffer," Gigi Sohn, a Democrat who was nominated but not confirmed for a seat on the commission during the Biden administration, told me. Colleagues from both parties found him smart, funny, and pleasant to work with. "I've always had an excellent relationship with Brendan, and I always respected his intelligence," Tom Wheeler, who chaired the agency under Barack Obama, told me. "He used to call me up after I left office: 'Let's go get lunch.'"

The current version of Carr--outspoken, politically ambitious, highly partisan--seems to have emerged in 2020. That May, Trump directed the FCC to "clarify" the meaning of Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act, the law that shields internet platforms from liability over their content-moderation policies. Republican dogma held that the major tech platforms were censoring conservatives, but the party remained divided over whether the government should get involved. "We should all reject demands, in the name of the First Amendment, for private actors to curate or publish speech in a certain way," said Mike O'Rielly, one of the other Republican commissioners, in public remarks that summer. A few days later, the White House pulled his nomination for another term on the commission. (O'Rielly did not respond to interview requests.)

Carr took a different tack. In op-eds and at conferences, on cable news and podcasts, he advocated for Trump's idea, even though most legal experts agreed that the FCC had no authority to reinterpret Section 230. He also began "embracing a flavor of distinctly Trumpian rhetoric," as Politico put it in June 2020, "that could help him leapfrog his way to the chairmanship of the five-member regulatory agency." Carr earned attention and retweets from the president by taking rhetorical shots at a range of real and perceived Trump foes, including the World Health Organization ("beclowned"), Adam Schiff (running a "secret and partisan surveillance machine"), and the "far left" in general (going "from hoax to hoax to hoax to explain the loss at the ballot box").

"He obviously has a natural talent for messaging and doing the press, which has surprised a lot of people who knew him way back when he was in the doldrums of the FCC," Evan Swarztrauber, a telecom-policy consultant who worked as an adviser to Carr during the first Trump administration, told me.

During the Biden administration, while in the commission's minority, Carr contributed a chapter to Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation manifesto that has served as a blueprint for much of the second Trump administration. Compared with other parts of the document, Carr's contribution isn't particularly radical. It focuses mostly on countering the threat of Chinese technological espionage and reining in Big Tech by reforming Section 230. (As chair, Carr has pursued the first part of that agenda energetically; the preemptive capitulation of the princes of Big Tech rendered the second part unnecessary.) The chapter contained almost no mention of what has turned out to be the most important power he would actually wield.

Media regulation in the United States has historically been a hands-off affair. For the most part, the First Amendment lets the FCC police "obscenity, indecency and profanity," and little else. Until recently, if the agency made headlines, it was probably because something naughty, such as Janet Jackson's exposed right breast, had made its way onto the airwaves.

The FCC normally focuses more on the infrastructure of communications. Its docket is stuffed with such vital but dry topics as 5G coverage and rural broadband. Even the controversy over "net neutrality," which inflamed internet-policy nerds for years, turns on the achingly technical question of whether ISPs are properly classified as "information services" or "telecommunications services" under federal law. The FCC does not print money, bring lawsuits, or command armed agents. A pamphlet published by the agency in 2010 analyzes some of the "most critical" decisions in its history. These include "spectrum allocations and color standards for over-the-air television in 1945 and 1952," "authorizing customers in 1968 to attach equipment to their telephone lines," and "adopting technical standards for high-definition and digital television in 1996 and 1997."

Beneath the mountains of tedium, however, lies real power. Whoever controls communications infrastructure can shape the informational environment. Using that power to advance political objectives requires someone with both technocratic know-how and the ambition to use it. According to friends and detractors alike, Carr is that person. "He knows the law very well, and he knows how to get results under the law without running afoul of it," Swarztrauber told me.

The FCC's authority arises from its control of a scarce public good. Because wireless spectrum is a finite resource (only one radio station can occupy a given frequency in a given location, for example), the federal government allocates and regulates its use: not just for radio but also for broadcast television, satellites, and cellphones. "Spectrum is the most valuable asset that the government owns in the information economy, period, end of story," Blair Levin, a former FCC attorney who oversaw the Obama administration's National Broadband Plan, told me.

Recipients of FCC broadcast licenses are required by law to operate in "the public interest, convenience, and necessity." Only once, however, has the FCC revoked a license on these grounds, in a court-ordered 1969 decision concerning a southern TV station that refused to air news about the civil-rights movement. More recently, in 2018, a group of Democratic senators urged the agency to investigate Sinclair, then the country's biggest TV-station owner. The company had ordered dozens of local-news anchors to read identical scripts repeating Trump talking points about media bias and "fake stories." In a letter, the senators warned that Sinclair might be "deliberately distorting news by staging, slanting, or falsifying information," putting its licenses at risk. But the letter was a transparent messaging exercise. Ajit Pai, the agency's Republican chair, was never going to revoke Sinclair's licenses. Neither did his successor, the Joe Biden appointee Jessica Rosenworcel.

James Surowiecki: Nexstar and Sinclair lost their game of chicken

Carr, by contrast, has made no secret of his desire to make aggressive use of the public-interest standard. "Broadcast licenses are not sacred cows," he declared on X in November 2024. One of his first acts as chair was to reopen a previously dismissed complaint accusing CBS News of "news distortion" over its editing of a 60 Minutes interview with Kamala Harris, along with complaints against ABC and NBC. These proceedings were unlikely to go anywhere. Broadcast licenses belong to individual stations, not the big networks that produce the programming. Even if the FCC tried to revoke a station's license over claims of partisan bias, that move would likely be overturned in court.

But Carr has another method available with the advantage of being legally unreviewable. The FCC must approve any merger that involves the transfer of broadcast licenses. If the agency were to vote to block a merger for ideological reasons, the companies involved could sue--perhaps on First Amendment grounds, perhaps on the grounds that the agency's reasoning violated the Administrative Procedure Act, which forbids "arbitrary" and "capricious" policy making. But if the merger never comes up for a vote, there's nothing to challenge. And whether that happens is the chair's call.

"Being chairman of the FCC is one of the best jobs in Washington because you run the agency," Wheeler told me. "There are four other commissioners, but those commissioners never get a chance to vote on something that the chairman hasn't already decided they should put on the agenda."

When Carr reopened the CBS News complaint, the network's parent company, Paramount, was in the process of being bought by Skydance Media, controlled by David Ellison, the son of the billionaire Trump supporter Larry Ellison. The informal 180-day window for the FCC to approve the license transfers came and went without Carr putting the deal on the agenda. Finally, on July 1, CBS News agreed to pay $16 million to Trump's presidential-library fund to settle his personal lawsuit over the 60 Minutes interview. Trump insisted that this had nothing to do with the merger, but a few weeks later, the acquisition was approved. Carr denied having slow-walked the deal, but proudly announced that the network's new owner had been required to commit to various ideology-focused reforms, such as appointing an ombudsman to watch out for bias. "One thing that CBS has agreed to do as part of this transaction is to bring more fact-based, objective, unbiased coverage to their newsrooms," Carr told PBS. Ellison has since hired Bari Weiss, the founder of the conservative-leaning publication The Free Press, to head CBS News.

Democrats who knew Carr from his early days at the FCC were appalled. "What's going on here is using the power of a so-called independent agency to make the president happy and resolve his grievances," Gigi Sohn said. "And that's absolutely not what the agency is supposed to be about." Conservative activists, however, were thrilled. "I think what Chairman Carr accomplished through the Paramount proceeding is a great example of how we move toward more balance, more ideological diversity, and in doing so really serve more customers," Daniel Suhr, whose organization filed the news-distortion complaint, told me.

The key point is that if Carr indeed delayed a vote on the merger until CBS News made its concessions, his decision could not be challenged in court. "He has perfected a technique where avoiding the process of the Administrative Procedure Act gives him unappealable power," Wheeler said. "It's a hell of a technique."

If the Skydance-Paramount merger doesn't strike you as sufficiently technical and bureaucratic, consider the case of Charlie Ergen and Elon Musk. In 2019, as part of a merger approval, the government required Sprint to sell some of its wireless-spectrum licenses to Ergen's satellite-TV company, Dish Network. Dish, which Ergen has since merged into a company called EchoStar, would have until 2025 to build out a new national cell network, or it could be forced to forfeit the valuable spectrum it had purchased.

In 2024, the Biden FCC granted the company an extension. But Musk coveted some of the spectrum that EchoStar controlled--specifically, on the 2-gigahertz band, which is ideal for "direct-to-cell" satellite service. In April, his company SpaceX sent a letter to the FCC accusing EchoStar of not meeting its build-out obligations and urging the agency to take action.

One month later, Carr sent Ergen a letter suggesting that the FCC might overturn the extension that his company had already received. Some of the letter's key passages consisted of impenetrable jargon. "I have also asked agency staff to issue a public notice seeking comment on the scope and scale of MSS utilization in the 2 GHz band that is currently licensed to EchoStar or its affiliates," Carr wrote. But the message was clear. "The FCC threatens such severe sanctions that they put EchoStar's financial viability in question and threaten to kill the company," Nathan Simington, a fellow Republican who had recently resigned his seat on the commission, wrote in an op-ed criticizing the investigation.

Ergen tried to meet with Carr, to no avail. Finally, Chris Ruddy, the CEO of Newsmax--grateful that Dish had kept his right-wing network on the air when other broadcasters had not--brokered a White House meeting with Trump, according to the New York Post. The president arranged a deal: EchoStar would sell some of its spectrum to AT&T for $23 billion, and some to SpaceX for $17 billion. Trump's largest campaign contributor got the spectrum he craved, and Ergen got an enormous payout.

Carr hailed the agreement as "a potential game changer for the American consumer." But an editorial by the conservative Wall Street Journal editorial board decried the backroom deal, arguing that the administration's "rampant regulatory intervention in markets on behalf of businesses that do their bidding is giving Democrats the evidence to build a case that Republicans are the new kings of crony capitalism."

If Carr had tried to formally order Ergen to give up the spectrum, Ergen might have successfully sued. But that would have taken years, by which time he would have long gone bankrupt. Instead, the deal was brokered behind closed doors, with no agency vote for anyone to challenge. "Brendan Carr is smart," Sohn said. "He's been at the FCC since 2012, so he knows how these things work. None of these things are reviewable."

Through September, Carr's tenure was marked by an unflashy use of the levers of bureaucratic power to deliver wins for Trump and his allies. Then came l'affaire Kimmel. A few days after Charlie Kirk's assassination, Kimmel falsely implied that the killer was a Trump supporter: "We hit some new lows over the weekend," he said in his opening monologue, "with the MAGA gang desperately trying to characterize this kid who murdered Charlie Kirk as anything other than one of them."

A right-wing campaign arose to get Kimmel taken off the air. Two days after the offending monologue, Carr, in an interview with the right-wing podcaster Benny Johnson, made his famous "the easy way or the hard way" comment. This was widely interpreted as a threat directed at ABC, which airs Jimmy Kimmel Live, and the broadcast affiliates around the country that carry it. Later that day, Nexstar and Sinclair, which together operate about a quarter of the country's ABC affiliates, announced that they would replace Kimmel with other programming. (Nexstar is considered conservative-leaning, though less aggressively so than Sinclair.) Soon thereafter, ABC announced that Kimmel was suspended indefinitely. Carr gloated by sharing celebratory GIFs on X. In a CNBC interview the day after the suspension, he evaded questions about whether he was responsible for taking Kimmel off the air while suggesting that he would have been justified for doing so. "Broadcast is different" from online speech, he explained. "They've got a license, and they're free to go on the internet and do whatever they want. But if they want to keep access to those valuable airwaves, I've been clear: We're reinvigorating the FCC's enforcement of public interest."

Paul Farhi: Brendan Carr's half-empty threat

Carr might have underestimated how much backlash the move would generate. Less than a week after suspending him, Disney abruptly put Kimmel back on the air. As public opinion turned, Carr and his allies offered a mix of defenses: Kimmel had in fact been suspended because of poor ratings; Democrats had done worse, anyway, such as with the 2018 letter accusing Sinclair of news distortion; how could the suspension have been censorship if Kimmel was back on the air a few days later? These did not quell the outrage. Carr seemed to dial back his media appearances. His X inbox, which had been open to DMs from anyone, went private. He kept a low profile as, inevitably, the public's attention moved on.

Carr has not gone away, however. (Indeed, just last week, he reposted a Truth Social post in which Trump called for NBC to fire the late-night host Seth Meyers.) If anything, the episode only proved his point that the national networks have too much leverage over local broadcast affiliates. Sinclair and Nexstar had wanted to extend the Kimmel boycott, but they couldn't. ABC, with its control of must-have properties such as Monday Night Football, held the advantage.

Shifting that balance of power seems to be Carr's next big project. At the time of the Kimmel controversy, it was widely observed that Nexstar was seeking FCC approval to acquire Tegna, another large chain of affiliates, for $6.2 billion. This fact actually understates the FCC's leverage. Under federal law, no company can own TV stations that reach more than 39 percent of American households. The Nexstar merger would take the combined company all the way to 80 percent. "The deal that Tegna and Nexstar signed is an illegal transaction," Wheeler told me. "Yet they still went ahead and did the deal, because Carr has been indicating that he will change that rule." As of late October, Carr said he hadn't decided whether to raise the ownership limit. But Tegna and Nexstar clearly believe they have good reason to think the change will go through.

Carr has also long been suspicious of local ownership limits. Currently, one company can own up to two stations within a given market. On September 30, the FCC announced the first step of the process to amend those rules. (Both changes will require commission votes and thus are sure to be challenged in court. The 39 percent national cap is written into statute; whether the FCC can change it without an act of Congress is disputed.)

Carr has a perfectly nonpartisan rationale for these moves. He argues that allowing more mergers will make broadcasters more efficient and resilient, giving them more bargaining power against the ABCs of the world. "The agenda that I'm trying to run at the FCC is to empower those actual local television stations to serve the public interest," he told CNBC in May. "Because what we've seen is, you've got national news media--ABC, NBC, CBS--and they're exercising more and more control over those local TV stations. I don't think that's a good thing for the country, so we're trying to reverse that." According to Swarztrauber, Carr's professed concern for local broadcasters is sincere. "I was working for him in 2018, and he believed that broadcasting was going to go the way of the newspaper if the FCC didn't deregulate it," he told me. "He was saying that in 2018."

Still, allowing more mergers will, by definition, concentrate the "local" TV market even more heavily in the hands of a few national companies--companies that just so happen to have a rightward slant. They will know whom to thank for their good fortune. In the age of cable, social media, and streaming, broadcast TV is of course far less consequential than it once was. But even as it declines, it still commands a significant audience, especially among older Americans. As Carr himself is very fond of pointing out, local news enjoys much higher levels of trust than the rest of the media.

And broadcast TV is just one part of a multipronged effort. Skydance, fresh off of absorbing Paramount, is the favorite to acquire Warner Bros. Discovery in a mega-deal that would give the Ellison dynasty control over dozens of cable networks, including CNN. Meanwhile, Rupert Murdoch's Fox Corporation and Larry Ellison's Oracle are among the investors expected to have control over the American version of TikTok; Oracle would oversee the algorithm that recommends videos to users. (The final details of the pending Trump-brokered deal with China remain hazy.)

Developments such as these, along with Silicon Valley's rightward shift and the ideological concessions in higher education, bring the MAGA movement closer to realizing a long-held dream: using state power to achieve cultural power. Many Republicans believe that media bias has given Democrats an unfair political advantage, and that once they correct that imbalance, they will reap electoral rewards.

They might be right about that. If you can shape what people see and hear, you can influence their beliefs. But the relationship between culture and politics is not always so straightforward. Liberal hegemony within media, education, and entertainment might very well be the reason the Democratic Party finds itself so out of touch with, and disliked by, broad segments of the American public. Carr and his allies might someday discover that being the establishment is not all it's cracked up to be.
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Four Simple Questions for Marjorie Taylor Greene

A few recent breaks with her party do not negate a lifetime of conspiracies.

by Yair Rosenberg

Fri, 14 Nov 2025




Marjorie Taylor Greene's critics are starting to think they got her all wrong. "You are a very different person than I thought you were," The View's Sunny Hostin marveled last week, when the Georgia representative joined the show for a largely genial discussion. Recently, Greene has criticized the GOP's shutdown strategy, lack of a plan to address health-care costs, and refusal to release the Jeffrey Epstein files. This turnabout has excited some liberals and media outlets, sometimes to the point of credulity.

Greene sits on the potent House Oversight and Homeland Security Committees. She has openly entertained runs for higher office, including for governor and Senate, and was recently reported to be pursuing the presidency. (She denied it.) Yet watching the softball sit-downs with her on TV, one gets the sense that Greene is being treated as a curiosity rather than as one of the most powerful people in the country, seeking even more influence.

Read: Marjorie Taylor Greene knows exactly what she's doing

On the few occasions when she has been confronted with her past positions and incendiary assertions, Greene has deflected or pleaded ignorance. On The View, she disavowed the QAnon conspiracy theory, saying--as she has before--that she was misled by "media lies and stuff you read on social media." On Real Time With Bill Maher, Greene noted that she never said that any wildfires were caused by a "Jewish" space laser, as some outlets reported. She merely tied such fire-starting technology to the Rothschild banking dynasty, a Jewish family that has been subject to countless anti-Semitic conspiracy theories. "I didn't even know the Rothschilds were Jewish," Greene explained with an aw-shucks shrug. "Before politics, I didn't know much of any of this stuff."

Fair enough. Greene was but a tender 44 years old when she invoked the Rothschilds--the same age she was when she liked a social-media comment saying that "a bullet to the head would be quicker" for getting rid of then-House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. She was practically a child--43--when she mused about executing Hillary Clinton and former President Barack Obama. But youthful ignorance doesn't explain every conspiracy theory that Greene has advanced, and every bigot she has embraced, since she entered politics. Because some interlocutors appear to find interrogating her challenging, I thought I'd suggest some lines of inquiry for Greene's next media appearance. You might say I'm just asking questions.



Did Donald Trump win the 2020 election? This week, the president pardoned a group of Republican activists who had acted as fraudulent electors in an attempt to overturn his 2020 loss. Greene not only applauded this decision--she called for more. This stance is nothing new. For years, Greene has denied the 2020 election results and spread false claims about the contest and its aftermath. "Today I'll be objecting to a stolen election," she declared on January 6, 2021, shortly before rioters stormed the Capitol and attempted to steal the election for Trump. In 2022, Greene insisted that "antifa," not Trump supporters, was behind that abortive insurrection. In 2023, when House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries observed that Joe Biden had won the 2020 presidential election, Greene yelled back, "No, he didn't." In 2024, she spread a baseless rumor that Georgia voting machines were surreptitiously altering early votes. She has not disavowed any of these assertions.

Does Greene have any ideological differences with American white nationalists? Last month, Tucker Carlson, one of the most influential voices on the American right, hosted Nick Fuentes, one of the country's most notorious white nationalists, on his podcast. Their conversation kicked off an intra-conservative controversy over the place of anti-Semitism and Nazi apologism in the MAGA movement. But long before Fuentes joined Carlson, Greene joined Fuentes. In February 2022, she spoke at the America First Political Action Conference, an event organized by Fuentes, where she grinningly shook hands with him onstage. Later, Greene claimed to be unaware of his views and said that she was "not aligned with anything that may be controversial," without explaining how she, a professional politician, had come to give an address at a racist-run gathering without knowing what she was walking into. Eight months later, under media pressure, Greene declared on social media, "Of course I denounce Nick Fuentes and his racists [sic] anti-semitic ideology" (she went on to blame the media for being "obsessed" with him).

More recent events suggest that Greene's disavowal might not have been entirely genuine. "I was a friend of hers, and she spoke at my conference, and then the day after, she pretended like she didn't know me," Fuentes told Carlson. "She knew exactly what it was." Days after Carlson hosted Fuentes for that amiable exchange, in which the far-right influencer also praised Joseph Stalin and railed against "organized Jewry," Greene slammed not Fuentes, but those criticizing "my good friend Tucker Carlson." Given that Greene had been Carlson's guest the week before Fuentes, this defense is not surprising. But it poses a question: Does Greene agree with either Fuentes or Carlson about Hitler, Black people, women, and the rest? Undoubtedly, she believes in the two men's right to free speech, but will she ever use hers to criticize their specific ideas? Someone should ask.

Yair Rosenberg: The MAGA influencers rehabilitating Hitler

Did the COVID vaccine kill "extremely high amounts" of people? In a November 2021 social-media thread, Greene approvingly cited Louis Farrakhan, the reactionary Black hate preacher known for his homophobic rhetoric and anti-Semitic rants about the "synagogue of Satan." The reason? Farrakhan and his Nation of Islam organization are avowedly anti-vaccine--Farrakhan once claimed that the H1N1 flu vaccine was developed to kill people--and accordingly opposed the COVID-19 vaccines. "Extremely high amounts of deaths are reported on VAERS," the Vaccine Adverse Event Reporting System, "but there are no investigations into those deaths," Greene claimed in that series of posts, misrepresenting the meaning of the VAERS system's data. The merits of vaccine mandates are a matter of opinion. Whether large numbers of people were murdered by the COVID vaccine, only for their deaths to be covered up, is a question of fact--one Greene ought to be able to answer with proof, especially given her position on the House Oversight Committee.

Did Israel let the October 7, 2023, attacks happen? Many people in Congress and beyond have criticized Israel's conduct in Gaza, myself included. But Greene has gone much further. When the conflict began, she initially sided with Israel and attempted to exploit the Hamas assault to censure the Muslim representative Rashida Tlaib for "antisemitic activity" and "sympathizing with terrorist organizations." But since then, Greene has not only reversed course but begun insinuating something far worse than anything Tlaib ever articulated: that Israel knew about the October 7 plot in advance, yet did nothing to stop the attack.

In September, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu claimed that Israeli intelligence had hijacked phones in Gaza to stream his address to the United Nations. At the time, journalists on the ground reported that they found no evidence that this had actually occurred. Nonetheless, the commentator Glenn Greenwald asked: "Israel has such complete surveillance and control of Gaza's communications networks that it can commandeer them to force their phones to broadcast Netanyahu's speech, but Israel had no clue that Hamas was planning an operation as large as Oct 7 and it then took hours to respond?" There are very straightforward, nonconspiratorial reasons Israel failed to repel the 2023 Hamas attack, but this did not stop Greene from reposting Greenwald's claim with an eyeballs emoji. (Greene has also repeatedly implied that Israel had a hand in assassinating President John F. Kennedy.)



A handful of recent apostasies from her party does not negate Greene's lifetime of conspiracies. Taken together, the above positions do not suggest a stable person of sound judgment. Rather, they paint a picture of someone consistently unable to distinguish partisan fantasy from reality, who ping-pongs from conspiratorial extreme to conspiratorial extreme. "Everybody's like, 'Marjorie Taylor Greene has changed,'" she said of herself on The View. "Oh no, nothing has changed about me."

People--even politicians--should be allowed to grow and not be forever reduced to the worst version of themselves. But there is a difference between an honest evolution, which entails accountability, and shallow opportunism, which offers none. Which category does Greene fall into? Given her significant following and stated political ambitions, it's in everyone's best interest to find out. But for that to happen, her interlocutors will have to start asking her the hard questions she's thus far avoided.
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Epstein Returns at the Worst Time for Trump

The president is desperate to make the questions go away, but there is no sign they will.

by Jonathan Lemire

Fri, 14 Nov 2025




Since his return to office, President Donald Trump has missed few chances to flex the power he wields over the nation's most formidable institutions and its wealthiest people. So when the White House announced that Trump would host the latest in a series of dinners with top business executives, this time including JPMorgan Chase head Jamie Dimon and the chief executive of Nasdaq, reporters in the White House press pool prepared to watch Trump show off.



Nope. Last night's dinner was closed to the press. No reporter was even given a glance. And later, when the White House held a signing ceremony for the president to officially end the longest federal-government shutdown in history, the reporters present were quickly whisked out of the Oval Office. Today, too, he didn't talk to the press after signing an executive order alongside the first lady in the East Room. The president, to be clear, had not suddenly become camera-shy. But he had indicated to aides that he didn't want to face reporters' questions, because every inquiry was going to be about the one subject that Trump, for all his power, simply can't make go away.



Jeffrey Epstein is dead. But the disgraced financier and sex offender continues to shadow Trump. The storyline's reemergence yesterday--with the release of thousands of Epstein's emails, some of which highlight his relationship with Trump--delivered another blow to a president already at the weakest moment of his second term. Trump's party got wiped out in last week's elections as voters assigned it the greater portion of blame for the shutdown. The Supreme Court seems set to unravel his signature tariffs. His poll numbers have dipped as Americans conclude that he cares too much about gilded ballrooms and is not focused nearly enough on bringing down high prices. And dread has crept into the West Wing now that Trump faces a rare rebuke from fellow Republicans, including some who have been among his most loyal MAGA foot soldiers.



Trump and a number of top Department of Justice officials this week tried to persuade a pair of normally close allies, Representatives Lauren Boebert and Nancy Mace, to withdraw their names from a discharge petition that would force a vote on releasing a trove of Epstein material. Their efforts failed, and it will go to the House floor next week. The president in the past two days has made a round of calls to longtime allies to rage against the Epstein matter, blaming Democrats and the media, one of the people who received a call told me. (A White House official later confirmed that the president was "speaking to trusted friends"; both people spoke with me under the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations.) In those calls, Trump mused about pressuring GOP senators to block the release of additional files when the matter could go to the upper chamber later this month.



Read: Wait, are the Epstein files real now?



The White House's push to keep more Epstein materials from being released came after Democrats on the House Oversight Committee leaked emails yesterday morning that suggested close ties between the sex offender and Trump. House Republicans, hoping to distract from the initial emails, released an additional 23,000 messages. (Some of those emails, including one in which Epstein offered to give the Russian government information on Trump, only raised more uncomfortable questions for the president.) All of this came after Speaker Mike Johnson sent the House home for nearly eight weeks, in part so that he could delay swearing in the Democratic representative-elect whose vote provided the needed margin to authorize the release of the Epstein files. And although Trump has avoided reporters, his anger broke into the open on social media yesterday.



"The Democrats are trying to bring up the Jeffrey Epstein hoax again" to distract from the shutdown, Trump posted. "Only a very bad, or stupid, Republican would fall into that trap."



All of this, of course, raises the question: What exactly is Trump trying to prevent from being released? For months, White House aides have snapped at reporters who even mentioned the word Epstein. But in private moments, members of the president's inner circle acknowledge that they don't know the true extent of Trump's relationship with Epstein. The men were close, to be sure, and clearly enjoyed chasing women decades ago in the party circles of Manhattan and Palm Beach. That's been known for years, and although that history is embarrassing, Trump has never been charged with any wrongdoing. Is he trying to protect himself? Or someone close to him? He doesn't talk about it, allies say, except to fume that it's still a story. But Trump's over-the-top response prompted the ally he called to urge Trump to change tactics because he's "not acting like someone who has nothing to hide."



Trump was always an unlikely champion for those on the right who believed in the Epstein conspiracy theories. The men were undeniably friends. There are plenty of photos of them together, including at Trump's private Mar-a-Lago Club. Trump flew on Epstein's private jets seven times in the mid-1990s, according to flight logs that emerged at an Epstein-related trial. And in a 2002 New York magazine profile of Epstein, Trump said he'd known Epstein for 15 years and praised him as a "terrific guy." The financier pleaded guilty in Florida state court in 2008 and was convicted of procuring a child for prostitution and of soliciting a prostitute. He received a generous--and controversial--plea deal and served a short prison sentence before being released. He was arrested again in August 2019 and was accused of sex-trafficking minors. Epstein died a month later in jail, while awaiting trial. His death was ruled a suicide, but many on the far right suspected that he had been killed to keep him from revealing what he knew about the rich and the powerful. The so-called Epstein files--an accounting of who else in his orbit might have been involved--became something of an obsession in the MAGA movement. Though Trump never quite championed that cause, he led many to believe that, were he to return to power, he'd expose the truth and deliver justice.



That's not at all what has happened. Even after Attorney General Pam Bondi declared early this year that she had the Epstein files on her desk, only scattered documents were released to right-wing influencers. Trump then made clear that he wanted to move on, blasting those still obsessed with Epstein, who, in the president's words, has been "dead for a long time. I don't understand what the interest or what the fascination is." He sued his on-again, off-again friend Rupert Murdoch for $10 billion after The Wall Street Journal reported in July that Trump had sent Epstein a lewd birthday card in 2003.



Read: You really need to see Epstein's birthday book for yourself



But some in Trump's base felt betrayed, like he was trying to invalidate a core political belief of theirs. And some Republicans refused to abandon the issue. Four of them--Mace, Boebert, Marjorie Taylor Greene, and Thomas Massie--defied Trump to vote with Democrats this week on the Epstein discharge position. Boebert and Greene did not respond to requests for comment, while a spokesperson for Massie said the representative was unavailable. A spokesperson for Mace responded by pointing to a social-media post in which the candidate for governor in South Carolina urged a focus on the women and underage girls whom Epstein trafficked. If the measure passes both houses of Congress, Trump would likely veto it--and face even more scrutiny.



Indeed, Trump's own efforts to manage the story have only fed it. His account of why he and Epstein had a falling-out two decades ago has shifted multiple times. His aides have advised him to stop saying that he has the right to pardon Epstein's former partner Ghislaine Maxwell, who is serving a 20-year prison sentence for sex trafficking and related offenses. (Maxwell was transferred to a cushier prison in Texas over the summer after an unusual one-on-one meeting with Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche, Trump's former personal lawyer.) White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt raised eyebrows yesterday when she said that Trump was not considering a pardon for Maxwell "at this moment in time." The White House did not respond to my request for comment.



Few people in the White House believe that the Epstein matter will swing many votes next year. But it has the makings of an unrelenting distraction, a scandal that could bog down Trump's presidency. Further Republican rebellions could loosen Trump's grip on the GOP just as he is trying to preserve his party's Capitol Hill majorities. Should he lose one or both of the houses of Congress next year, he'd face congressional investigations and be firmly relegated to lame-duck status.



Read: Donald Trump is a lamer duck than ever



Trump is set to depart Washington tomorrow for another weekend at Mar-a-Lago, according to the White House. At the lush Palm Beach club, where he once palled around with Epstein, the president will surely talk to allies, eager to change the subject from the one consuming his administration.



A travel press pool will also make the trip to Florida on Air Force One. At least for now, Trump is not scheduled to take questions.
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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.

Updated at 12:27 p.m. ET on November 14, 2025

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 was one of the earliest politicians to be quoted using the term, in 1863, when he rejected a colleague's argument that the U.S. Court of Claims was, as Powell put it, "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.



This article originally credited Senator Lazarus Powell with the first political usage of "lame duck"; in fact, Powell used the term in response to a comment by his colleague John Hale, who had used the term earlier.
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A Self-Defeating Reversal on Ukraine

The Trump administration had actually begun to make progress. Now it's all in doubt.

by Thomas Wright

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




The Trump administration's new plan for Ukraine is apparently to reverse all the progress it has made there in recent months. And not just that--to create a much bigger strategic problem that will bedevil the administration for the next three years. The strangest part of all of this is that the plan emerged at a moment when Donald Trump's Ukraine policy had finally found its footing after a very turbulent start.

Over the past 24 hours, multiple media outlets, citing several administration officials with direct knowledge, have published details of a new U.S. peace proposal that is tantamount to a Ukrainian surrender. As drafted, the plan would require Ukraine to give up territory and fortifications in the parts of the Donbas that it still controls, cut the size of its armed forces by half, abandon weaponry that Russia deems to be offensive (including long-range missiles), accept an end to U.S. military assistance, and agree to a ban on foreign troops on Ukrainian soil. The Trump administration is dangling a U.S. security guarantee for Ukraine in the event of future Russian aggression, but what that would entail is unclear and would almost certainly fall far short of a NATO-style mutual-defense commitment. The plan actually guts the one security guarantee that would make a real difference, namely a strong and capable Ukraine.

Russia has demanded these concessions for years, but the Trump administration, to its credit, has rejected them before now. Earlier this year, President Trump floated a proposal that was tilted toward Moscow--freezing of the front lines, no NATO membership for Ukraine, U.S. recognition of Russian sovereignty over Crimea, and a lifting of all sanctions on Russia--but stopped short of demanding that Ukraine give up additional territory or accept a unilateral demilitarization. Those negotiations reached an impasse, and so Trump had a choice. He could continue to support Ukraine, mainly through arms sales and by increasing pressure on Russia. Or he could take Russia's side and try to impose a Vladimir Putin-backed deal on the Ukrainians.

Read: Why Trump's Ukraine peace efforts keep failing

The president eventually chose the first option. This meant accepting that the war would continue, despite his strong desire to end it; but it also allowed him to begin to create the conditions for a negotiated settlement later in his term.

The news over the past 24 hours has cast all of that into doubt. Some speculate that the latest diplomatic effort is the work of Trump's special envoy for peace missions, Steve Witkoff. Witkoff appeared to confirm these suspicions on social media, when he replied to a post with what seems to have been intended as a direct message, saying that Axios must have gotten the original story from "K," possibly a reference to the Russian negotiator Kirill Dmitriev. On Tuesday night, Secretary of State Marco Rubio seemed to distance himself from the plan with a post on social media that said the United States was developing a list of ideas with input from both sides.

The leaked initiative comes at a moment when Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has been weakened by a recent corruption scandal, and when General Keith Kellogg, special envoy for Ukraine and one of the administration officials most sympathetic to Kyiv, has let it be known that he will be stepping down from his role in January. Maybe Witkoff saw an opportunity in these circumstances. But Zelensky cannot accept such a punitive deal, no matter how weak he is politically. And even if he did accept it, the Trump administration would be making a world of trouble for itself.

Trump may recall that President Joe Biden's poll numbers never recovered from the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. He can expect something similar with Ukraine. If his administration ends all arms sales and intelligence cooperation with Kyiv, it will be held responsible for the slow and painful Ukrainian defeat that will surely follow. Moscow will probably then press its advantage by stamping out every ember of sovereignty inside Ukraine, on the excuse that this is all a part of implementing the peace plan's provisions. Russia may also act against European states that continue to help Ukraine. China and North Korea will be emboldened by their ally's victory. And the Trump administration will find that its problem has metastasized.

All of this is completely unnecessary. After much back-and-forth, before today, Trump had landed on a Ukraine policy that was consistent with his views, workable, and sustainable. The United States was no longer spending money on Ukraine. Ukraine and the Europeans were close to putting together a $90 billion arms purchase, much of which would be produced in the United States and be a boon to the American defense industry. A strong Ukraine that could defend itself would not have to rely on the United States for a security guarantee. The United States could continue arm sales while insisting on a peace settlement that allows for an independent and sovereign Ukraine--and Trump might have had a deal to end the war later in 2026 or in 2027.

Instead, Witkoff may have convinced himself that he could reproduce the deal that ended the war in Gaza. The circumstances there were fundamentally different. Israel had defeated Hamas and Iran on the battlefield. Hamas effectively acknowledged that. The United States helped to codify that reality into a deal. But Russia has not defeated Ukraine. It is also not an ally of the United States. This latest plan trades a policy that was making slow but real progress for one that threatens to become a strategic defeat. Assuming the plan is Witkoff's, the question now is whether it was a solo effort, leaked by the Russians to damage Ukraine--or if he has the support from the president and the rest of the administration to get his way.
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What if 'America First' Appears to Work?

"Might makes right" is still wrong for America, but opposing it just got harder.

by Thomas Wright

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




In his second term, Donald Trump has crafted a foreign policy that is more radical than that of his first but also more politically viable. The stabilizing influence of powerful Cabinet members (the so-called axis of adults) is a thing of the past. In its place stands an unsettling but coherent vision that exploits U.S. allies for economic gain and downplays strategic competition with U.S. rivals in favor of moneymaking deals.

Democrats and conservative internationalists warn of long-term costs--above all to American alliances and competitiveness with China--but the short-term consequences have so far been muted, and that may be the most consequential revelation of all. President Trump has shown that a nationalist, protectionist, and transactional approach to global affairs can be sustained without immediate calamity.

Calamity could still arrive before November 2028. In that case, Democrats would have a relatively easy time countering the "America First" worldview. But if no bill has yet come due by the next election, Trump's opponents will need new arguments to convince Americans that might does not make right.

Trump's second-term foreign policy rests on beliefs that the president has held at least since the 1980s. He has long claimed that America's allies are ripping Washington off and should pay for U.S. security commitments. He has also long objected to free-trade agreements and wanted Washington to use tariffs to set more favorable terms. He has consistently expressed admiration for strongmen. He once praised the Chinese Communist Party for cracking down on protesters in Tiananmen Square and dismissed Mikhail Gorbachev as weak for not behaving similarly.

Trump spent his first term surrounded by Cabinet officials--including Gary Cohn, H. R. McMaster, Mike Pence, and Mike Pompeo--who were traditional Republican internationalists. They tried to constrain his choices. Cohn once famously stole a letter off Trump's desk terminating a trade agreement with South Korea before the president could sign it. McMaster produced a national-security strategy that prioritized great-power competition. The "axis of adults" didn't always succeed in heading off Trump's radical policies, such as global tariffs, but they managed to keep a lid on them.

In his second term, Trump is determined to have his way. He has surrounded himself with subservient officials willing to do his bidding without question. Earlier this year, the president's unconstrained "America First" approach seemed poised to drive the country off a cliff. The "Liberation Day" tariffs spurred a dramatic stock-market sell-off and a bond-market crisis. A global trade war and recession seemed likely, if not inevitable. Seven months on, however, despite some upward pressure on inflation, the overall economic picture is not so grim. The S&P 500 is up about 37 percent since April 8, and the Atlanta Federal Reserve estimates that annual economic growth is currently 4 percent.

Trump has raised the average U.S. tariff rate from 2.3 percent at the start of his term to 17.9 percent. With the exception of China, other countries have largely not retaliated (or have retaliated only a little), apparently because they worry that the United States has escalation dominance: If they respond in kind, Washington will raise its tariff rate even more. European allies also express concern that a trade war could lead Trump to pull the plug on Ukraine, so they are better off accepting Trump's terms.

Trump has not stopped at tariffs. He has used his leverage to extract grossly unbalanced trade deals from U.S. allies. For instance, Japan has agreed to invest $550 billion in the U.S. economy--with the U.S. reaping 90 percent of the profit from that investment after the principal has been paid off. Trump has negotiated a similar deal with South Korea.

Trump's hardball tactics have gotten American allies to invest more in their militaries. Most NATO countries have agreed to spend 3.5 percent of GDP on defense and 1.5 percent on defense-related infrastructure. Amid some grumbling, Indo-Pacific allies are also increasing their defense spending. These numbers were trending up anyway, but the commitments are probably higher than they would have been had Trump not threatened to withdraw American-security guarantees.

Charles Kupchan: Trump is right that Pax Americana is over

The turn in U.S. foreign policy must be deeply worrying to America's allies, who can only hope, but not plan, for it to be temporary. For the moment, they have to take Trump's threats seriously, and they are doing all they can to accommodate his demands. They are also trying to hedge against America by investing in their own capabilities--even though they may not be altogether optimistic that they can achieve autonomy anytime soon.

Trump and the "America First" movement can point to these accommodations as vindicating their position. They can say: Bullying works! We treated our allies like garbage, and they took it and even rewarded us for it. Why wouldn't we continue?

The administration's posture toward America's rivals is similarly out of step with past practice, and so far appears to have come at similarly little immediate cost. Trump has gone well out of his way to forge a new cooperative relationship with Russia, only to be thwarted by Vladimir Putin's imperial ambitions and refusal to accept a favorable peace deal. Trump has largely excommunicated China hawks from his team and de-prioritized strategic competition with Beijing. He's even eased some of the export controls on semiconductor chips associated with AI. Around the time of his October 30 meeting with Xi Jinping, he repeatedly declared the birth of a U.S.-China G2 relationship (implying that the U.S. and China would run the world together, as a "group of two"), something that Japan, India, and others have long feared. Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth posted on X that he and the president agree that the "relationship between the United States and China has never been better."

If a Democratic president had done any of this, congressional Republicans would be apoplectic with rage. But, with a few exceptions, such as Senator Mitch McConnell, they are quiet, presumably because they don't want to cross Trump. The result is a visible fracturing of the supposed tough-on-China consensus at little political cost to Trump.

The economy may prove to be a bubble, tariffs could cause an inflation spike, and China may act aggressively. But internationalists need to be ready for the possibility that an unconstrained "America First" policy might be politically popular, or at least not politically unpopular, because the short-term costs are not obvious. Its problems could take a while to become self-evident. They must figure out how to make the case against "America First"-ism--not just the noise and chaos surrounding it, but its core tenets.

The best way to do that is to talk plainly about the troubled state of the world today and the choice America faces. That starts with recognizing that Putin, Xi, and Trump destroyed the so-called rules-based international order, which is no longer salvageable. Russia embarked on a war of conquest in Europe, shattering a norm against territorial expansion. China broke the global economy by flooding it with goods from heavily subsidized industries, and now it appears to be preparing for a war to take Taiwan. Under Trump, the United States has embraced tariffs and is flirting with acquiring new territory through force. Even if U.S. policy were to shift back to internationalism in 2028, China and Russia will not have changed. The damage has been done.

Margaret MacMillan: This is the way a world order ends

We're back to the law of the jungle, where countries can and will do what they feel they can get away with. That transformation coincides with another one--a technological revolution that has upended the way people live and work. The combination presents Americans with an entirely new threat environment. We face not just distant menaces, such as Russia's invasion of Ukraine, or Iran's nuclear program, but some that lie much closer to home. China has used cybertools to penetrate American infrastructure, positioning Beijing to carry out devastating attacks in the event of a conflict (the Trump administration has said practically nothing about this). Groups based in Russia and North Korea are believed to be behind several ransomware attacks on American hospitals and businesses. The Chinese threat to Taiwan, which is one of the globe's leading producers of semiconductors, could cut off the international supply of advanced chips and plunge the world into a depression. China has all but threatened to hold back the minerals and rare-earth metals that have become vital to the U.S. economy.

The United States has to decide what it wants to be in this dangerous new world: the captain of a team that works together to navigate and improve these conditions, or a predatory lone wolf that maximizes its own short-term gains.

Trump and J. D. Vance have made clear that they choose the predatory lone wolf. Democrats need to make the case for why America is better off as a team captain.

America's competitors and rivals--especially Russia and China--have formed their own team, which is ever more closely aligned. They have integrated their military and industrial efforts, they're sharing sensitive technologies to gain an edge over the United States, and they are cooperating closely to advance an illiberal agenda through groups such as BRICS (an 11-country forum) and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization.

The United States is not big enough to compete with China on its own. As the former Biden-administration officials Kurt Campbell and Rush Doshi recently pointed out, China is now able to outproduce the United States across the economic, technological, and military domains. The United States needs to work closely with allies and partners, including the European Union, Japan, India, South Korea, and Australia, if it hopes to compete. A strong team of like-minded countries can join forces to protect workers and businesses against unfair competition, confront technological threats, obtain needed minerals and rare-earth metals, and forge partnerships in the global South.

Trump has convinced many Americans that U.S. alliances are a favor to other nations and that there is no cost to squeezing allies until their pips squeak. He frequently describes America's allies as worse than its adversaries. He has convinced his voters that those allies are yieldingto his indomitable strength. But that is not what's happening.

As traditional U.S. allies yield to Trump, they are accommodating not the president, but American power. That power has been carefully accumulated by successive presidents over the course of decades, through a relatively enlightened foreign policy of alliances and institution-building. Trump now treats American potency as a wasting asset, drawing it down over and over to satisfy his personal whims and ideas. If the United States bullies its teammates and views them as easy marks, they may pay out for a while, especially while they are dependent on America. But these countries won't remain on America's team for any longer than they absolutely have to. To fix this, the United States needs to show that it will help build and lead a stronger team that benefits all of its members.

This logic may not convince die-hard "America First"-ers who are happy to go it alone. But it levels with the American people about the true state of the world today, rather than harkening back to a supposed golden age of a rules-based order that is already long gone.
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What Reconstructing Gaza Really Means

Making this cease-fire a lasting peace will require both Palestinians and Israelis to look inward as well as across the border.

by Samer Sinijlawi

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




The window President Donald Trump opened in the Middle East is narrow, but it is real. His intervention helped bring about a cease-fire that many thought impossible. In a region exhausted by endless war, that act alone deserves recognition. But ahead lies a task even more difficult than halting the gunfire: to repair what has been destroyed in Gaza, which is not only infrastructure but trust, both between and among Palestinians and Israelis.

Cranes and cement, together with time and money, can clear away physical rubble. But the moral and emotional debris will linger: fear, hatred, dehumanization. Reconciliation will have to advance in parallel with reconstruction. And for that, what's required is what I like to think of as the four D's.

First, for obvious reasons, demilitarization. But removing weapons alone does not remove the will to use them. Gaza will also need to deradicalize, which means healing minds poisoned by decades of hatred and fear; to democratize, which entails restoring legitimate and accountable institutions; and to develop a functioning economy that can replace despair with dignity.

Read: How Trump pushed Israel and Hamas to yes

Each of these necessities depends on the others. Without deradicalization, demilitarization will not last. Without democracy, development will be corrupted. And without development, deradicalization will fail. These are therefore not separate objectives but one integrated vision--the blueprint for a sustainable peace.

During the war, heartbreaking images flowed out of Gaza: infants buried before they received their birth certificate, toddlers pulled from rubble covered in dust, staring blankly into a future already stolen. Some children survived without their parents. Others crowded into undersupplied hospitals that had only makeshift bandages to swathe their wounds and no anesthesia for their surgeries.

According to UNICEF and other United Nations agencies, Gaza now has the highest number of child amputees per capita in the world. Between 3,000 and 4,000 children have lost one or more limbs since the war began, many after being pulled from collapsed buildings. More than 64,000 children have been killed or maimed in the past two years. Nearly 1.9 million people--mostly children--have been displaced, and hundreds of thousands no longer attend school.

Behind these statistics are people with names, faces, and futures. For them, the war will never truly end. Every morning, they will wake to a reminder of what they've lost, and of what we, the adults, failed to protect.

To point outward is easy, and often justified--to Israel's bombardment, to the world's indifference, to the international systems that failed to stop this humanitarian nightmare. But we Palestinians must confront another truth: that this tragedy is also partly of our own making. Our leadership has been divided, disconnected, and dysfunctional. Political factions in Ramallah and Gaza have spent the war years fighting over authority and legitimacy, often seeking comfort in slogans rather than solutions.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: War is coming back to Gaza

Leadership means taking responsibility--investing in hospitals, prosthetics, and rehabilitation centers, say, rather than in propaganda. It means securing the peace, however fragile, not just with handshakes and press conferences but with actions that confer legitimacy and inspire hope. This is some of what Gaza will need from its leaders. From the international community, Palestinians will need support for education, dialogue, and joint initiatives that make coexistence with Israelis a lived reality rather than a diplomatic slogan.

The Palestinian Authority, led by President Mahmoud Abbas, has long since lost credibility among Palestinians and has come to be seen as disconnected from their aspirations. And so what is needed now is not bureaucratic continuity but moral renewal, beginning with free and fair elections. Abbas himself pledged in June to hold them within a year. That promise must be kept as soon as basic necessities are restored in Gaza, because legitimacy cannot wait for perfect conditions; it is their precondition.

Whether the current cease-fire becomes a turning point or just another pause before the next catastrophe depends on the willingness of the region's people to look inward as well as across the border. That introspection, that assumption of responsibility for the future, is what my "four D's" represent.

Demilitarization is essential to stop the cycle of destruction, but it must not become a euphemism for subjugation. Palestinians deserve security and sovereignty, not supervision. Deradicalization is equally vital--not as a coerced reeducation, but as part of a healing process that encompasses Israelis as well as Palestinians. Extremism has infected both societies; curing it requires dialogue, and the courage to see the other not as an enemy but as a traumatized neighbor.

Democratization would allow Palestinians to choose their leaders freely and hold them accountable. Legitimacy, not loyalty or fear, would become the bedrock of our institutions and a foundation for a lasting peace. But a hungry, unemployed, and hopeless population cannot sustain moderation, and so development is inextricable from the other three aims. Aid has long kept Palestinians alive, but it hasn't allowed them to live in dignity.

Our struggle as Palestinians has never just been against occupation. It is also a struggle against our own resignation. Real peace demands speaking with Israelis--not just about them. It requires turning humanitarian relief into political momentum, and transforming pain into purpose. Until we convince Israelis that Palestinian independence is in their own security interest, nothing fundamental will change on the ground.

Graeme Wood: One era ends in Gaza, and another begins

The true measure of a people is how they care for their most vulnerable. Today, the children of Gaza--those learning to walk again, those growing up without limbs or parents--are holding up a mirror to all of us. If they can find the strength to live again, surely we can find the courage to rebuild, to reform, and to believe once more in coexistence. If we do not, history will remember not only what was done to us--but what we failed to do for ourselves.

The world can deliver aid, prosthetics, and promises. But the healing of our nations must begin in Gaza, Ramallah, and Jerusalem--with Palestinians and Israelis deciding that coexistence is not naivete but necessity. Rebuilding without reconciling can only be temporary. An enduring peace requires us to rebuild the moral architecture of our shared humanity.
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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 as 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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Tesla Wants to Build a Robot Army

And so does the rest of the auto industry

by Patrick George

Mon, 17 Nov 2025




Elon Musk, already the world's richest man, is now on the path to becoming its first trillionaire. Tesla's shareholders recently approved a massive pay package for the CEO, including some $1 trillion in stock options. But the payout will happen only if certain targets are met--including Musk's successful deployment of 1 million Optimus robots.



Named after a Transformers character, because of course it is, Optimus is a humanoid machine that's supposed to be able to complete boring and dangerous work in place of humans. The robot was unveiled in 2021, when Tesla held an "AI Day" event detailing its future plans. Musk declared then that Tesla needs to be "much more than an electric-car company," and to that end, it would combine its advancements in chips, autonomous driving, and batteries into this robot.



Optimus would be able to do factory work, sure, but that's just the starting point. Over time, Musk has said, Optimus could unleash unprecedented economic and societal change as a source of tireless, unpaid labor that can be trained to do anything. "Working will be optional, like growing your own vegetables, instead of buying them from the store," Musk posted on X last month. Maybe Optimus will provide better medical care than a human surgeon can, he's suggested, or eliminate the need for prisons by following criminal offenders around to prevent them "from doing crime" again. He has even said that the robots could power an eventual Mars colony.



This is the kind of hyperbole the world has come to expect from the guy who's said for a decade that millions of fully driverless Tesla EVs are coming "next year." Optimus was actually just a person in a bodysuit when it was first unveiled. And although Tesla has developed it into an actual robot since then, it has still relied on human assistance to fulfill basic tasks, such as serving drinks. We're a long way off from the dream.



Yet there is something real buried underneath Musk's bluster. It's not just Tesla: Many automakers are trying to pivot to robotics. Rivian, the electric-vehicle start-up, just announced a spin-off company called Mind Robotics. Hyundai is so bullish that it bought the robotics giant Boston Dynamics a few years ago, and it already has robot dogs spot-checking cars at a U.S. plant. Xpeng, a fast-growing EV company in China, recently debuted humanoid robots.



There is, in fact, a lot of overlap between modern cars and robots. Robots need batteries similar to the ones inside EVs--you wouldn't want Optimus stinking up a room with a gas engine. The auto industry has already invested billions of dollars in advanced sensors, chips, and AI for driverless technology. Just add arms and legs, and you basically have a robot. "The auto industry is adjacent to so many of the areas of expertise that are required for robotics," Sterling Anderson, General Motors' chief product officer, told me. "Robotics and autonomous vehicles, they both operate in the same worlds." Automakers also have access to factory data that can be used to train robots, much as all of the writing on the internet has fed large language models. "Nobody else has access to that," Jiten Behl, a former Rivian executive turned venture capitalist who helped bring about the carmaker's robotics spin-off, told me.



Today's car factories are already full of industrial robots; the auto industry buys more of them than any other sector. Articulated robotic arms assemble, weld, and paint various parts, and automated platforms transport them to different workstations. Some carmakers have even dabbled before; Honda began developing bipedal robots in the 1980s and unveiled a childlike walking-and-hopping prototype, Asimo, in 2000. That program was retired a few years ago, but amid the wider AI boom, humanoid robots may now unlock even more automation. "All those tasks today that those robots cannot automate, you have thousands of factory workers doing," Behl said.

Read: The AI boom has an expiration date

Profit margins are thin on every car sold, and cutting down on labor costs--or eliminating them outright--would be a big help to carmakers' bottom lines, especially when it comes to competition from China: U.S. and European manufacturers already pay thousands more in labor costs per vehicle than their Chinese competitors do. Companies such as BMW and Mercedes-Benz say they are developing robots with humanlike reasoning that are entirely focused on making cars more efficiently--that innovate the act of manufacturing while also working around the clock, with no paycheck.



Of course, much of the auto industry has consistently struggled to make battery-powered cars. Replacing humans with battery-powered robot workers may be even further outside its area of expertise. One big issue is something Musk calls "the hands problem": It's shockingly hard to get a machine to replicate the dexterity of human digits. (There's a reason the robot that Chipotle unveiled in 2023 could make only a burrito bowl or a salad, not a burrito.)

Read: The American car industry can't go on like this

Still, for Anderson, Behl, Tesla, and the others, the convergence between robotics and cars is already well under way. A car is "not often described as a robot, but that's what it is," Anderson said at a recent event in New York City where GM previewed an electric Cadillac that lets you stream Love Island while it drives you down the highway. Take that to its logical conclusion as cars become more and more automated, and you simply have a robot that rides on tires instead of walking on legs. The ultimate goal for that isn't far off from what Optimus is supposedly trying to do: guard your life, and save you time. Maybe then you can finally give that vegetable garden the attention it deserves.
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The Nick Fuentes Spiral

The reckoning with the white-nationalist influencer's rise is only getting messier.<strong> </strong>

by Ali Breland

Sat, 15 Nov 2025




On Wednesday, I texted Nick Fuentes about being the center of an existential crisis in American conservatism. Fuentes, a white-nationalist influencer, appeared on The Tucker Carlson Show in October, which has enraged a number of prominent figures on the right and set off a spiraling conversation about where to draw the line on whom the party welcomes into its mainstream. "I don't consider myself to be hateful or prejudiced," he told me. "Just provocative and maybe tribalistic."

Fuentes has repeatedly praised Hitler, likened "organized Jewry" to a "transnational gang," said that women should be "subordinate" to their husband, and called Chicago "nigger hell." In our text exchange, I reminded him of a clip from 2019 in which he said Jim Crow "was better for them; it's better for us." "What that 10 seconds clip from 7 years ago that is clearly a joke?" he responded. "You think thats a fair characterization of my body of work?"

I told him that he was free to disavow his comments right then. He responded with only a "HAHA" iMessage tapback.

This is characteristically Fuentes. His winking, joking-until-he-isn't approach has helped him amass a loyal following--his fans call themselves "Groypers." Carlson explained in his interview that he wanted to speak with the influencer because "I don't think Fuentes is going away," and that despite attempts to unseat him, "he's bigger than ever." Following the backlash, Carlson doubled down, telling Megyn Kelly last week that Fuentes is "the single most influential commentator among young men."

The interview has become the defining subject of discourse on the right over the past month. A few prominent MAGA Republican voices, including Steve Bannon, have signaled support for Carlson. Many others, meanwhile, have been dealing with the fallout. Politicians including Ted Cruz, Mitch McConnell, and Lindsey Graham have spoken out against Fuentes's anti-Semitic views. Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican, told me that Fuentes is a "complete and total lunatic" and that everything he says is "completely wrong." (Fine also isn't fond of Carlson: "I've concluded that he's an anti-Semite." Carlson did not respond to a request for comment.)

"No to the Groypers," the political commentator Ben Shapiro said on his podcast at the beginning of this month. "No to their publicists, like Tucker Carlson. No to those who champion them. No to demoralization. No to bigotry and antimeritocratic horseshit." After Kevin Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, initially supported Carlson, he faced a staff revolt that has thrown the preeminent think tank into chaos. Roberts later backpedaled and called Fuentes an "evil person."

Republicans are so at odds about how to handle Fuentes's encroachment into their ranks that many commentators have likened their infighting to a civil war and posed it as a battle for the soul of the conservative movement. The critics of the Groypers themselves tend to downplay the scale of the conflict. They have suggested that the deeply bigoted factions of the right are a vocal but tiny minority that can be excised. In my conversation with Fine, he described right-wing anti-Semites to me as a "small but growing" contingent that the right can still "nip in the bud." The right-wing commentator Dinesh D'Souza posted on X that the rise of extreme racism on the right could be electorally ruinous "if this continues."

This will continue. Fuentes is not the origin of prejudices metastasizing on the right, nor is he the end point. Today, many popular figures among young conservatives espouse some level of ethno-nationalist ideology. Consider the influencer Bronze Age Pervert, who has written that Black Africans are "so divergent from the rest of humanity," they could be a separate subspecies. Charlie Kirk, who was heralded as a moderate against Fuentes, had drifted further rightward in the years leading up to his assassination. For instance, Kirk called Martin Luther King Jr. "awful" and once said that "we made a huge mistake when we passed the Civil Rights Act in the 1960s."

"The Groyper thing is real," Rod Dreher, a prominent right-wing writer who now lives in Hungary, wrote on Substack this week, after speaking with young conservatives during a trip to Washington. Even young Christians are "neck-deep in anti-Semitism," he added. Recently leaked chats from Young Republican leaders suggest the same. In internal Heritage Foundation emails discussing the Fuentes controversy, published by the New York Post, one staffer for the think tank reportedly wrote: "Talking with some of the interns I think that there are a growing number of them who actually agree" with Fuentes.

In the rush to distance themselves from Fuentes, MAGA conservatives can easily downplay the extent to which Fuentes's racist, trollish ideology has already embedded itself in the movement. It's most apparent in younger groups, yet Groyper-speak also commonly seeps beyond those circles. Even Fuentes's loudest critics on the right sometimes say things that sound as though they were ripped out of one of Fuentes's notorious livestreams. Last summer, Senator Ted Cruz was among the many conservatives who amplified the claim that Haitian immigrants were eating cats--an unfounded notion that appears to have originated on a far-right social-media platform. At the Republican Jewish Coalition conference earlier this month, Fine called for New York City Mayor-Elect Zohran Mamdani to be deported--"the only thing I want to see him running for is his gate at JFK on the deportation flight to Uganda," he said--and claimed that Mamdani is leading a "modern-day Hitler Youth." In July, Fine implied that Representative Ilhan Omar was a "Muslim terrorist."

When I suggested to Fine that these comments sound Fuentes-esque, he rejected the comparison. Mamdani and Omar should be denaturalized, he said, because they engaged in immigration fraud to become citizens. (There is no evidence for this.)

Carlson offered Fuentes his largest audience yet, but the door has been cracking open for Fuentes for years. Now MAGA Republicans, along with everyone else, have to contend with him.
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America Is Taking the Train

Airport chaos is leading people to ride the Amtrak. Will they stick with it?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Sat, 15 Nov 2025




You could almost mistake it for an ad. Last week, the far-right Georgia representative Marjorie Taylor Greene was on the Amtrak Crescent traveling from the nation's capital to her home state, and she was enchanted. "The sweetest people run the train," she posted on X, alongside a video of the autumnal landscape rushing by. "And the morning views of my north Georgia mountains made me smile and warmed my heart."



As Greene said, she'd wound up on the train because of "flight delays and cancellations," a result of the government shutdown. (Thousands of flights have been canceled over the past week, and delays have been common as unpaid air traffic controllers are overworked or walk off the job entirely.) Previously, Greene had been no particular fan of the train--in 2021, she voted against the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law that earmarked $66 billion to rehabilitate the country's woefully out-of-date rail network--yet now she was embracing its charms.

Read: What really happens after the shutdown ends

Could it be that the chaos at American airports has created a small window of opportunity for the beleaguered rail system, which has so often been regarded as an embarrassing burden on the taxpayer? Is it possible that a form of transportation often associated with liberal wonks could, in the country's hour of desperation, come through with a pleasant surprise for everyone? Is it Amtrak's time to shine?



The shutdown is ending, but airports won't be back to normal right away. Many people are turning to the train instead: Jason Abrams, a spokesperson for Amtrak, told me via email that the railroad "predicts record breaking 2025 Thanksgiving travel, with double digit growth in early bookings relative to last year." In ordinary times, the Amtrak might appear laughable--it might seem ridiculous, for instance, that its trains have not been able to run between Albany and Boston or Albany and the Berkshires for the past several months because of a sinkhole situation affecting the tracks in Rensselaer County, New York. But these are not ordinary times, and a sinkhole is nothing compared with Newark airport in recent days. (Anyway, the sinkhole is almost fixed.)

Read: There is no good way to travel anywhere in America

Not everyone will be able to take a train instead of flying, obviously. Last year, 1.2 million people traveled by train for Thanksgiving, a pitiable number relative to the roughly 18 million who flew. Still, Jim Mathews, president and CEO of the nonprofit Rail Passengers Association, told me that he is "optimistic" about Amtrak's potential to make a positive impression.



He suggested that an uptick in ridership this year could lead some to adopt Amtrak permanently and compared the post-shutdown moment, somewhat grimly, to the aftermath of September 11. Before 9/11, the most common way to travel between Washington, D.C., and New York City was via plane. Afterward, people were briefly afraid to fly, but flying also became inconvenient because of the added stress and time-sink of going through security. People tried the train and realized that it was easier and more comfortable; they could work the whole time, and they could go to a cafe car. In New York, they arrived in Midtown Manhattan instead of at an airport deep in Queens. And so they kept taking the train.



During the government shutdown, a lot of flight cancellations were on shorter routes. Even when that kind of flight isn't canceled outright, a delay of something like two hours can tilt the math and make taking a train more logical. The Amtrak ride between Detroit and Chicago takes five hours, and New Orleans to Mobile, Alabama, takes four--each perhaps more appealing than getting to the airport at least an hour ahead of your flight, which may well be delayed anyway. Then there are the other, much-touted perks of trains: no TSA; no middle seat; you can bring 100 pounds of luggage for free. Like Representative Greene, some will sit down on a train in the coming weeks for the first time in a long time, look out the window, and remember that our country, despite its current acute dysfunction, is remarkably beautiful, a pleasure to see from a new angle.



Robert Paaswell, a civil-engineering professor at the City College of New York and a very expressive train enthusiast, told me that if he were running Amtrak, he would have full-page ads in major newspapers right now. In every paper, these ads would explain to people how to find the train schedule, how to buy a ticket, how to get to the station. "That's a generational thing," he said. People don't even think of the train anymore. They don't know where it is. (I'm not sure they know where to buy a newspaper either, though.)



Actually, Amtrak does market itself fairly successfully to young people as a more appealing and romantic alternative to driving and air travel, if not a more practical one. (Over the summer, for a social-media campaign, it made the interesting choice to depict an Amtrak locomotive smashing a mini bag of airplane pretzels, a tiny airplane window, an uncomfortable airplane seat, and an entire airplane as it flew over a city skyline.) Over the years, Amtrak has had several great marketing campaigns, including the "We've Been Working on the Railroad" ads from the 1970s, which Rick Harnish, executive director of the nonprofit High Speed Rail Alliance, referred to when we spoke this week. "They did a lot of advertising to get people to come back," he said. "And then the service wasn't good enough to keep them."

Read: A 'death train' is haunting South Florida

To name a few issues, long-distance routes are prone to dramatic delays, and the cost of sleeper rooms is extreme; you can pay thousands of dollars to spend multiple days riding in a tight space that is not nearly as cool as anything you've seen in a classic movie. Amtrak train cars are in many cases decades old, and the railroad is currently short on equipment, which leads to cancellations--followed, sometimes, by seemingly random un-cancellations.



And service is sparse. Every year, I take the train home to Rochester, New York, for Thanksgiving, which is not an eccentric thing to do but is also not common. Only about 159,000 people got on or off a train in Rochester in all of 2024. So, logically, only four trains from New York City stop there every day (each carrying only a few hundred people). There's a vicious cycle: Amtrak is underfunded and thus underused, which leads it to be further underfunded. (Why pay for a service that isn't popular because it's bad?) Now a significant percentage of travelers who check the Amtrak site out of curiosity will find that the train doesn't go where they need it to, doesn't go often enough, takes too long, or is too expensive.



When I looked this week at tickets for various routes, many of the trains for the days before Thanksgiving were sold out. Those that remain are a test of a person's mettle--would you pay $500 to sit in an upright position for more than 20 hours to get from New York to Chicago? Would you sign up for a 10-hour-and-40-minute layover in the middle of your multiday trip from Raleigh to Syracuse, which on an ordinary day is a less-than-four-hour flight?



I suppose you wouldn't, in regular times. This year, your choices are limited. The train may be slow, dingy, and stupid, but at least it stays on the ground.
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The Dumb Truth at the Heart of the Epstein Scandal

When QAnon meets <em>Veep</em>

by Charlie Warzel

Fri, 14 Nov 2025




Some generations get a nationally televised car chase featuring O. J. Simpson fleeing police in a white Bronco. Others get the communal adrenaline rush of frantically "CTRL-F"-ing a House Oversight Committee trove of Jeffrey Epstein's emails.



Yesterday, lawmakers released more than 20,000 pages of documents related to Epstein, including thousands of emails between him and his powerful contacts in the government, Silicon Valley, and the British royalty. There is an obvious voyeuristic thrill to reading them, but these documents have a deeper relevance. They are a skeleton key for understanding the dynamics of Donald Trump's America, one in which the wealthy and powerful appear not as master operators but as bumbling sycophants, eager to cozy up to influence no matter how villainous or depraved.



Like Epstein's birthday book, published in September by the House Oversight Committee, many of the messages are enthusiastic, even fawning (unlike the birthday book, these messages were sent long after Epstein took a plea deal to reduce his sentence for sex-trafficking charges). His interlocutors ask for favors, seeking insight or dirt on Trump, or advice. In some instances, Epstein responds pompously ("Needs edit," he wrote in one message, when asked to forward an invitation). When glimpses of his character come through in a message--"'Girls?',, careful i will renew an old habit," he replied to an innocuous email that used the word girls--they seem to always be tolerated or ignored.



Read: You really need to see Epstein's birthday book for yourself



But perhaps most striking is how unimpressive Epstein seems. He appears to have been a serial emailer, frequently pecking out barely legible, one-line messages in rapid succession to political advisers, journalists, and well-known personalities such as Peter Thiel and Deepak Chopra. (Reached through a spokesperson about his email correspondence with Epstein, Chopra told me, "I'm always cognizant of Dr. and patient privilege. However, in this case, I hope that all of the truth comes out after ongoing and proper investigations. I'm happy to share whatever I know with authorized officials. Otherwise there are only endless speculations without knowing the context.")





The emails reminded me of the Elon Musk text messages that were made public in 2022 as part of a legal dispute with Twitter: Here we have another coterie of men infatuated with their own ideas and engaged in shallow conversations and insipid gossip. In one representative email exchange, the economist Larry Summers--the former president of Harvard and a member of the Obama and Clinton administrations--griped about women to Epstein: "I'm trying to figure why American elite think if u murder your baby by beating and abandonment it must be irrelevant to your admission to Harvard, but hit on a few women 10 years ago and can't work at a network or think tank," Summers wrote. He then added, "DO NOT REPEAT THIS INSIGHT." A spokesperson for Summers declined to comment. Summers has previously acknowledged "regretting my past associations with Mr. Epstein."



Read: Elon Musk's text messages explain everything



Some of the emails read like absurdist tone poems. In one email to himself with the subject line "radical breakthrough," Epstein appears to be free-associating and journaling his thoughts about anatomy, science, and consciousness, jotting down disconnected phrases such as "Skin as part of brain?" and "Beards and long hair   , are meant to catch and hold smells. ?"



Other emails are unnerving, given that Epstein was arrested for allegedly sex-trafficking minors. In March 2016, he emailed Thomas Barrack, a Trump ally and the current United States ambassador to Turkey, "Send photos of you and child. -- make me smile." A State Department representative did not immediately respond to a request for comment.



Trump has personally called the emails part of a hoax. "The Democrats are trying to bring up the Jeffrey Epstein Hoax again because they'll do anything at all to deflect on how badly they've done on the Shutdown, and so many other subjects," he wrote on Truth Social yesterday.



The emails show that, in the lead-up to and during the first Trump administration, Epstein was in communication with journalists looking for dirt on the president. He also frequently discussed his relationship with Trump. "I want you to realize that that dog that hasn't barked is trump," Epstein wrote in 2011 to Ghislaine Maxwell, his co-conspirator, who is serving time in prison for child sex-trafficking. Epstein said in one email to himself that Trump "came to my house many times." In another, Epstein wrote that he once "gave" a 20-year-old girlfriend to Trump; in yet another, he alleged that Trump "spent hours" with a "victim," as the redacted document says, while at Epstein's home. At one point, Epstein emailed a journalist: "Would you like photos of donald and girls in bikinis   in my kitchen?" Across these messages to various correspondents, Epstein describes Trump as "dirty," worse "in real life and upclose," and "borderline insane."



Yet it also seems that Epstein was acting as an informal adviser to people in Trump world; prominent Trump associates such as Thiel and Steve Bannon corresponded with him. One email with Bannon suggests that he and Epstein were scheduled to have dinner in March 2018. (A spokesperson for Thiel has said that he never visited Epstein's island; Bannon did not respond to a request for comment.) One email dated August 21, 2018, to an unknown recipient captures this dynamic. Epstein writes:



1. Peter Thiel in town. 2. Lets make sure you are keeping your own path on front burner. Strategy etc. 3 at the same time . Take no heat re me. Not worth it for the moment. Mid terms . Over exposure , create shooting star risks. 4. The mooch ( still in contact with Ivanka ) has reached out to me ,  and asked how he can re engage with you. ?? I ve only met him once. odd. 5 /




He follows that message with the equally cryptic "Like musk, your health first. Its a very long game."



This is a near-perfect representation of the Epstein trove in all of its dizzying, typo-plagued ingloriousness. Epstein's pidgin writing style, paired with his name-dropping and vagueness, makes emails like this excellent fodder for both speculation and genuine concern. There's enough detail to cause the mind to race, and not quite enough to get a full picture of what is going on. It's conspiracy-theory jet fuel, yet it seems to point to some very real behind-the-scenes maneuvering.



There's a surreal quality to reading these messages for yourself. At times, some of the emails read almost like QAnon fan fiction. One of the eerier documents is an email from Epstein sent to himself six days before his 2019 arrest with the subject line "list for bannon steve." The body of the email is just a list of a few dozen names, some recognizable, some not. There is no context here, just names, rattled off by the subject of the 21st century's most durable conspiracy theory just 41 days before his mysterious death in a jail cell.



It's too early to tell what the release of these emails will ultimately accomplish. The messages certainly suggest that Epstein and Trump had a longer and closer relationship than the president previously said, and they imply that Trump had, at minimum, firsthand knowledge of Epstein's depravity. The House is now poised to hold a vote as part of a bipartisan effort to force the Justice Department to release a broader set of documents related to the case, known colloquially as the Epstein files.



Read: The Epstein 'client list' will never go away



As grist for the algorithmic mills of social media, the emails are a cursed document--one that seems all but certain to sow maximum chaos online. There are enough famous names, insinuations, and revelations that the messages are inherently newsworthy. But they are also a perfect storm of context collapse--a massive, searchable supply of salacious and screenshottable fodder, dumped online for anyone with any political motive to post. Given that many of Epstein's correspondents are redacted and that threads start and stop randomly, many of the emails are perfect building blocks for constructing plausible but ultimately unprovable narratives. On X, the far-right influencer Jack Posobiec suggested that the emails actually show Epstein and other associates "trying to figure out ways to enwrap Trump into this." In right-wing spheres, Epstein's email to the journalist Michael Wolff, which includes the assertion that Trump "knew about the girls as he asked ghislaine to stop," is now being used as proof of Trump acting heroically to intervene. "Trump was the first to expose Epstein. That's why they came after him," Infowars' Alex Jones said on his show. (An attorney for Wolff did not respond to a request for comment.)



Read: MAGA's next top influencer



The emails are corrosive in another way too. When Epstein's birthday book was released, I argued that the fawning messages therein were more proof that "there is a festering rot among at least one group of powerful elites with an abiding belief that their money and power make them invincible." Now we know that the birthday book was just the tip of the iceberg. Although the extent of Epstein's crimes might not have been known to all of his correspondents, he was still a registered sex offender who took a highly unusual plea deal to avoid a long prison sentence for child sex-trafficking--yet this doesn't appear to have stopped people from wringing whatever value they could from him. What the obsequious emails to Epstein seem to illustrate is that many people with influence were willing to overlook his crimes, horrific behavior, and witless observations as long as there was something in it for them.



In this respect, it's hard not to see these emails as something like a final nail in the coffin when it comes to a broader distrust and contempt for the ruling class of lawmakers, gatekeepers, and the ultra-wealthy. The populist sentiment that elites are corrupt and operate with impunity is one that Trump and the MAGA movement have harnessed successfully. Trump himself has amplified and endorsed the QAnon conspiracy theory, which offers a dramatic fantasy that a cabal of pedophiles is controlling world events from the shadows. Like many durable conspiracy theories, QAnon depicts an immoral elite that is both evil and hyper-competent. There is always a master plan shrouded in secrecy and protected by code words.



From the June 2020 issue: The prophecies of Q



The Epstein revelations of the past few months suggest that these conspiracies actually do represent reality in some way--plainly speaking, some of the most powerful people in the world were communicating with one another through the kingpin of an alleged child-sex-trafficking operation. But the emails also prove that the truth is dumber than fiction. These global elites are far from organized and hyper-competent--it feels like how Veep would have treated QAnon. The elites don't message with sex pests using code words; they openly muse about having fun with girls at "Hawaiian Tropic" parties.



That reading these emails feels surreal makes sense--they shatter the myth of genius and merit that the ruling class tries carefully and spends exorbitantly to cultivate, and they affirm the worst suspicions of the conspiracy-minded. As more revelations are made public, it may feel like the conspiracy theorists have won. But they've been wrong as well. Cabal is too flattering a word for this crowd of cosplaying, hunt-and-peck email addicts. Conspiracy theories are a flawed tool meant to help make sense of a nonsensical world. The truth is darker: You don't need an elaborate master plan to dodge accountability when everyone's all too willing to simply look the other way.
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Why Hotel-Room Cancellations Disappeared

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, and 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 End to the Government Shutdown

Panelists joined to discuss how moderate lawmakers brokered a deal with Senate Republicans.

by The Editors

Sat, 15 Nov 2025




This week the government reopened after the longest closure in the nation's history. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss how moderate lawmakers brokered a deal with Senate Republicans--and what it may mean for the Democratic Party going forward.

There is a lot of frustration among Democratic lawmakers following the end of the shutdown, which is now spilling out into public view, Nancy Cordes, the chief White House correspondent at CBS News, said last night. "There are Senate Democrats who feel that the whole point of this risky enterprise in the first place, triggering a shutdown, was because eventually, over time, they felt that they would gain enough leverage over Republicans."

Although "the pain was mounting; yes, flight delays were mounting; yes, SNAP beneficiaries were starting to lose very crucial food assistance," Cordes noted, "they felt that they were getting closer to putting Republicans in a very uncomfortable situation." She added: "We'll never know if they were right or not, because these eight Senate Democrats said that they weren't willing to find out."

Joining the guest moderator and a staff writer at The Atlantic, Vivian Salama, to discuss this and more: Natalie Andrews, a White House correspondent at The Wall Street Journal; Cordes, the chief White House correspondent at CBS News; Andrew Desiderio, a senior congressional reporter for Punchbowl News; Jeff Mason, a White House correspondent at Reuters.

Watch the full episode here.
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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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        Whoa-zempic!
        Roxanne Khamsi
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        Three years ago, America was in the midst of an infant-formula crisis. Abbott, one of the world's biggest formula producers, had issued a nationwide recall after two children who consumed its products died of Cronobacter, a bacterial infection that can lead to complications such as meningitis. Because Abbott produced about 40 percent of the U.S. supply of infant formula, the recall contributed to a monthslong nationwide shortage stemming partially from pandemic-related supply-chain issues.Federal...

      

      
        RFK Jr.'s Cheer Squad Is Getting Restless
        Tom Bartlett

        Russell Brand had found his people, that much was clear. Last Saturday, in front of 800 fans in a hotel ballroom in Austin, the comedian doled out praise for Robert F. Kennedy Jr. (whom he called "Great Brother Kennedy"), disdain for the medical establishment ("flat-out evil"), and gratitude for Jesus Christ ("Thank God we have a forgiving God that died for us"). He also told a bunch of dick jokes and, later, called me a Nazi.After the show, I'd asked Brand for an interview, and he told me that t...

      

      
        Who Would Want to Kill 314 Ostriches?
        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...
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RFK Jr.'s Miasma Theory of Health Is Spreading

The NIH is picking up Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s argument that a healthy immune system can keep even pandemic germs at bay.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Last week, the two top officials at the National Institutes of Health--the world's largest public funder of biomedical research--debuted a new plan to help Americans weather the next pandemic: getting everyone to eat better and exercise.



The standard pandemic-preparedness playbook "has failed catastrophically," NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya and NIH Principal Deputy Director Matthew J. Memoli wrote in City Journal, a magazine and website published by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, a conservative think tank. The pair argue that finding and studying pathogens that could cause outbreaks, then stockpiling vaccines against them, is a waste of money. Instead, they say, the United States should encourage people to improve their baseline health--"whether simply by stopping smoking, controlling hypertension or diabetes, or getting up and walking more."



On its own, Bhattacharya and Memoli's apparently serious suggestion that just being in better shape will carry the U.S. through an infectious crisis is reckless, experts told me--especially if it's executed at the expense of other public-health responses. In an email, Andrew Nixon, the director of communications at the Department of Health and Human Services--which oversees the NIH--wrote that the agency "supports a comprehensive approach to pandemic preparedness that recognizes the importance of both biomedical tools and the factors individuals can control." But more broadly, Bhattacharya and Memoli's proposal reflects the spread of a dangerous philosophy that Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of HHS, has been pushing for years: a dismissal of germ theory, or the notion that infectious microbes are responsible for many of the diseases that plague humankind.



In his 2021 book, The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health, Kennedy, a longtime anti-vaccine activist, argues that modern scientists have blamed too much of infectious disease on pathogens, which he suggests are rarely problematic, unless the immune system has been compromised by poor nutrition, toxins, and other environmental stressors. He credits sanitation and nutrition for driving declines in infectious-disease deaths during the 20th century; vaccination, he has baselessly claimed, was largely ineffective and unnecessary. In his view, germs don't pose a substantial threat to people who have done the work of "fortifying the immune system"--essentially, those who have taken their health into their own hands.



In terms of general health, most Americans would benefit from improvements in diet and exercise. A strong emphasis on both has been core to the Make America Healthy Again movement, and in one important aspect, Kennedy and his allies are correct: The immune system, like other bodily systems, is sensitive to nutritional status, and when people are dealing with chronic health issues, they often fare less well against infectious threats, Melinda Beck, a nutrition and infectious-disease researcher who recently retired from the University of North Carolina, told me. Conditions such as obesity and diabetes, for instance, raise the risk of severe COVID and flu; malnutrition exacerbates the course of diseases such as tuberculosis and measles.



But applied to widespread infectious outbreaks, the MAHA prescription is still deeply flawed. Being generally healthy doesn't guarantee survival, or even better outcomes against infectious diseases--especially when an entire population encounters a pathogen against which it has no immunity. Although some evidence suggests that the 1918 flu pandemic strongly affected certain groups of people who were less healthy at baseline--including undernourished World War I soldiers--"relatively healthy people, as far as we could understand, were the main victims," Naomi Rogers, a historian of medicine at Yale, told me. Smallpox, too, infected and killed indiscriminately. HIV has devastated many communities of young, healthy people.



In his book, Kennedy relies heavily on the term miasma theory as a shorthand for preventing disease "through nutrition and by reducing exposures to environmental toxins and stresses." He's employing that phrase incorrectly: Historically, at least, miasma theory referred to the notion that epidemics are caused by bad air--such as toxic emanations from corpses and trash--and was the predominant way of describing disease transmission until scientists found definitive proof of infectious microbes in the late 19th century. But his choice of words is also revealing. In pitting his ideas against germ theory, he plays on a centuries-old tension between lifestyle and microbes as roots of illness.



In its early days, germ theory struggled to gain traction even among physicians, many of whom dismissed the idea as simplistic, Nancy Tomes, a historian at Stony Brook University, told me. After the idea became foundational to medicine, scientists still had to work to convince some members of the public that microbes could fell healthy people, too. In the early days of polio vaccination, when the virus still ran rampant in the U.S., some vaccine-skeptical Americans insisted that children were falling seriously ill primarily because their parents weren't managing their kids' nutrition well and "had disrupted the child's internal health," Rogers told me.



Over time, as pharmaceutical companies made global businesses out of selling antibiotics, vaccines, and antivirals, the products became a symbol, for some people, of how germ theory had taken over medicine. Accepting vaccines came to represent trust in scientific expertise, Rogers said; misgivings about the industry, in contrast, might translate into rejecting those offerings. In that skeptical slice of the American public and amid the rise of alternative-wellness practitioners, Kennedy has found purchase for his ideas about nutrition as a cure-all.



Since taking over as health secretary, he has on occasion made that distrust in germ theory national policy. In his book, he wrote that "when a starving African child succumbs to measles, the miasmist attributes the death to malnutrition; germ theory proponents (a.k.a. virologists) blame the virus." Earlier this year, when measles raged through undervaccinated regions of West Texas, the secretary acted out his own miasmist theory of the outbreak, urging Americans to rely on vitamin-A supplementation as a first-line defense, even though deficiency of that vitamin is rare here.



But germ theory is key to understanding why outbreaks become pandemics--not because people's general health is wanting, but because a pathogen is so unfamiliar to so many people's immune systems at once that it is able to spread unchecked. Pandemics then end because enough people acquire sufficient immunity to that pathogen. Vaccination, when available, remains the safest way to gain that immunity--and, unlike lifestyle choices, it can represent a near-universal strategy to shore up defenses against disease. Not all of the risk factors that worsen disease severity are tunable by simply eating better or working out more. For COVID and many other respiratory diseases, for instance, old age and pregnancy remain some of the biggest risk factors. Genetic predispositions to certain medical conditions, or structural barriers to changing health habits--not just lack of willpower--can make people vulnerable to disease, too.



In their article, Bhattacharya and Memoli purport to be arguing against specific strategies of pandemic preparedness, most prominently the controversial type of gain-of-function research that can involve altering the disease-causing traits of pathogens, and has been restricted by the Trump administration. But the pair also mischaracterize the country's current approach to pandemics, which, in addition to calling for virus research and vaccine development, prioritizes measures such as surveillance, international partnerships, and improved health-care capacity, Nahid Bhadelia, the director of the Center on Emerging Infectious Diseases at Boston University, told me. And Bhattacharya and Memoli's alternative approach cuts against the most basic logic of public health--that the clearest way to help keep a whole population healthy is to offer protections that work on a societal level and that will reach as many people as possible. Fixating on personal nutrition and exercise regimens as pandemic preparedness would leave many people entirely unprotected. At the same time, "we're basically setting up society to blame someone" in the event that they fall ill, Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the pandemic center at the Brown University School of Public Health, told me.



Kennedy's book bemoans that the "warring philosophies" of miasma and germ theory have become a zero-sum game. And yet, at HHS, he and his officials are presenting outbreak preparedness--and the rest of public health--as exactly that: The country should worry about environment or pathogens; it should be either pushing people to eat better or stockpiling vaccines. Over email, Nixon told me that "encouraging healthier habits is one way to strengthen resilience alongside vaccines, treatments, and diagnostics developed through NIH-funded research." But this year, under pressure from the Trump administration, the NIH has cut funding to hundreds of vaccine- and infectious-disease focused research projects; elsewhere at HHS, officials canceled nearly half a billion dollars' worth of contracts geared toward developing mRNA vaccines.



The reality is that both environment and pathogens often influence the outcome of disease, and both should be addressed. Today's public-health establishment might not subscribe to the 19th-century version of miasma theory, but the idea that environmental and social factors shape people's health is still core to the field. "They're saying you can only do one thing at a time," Bhadelia told me. "I don't think we have to."
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Whoa-zempic!

The next wave of obesity drugs is pushing the limits of weight loss.

by Roxanne Khamsi

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Medical weight loss might be on the verge of a further revolution. For starters, people will likely have the option of taking a new class of medications that seem to have fewer bothersome side effects, such as nausea--which affects about half the people on Ozempic and similar drugs.

Those now-familiar medications target a pathway involving the appetite-regulating hormone GLP-1; the new ones target cell receptors for a different hormone, amylin. AstraZeneca, Eli Lilly, Zealand Pharma, and, of course, Novo Nordisk, which makes Ozempic, are all testing amylin-based obesity drugs. And if the increasing number of new weight-loss medications seems hard to choose from, you might not have to pick just one. Some medications in development, such as CagriSema, go one step beyond, combining components that target amylin and GLP-1 to make even more powerful drugs.

In a recent trial, individuals with obesity who took an amylin-based drug called cagrilintide lost about 12 percent of their weight over the course of 16 months. Those on semaglutide, the active ingredient in Ozempic, lost about 15 percent. Those taking CagriSema lost, on average, more than 20 percent. (By comparison, bariatric surgery, a dramatic procedure that reconfigures the digestive system, can cause a person to lose about 30 percent of their weight--but it comes with the possibility of serious complications such as hernias and life-threatening infections.) These new combination drugs are pressing weight loss far enough past the limits of existing drugs that the field of obesity research is facing an unprecedented question: How far should medical weight loss go?

Thomas Lutz, who is known by his contemporaries as the "amylin guy," has been conducting amylin research at the University of Zurich since the early 1990s, beginning only a few years after amylin had been isolated and characterized in pancreatic cells. Some scientists looked at the molecule with suspicion because it had been isolated in deposits within the pancreas of diabetic patients. Lutz and others helped show that it could reduce appetite in animals. But, perhaps partly because of the lingering mystery of why amylin deposits occur in the body, he found that the wider field took quite a while to get interested in his and other amylin researchers' work. "We were probably considered outsiders by many others in the field," Lutz told me. Most of his peers were focused on GLP-1, or leptin, or other peptides--molecules made of the same building blocks as proteins, but smaller. "Not many labs really focused on amylin."

The compound has been used as a drug in the past, Lutz said, albeit in less potent incarnations. Pramlintide, an analogue of amylin, was approved by the FDA for treating diabetes in 2005. The formulation degrades rapidly enough that it has to be injected before every major meal, though; cagrilintide sticks around longer and is injected only once a week. Pramlintide also doesn't have as big an effect on weight loss compared with the more recent array of amylin drugs. In one trial, twice as many people receiving it lost at least 5 percent of their body weight after four months, relative to those receiving the placebo. But that's a modest effect.

Amylin is just one of a bevy of hormones involved in metabolism that pharmaceutical companies are thinking of using as components in future weight-loss therapies. "Companies are kind of going down the list," looking at peptides that are secreted after meals and might have commercial potential, Kevin Hall, a metabolism scientist and co-author of the new book Food Intelligence, told me. There are drugs in the works that join the action of GLP-1 with that of GIP, a hormone released from the upper intestine, despite uncertainty about how GIP influences appetite. Some companies are looking at drugs based on the hormone glucagon. Others are investigating peptide YY, a gut hormone that signals to the brain that a meal has been consumed.

Because the body tends to adapt to drugs that depend on just one hormonal mechanism, combination medications that target multiple hormones should yield more effective treatments, Beverly Tchang, an endocrinologist at Weill Cornell Medicine who's on the governing board of the Obesity Society, told me. As the available combinations increase and the weight-loss effects presumably nudge up as well, the question becomes: How much weight loss should these medications aim to produce? "The fact that we have to ask that question is crazy," Tchang said. "Five years ago, we couldn't ask that question, because we weren't hitting these thresholds."

For many individuals with obesity who lose about 5 percent of their weight, their blood levels of certain fat molecules start to improve. At about 10 percent weight loss, their risk of heart attack and stroke typically goes down. When weight loss reaches more than 15 percent, some people start to see the resolution of health problems that often go hand in hand with obesity. "It's not that their high blood pressure is only getting better," Tchang said. "It's going away."

But not everyone sees their risk factors go away when they lose 15 or 20 percent of their weight, which is one reason doctors see a market for more potent drugs. Many people who are morbidly obese need to shed a higher percentage of weight to achieve certain health goals, which is why some undergo bariatric surgery, even with all of its associated risks. Of course, people who are less obese might not benefit from losing a lot of weight. "Not all of our patients need 20 percent, 25 percent, 30 percent weight loss," Timothy Garvey, an endocrinologist and professor at the University of Alabama at Birmingham who has led trials of amylin drugs, told me. "In fact, it's unhealthy for many people, and it's way beyond what we need to improve health."

Doctors often consider body mass index (the imperfect but broadly used measure based on someone's weight and height) to judge if someone is over- or underweight: A BMI of less than 18.5 is considered underweight. If someone's weight loss causes their BMI to fall below that in a clinical trial, the person generally has to leave the experiment. But social pressures to lose weight can be tremendous, and GLP-1 drugs are already available at online pharmacies, where physician oversight is less rigorous. Some doctors worry that if more potent combination drugs come along--at the same time that generic GLP-1 drugs are available--people might take their weight loss too far.

Since GLP-1 drugs have been widely available, people have used them not just to tend to their health but also to modify their appearance. Christoffer Clemmensen, an obesity researcher at the University of Copenhagen, drew a parallel between the excessive use of weight-loss medications and inappropriate uses of anabolic steroids to bulk up muscles. Without support from a doctor or other medical professionals, people using these drugs, or even more effective ones, could lose significant muscle mass, Michael Lyon, the medical director of the Obesity Medicine and Diabetes Institute in a suburb of Vancouver, British Columbia, told me. In some rare cases, people's weight loss on GLP-1 drugs doesn't level off. "They just keep losing and keep losing," Garvey said. "You are losing bone; you're losing muscle." Already, people who want to lose weight have some of the most powerful tools ever available. In the next year, they'll likely have even more options.
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America Has a Baby-Formula Problem--Again

One of the most highly regulated sectors in the U.S. food industry is still too vulnerable to contamination.

by Nicholas Florko

Tue, 18 Nov 2025




Three years ago, America was in the midst of an infant-formula crisis. Abbott, one of the world's biggest formula producers, had issued a nationwide recall after two children who consumed its products died of Cronobacter, a bacterial infection that can lead to complications such as meningitis. Because Abbott produced about 40 percent of the U.S. supply of infant formula, the recall contributed to a monthslong nationwide shortage stemming partially from pandemic-related supply-chain issues.

Federal investigators suspected that the outbreak originated in an Abbott factory in Michigan. FDA inspectors found that the plant had a leaky roof, standing water, and colonies of bacteria. Abbott has denied that its plant was the source of illness, and its products were never definitively linked to the outbreak. Nevertheless, the incident led to congressional hearings, a consent decree for Abbott, and assurances from FDA officials that the agency would more closely police formula manufacturers so that a situation like this would never happen again.

And yet, it has. Twenty-three infants have fallen ill in recent months from infant botulism after drinking powdered formula from ByHeart, a high-end brand whose stated goal is to "make the best formula on earth." Infant botulism can cause muscle weakness, difficulty breathing, and, if untreated, death. One child was on a feeding tube for four weeks, according to Bill Marler, a food-safety attorney who filed a lawsuit last week on behalf of the child's family. Last Tuesday, ByHeart issued a nationwide recall for all of its products.

In response to detailed questions, a spokesperson for ByHeart told me that the company is focusing on "implementing the recall as quickly as possible and supporting the FDA's investigation into the source of the outbreak." The company wrote in a November 8 update to customers that "there is no confirmed link between ByHeart's infant formula and infant botulism."

Infant formula is perhaps the most highly regulated sector in the U.S. food industry, because the slightest lapse can cause serious harm. Nothing about formula itself is inherently unsafe; it's essentially milk protein fortified with key vitamins and minerals. But microbes that most adults can ingest without incident--including the ones that caused the 2021-22 outbreak and today's--can cause life-threatening complications for babies, because the newborn immune system isn't developed enough to fight them off. The FDA inspects infant-formula plants at least once a year. (Regulators inspect facilities for other foods they deem at high risk of contamination only every three years, unless they're alerted of a potential problem.)

Missteps in manufacturing happen, but most of the time, they are caught before they end up making kids sick. At least five other infant-formula recalls have occurred because of potential contamination since Abbott's in 2022. It's impossible to say that no children got sick from those incidents--parents may simply have not reported their kids' illness--but in recalling the products quickly, the companies might have prevented major problems.

Although many smaller formula brands use a third-party manufacturer, ByHeart operates its own facilities, so the current outbreak appears to be contained to only its products. And unlike Abbott, ByHeart's market share is too small--about 1 percent, per the FDA--to meaningfully affect the national supply. Infant botulism is less deadly than Cronobacter, and the condition is rare. The medical literature documents only a few cases that have been tied to infant formula prior to the current outbreak. In 2021, just 181 cases were confirmed in the United States overall.

Read: The ominous rise of toddler milk

Even so, ByHeart's customers are clearly distressed. On the company Facebook page, parents--some of whom have fed their children the affected products--are venting their anger at the company. "I have yet to sleep in peace since we heard about this," wrote one mother, who says she fed her three-week-old the formula before the recall. Others are frustrated that they purchased an expensive formula only to throw it all away. (Prior to the recall, ByHeart sold its powdered formula for about $1.75 an ounce; at Target, Abbott's Similac Advance formula costs about $1.30 an ounce.) ByHeart told me in a statement that "we express our deepest sympathy to the affected families" and that the company is "working as quickly and diligently as we can to respond to each inquiry we receive."

Experts I spoke with were adamant that food manufacturers bear most of the blame for foodborne outbreaks--after all, they produced the unsafe food. "It is the responsibility of a food company, whether they're making baby formula or Pop-Tarts or selling romaine, to ensure that their food is safe," Sandra Eskin, the CEO of the advocacy group Stop Foodborne Illness, told me. But regulators often share some culpability. In the 2021-22 outbreak, a whistleblower alerted the FDA to alleged rule-breaking, including falsification of records and the release of untested formula into the market, but regulators failed to follow up on the complaint until 15 months later. Abbott said in a statement on its website that the whistleblower "was dismissed due to serious violations of Abbott's food safety policies, and after dismissal, through their attorney, made evolving, new and escalating allegations to multiple authorities." Although the company has acknowledged that the plant at issue did test positive for certain bacteria, a spokesperson reiterated the company's defense to me that it was never proved that the bacteria in its facility made it into formula.

As for the current outbreak, it's too early to pinpoint exactly what went wrong. The affected powdered ByHeart formula must be rehydrated, so the bacterial spores that cause infant botulism--which are relatively common--could have contaminated the formula when parents were preparing it for their babies. But experts told me that that explanation is unlikely because so many children have now gotten sick from the same formula; nearly two dozen families would have had to make the same mistake around the same time. Plus, the FDA found manufacturing deficiencies at ByHeart's Iowa facility--one of the two linked to the current outbreak--when it was last inspected in February, Emily Hilliard, a Department of Health and Human Services spokesperson, told me. (She declined to say what those deficiencies were.) The ByHeart spokesperson, when asked about the issues identified in February, said that "addressing observations and updating regulators is a continuous and routine process that is inherent in maintaining compliance and meeting the highest safety and quality standards."

Read: What parents did before baby formula

In 2023, the company received a formal warning letter after the FDA found that the company did not have proper systems in place to make sure that formula was not contaminated at its since-closed facility in Reading, Pennsylvania. Months later, that facility was cited by the FDA for having mold in a water tank and thousands of dead insects on the premises, according to The New York Times.

The spokesperson for ByHeart told me that all of the issues in the 2023 warning letter have been resolved. But the FDA's allegations against the company typify what food-safety experts and former FDA officials have described to me as ByHeart's cavalier approach to food safety. "There's a lot of red flags about the way ByHeart is managing this outbreak, which tells me they don't have an experienced food-safety team at the helm," Sarah Sorscher, the director of regulatory affairs at the Center for Science in the Public Interest, told me.

The company has, for example, downplayed findings by officials at the California Department of Public Health, who tested an open canister of ByHeart formula acquired from an infant-botulism patient and found the bacteria that causes infant botulism. After California alerted the public to these findings on November 8, the company announced a recall and put out a statement claiming that it was taking the results "very seriously"--but then questioned the state's methodology in the next sentence.

In an open letter posted on the company's website, ByHeart also noted that formula companies are not required to test for the bacteria that causes infant botulism. Frank Yiannas, a former deputy commissioner for food policy at the FDA, told me that the response was "not a really good answer," because companies--particularly those in an industry like infant formula--should be doing their own analyses of hazards and risks, regardless of what is mandated by law. When California's officials found the bacteria in that can of baby formula, the state's public-health officer urged parents to "stop using ByHeart formula immediately." The company, however, initially responded by recalling just two batches of its formula. (In the days since, the company has issued a nationwide recall to include all of its products.)

Read: We've never been good at feeding babies

In the coming weeks or months, regulators may find--as they did with Abbott--sanitation issues at ByHeart's facilities. Or perhaps the evidence will indicate that the company acted responsibly and just got hit with a black-swan event. Whichever way the situation goes, it's a reminder of how easily the baby-formula industry can crack, even when it's supposed to be bulletproof.
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RFK Jr.'s Cheer Squad Is Getting Restless

My weekend with America's biggest anti-vaxxers

by Tom Bartlett

Sat, 15 Nov 2025




Russell Brand had found his people, that much was clear. Last Saturday, in front of 800 fans in a hotel ballroom in Austin, the comedian doled out praise for Robert F. Kennedy Jr. (whom he called "Great Brother Kennedy"), disdain for the medical establishment ("flat-out evil"), and gratitude for Jesus Christ ("Thank God we have a forgiving God that died for us"). He also told a bunch of dick jokes and, later, called me a Nazi.

After the show, I'd asked Brand for an interview, and he told me that the media are "Luciferian," and that reporters are Nazis. "Do you really think that?" I asked him. "You're more like an individual Nazi," he said, seemingly a concession that I was just following orders. (I didn't get the interview.)

Brand and his fans had gathered for the annual conference of Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine nonprofit founded in 2018 by the current secretary of Health and Human Services. Kennedy wasn't there, but the movement's other headliners were. Brand--who is awaiting trial for rape and sexual assault in the U.K. and has pleaded not guilty--was onstage with Kennedy's wife, Cheryl Hines, to promote her memoir. Her publisher, Tony Lyons, was there in his role as president of MAHA Action, a nonprofit that holds weekly Zoom calls to galvanize support for Kennedy's agenda. Also on the scene were Andrew Wakefield, who's infamous for his discredited 1998 Lancet study on the measles-mumps-rubella vaccine and autism, along with newer adherents such as Bret Weinstein, the evolutionary biologist, COVID-vaccine critic, and podcast host.

Everyone I spoke with at the conference shared a distrust of vaccines and a sense that, after they'd spent years on the fringes of scientific discourse, Kennedy's rise to power had given them the legitimacy they once lacked. (The theme of the event was "Moment of Truth.") As Polly Tommey, the program director of the organization's video-and-audio operation, told the audience: "We never thought Bobby would be health secretary--I mean, come on! We're in the best place we've been for ages!" But what should have been a victory lap at times felt like an attempt to rally the troops, or at least reassure them.

Kennedy's tenure has been turbulent. In less than a year, he's sent mixed signals about the benefits of vaccination during a measles outbreak, fired all of the CDC's outside vaccine advisers and replaced them with his allies, axed the director of the CDC just weeks after she took the job, and stoked fears about prenatal Tylenol use as a cause of autism despite recent conflicting evidence. A string of top CDC officials, including the chief science officer, has resigned, and those who remain say morale has never been lower.

Read: 'It feels like the CDC is over'

But the Kennedy faithful don't care about the health secretary flouting institutional norms or sidelining subject-matter experts, because they view HHS, and the CDC in particular, as either useless or corrupt. In fact, some at the conference worried that Kennedy is not acting with enough urgency. (In an email, the HHS spokesperson Emily Hilliard wrote that Kennedy "remains committed to ensuring that all Americans have access to accurate, evidence-based information about vaccines.")

They want Kennedy to investigate their belief that the government supposedly colluded with Big Pharma to hide the harms of vaccination. In a session on Saturday afternoon, former Republican Representative Dave Weldon, whose nomination to become CDC director was withdrawn in March amid outcry over his criticism of immunizations, called for the creation of an independent body to investigate vaccine-safety data and report only to Kennedy and President Donald Trump. "If it's in the hands of the CDC, you'll never get the answers you need," he told the crowd. During a session titled "The Enduring Nightmare of COVID mRNA Technology," Sherri Tenpenny, a veteran anti-vaccine activist who once said that one goal of COVID vaccination was to turn people into "transhumanist cyborgs," called for the mRNA-based vaccines to be taken off the market: "It's just the next level of atrocity of how they want to damage us and make us customers for life." Mark Gorton, the founder of LimeWire who is now president of the MAHA Institute, a think tank, favors stopping routine shots altogether until they've undergone further testing. "The medical establishment will scream that plagues will sweep across the land," he said from the stage. "We need to counter that their plague of vaccine poisoning is already amongst us."

Read: The neo-anti-vaxxers are in power now

Other attendees were frank about their attempts to personally influence Kennedy. Steve Kirsch, a former tech executive turned anti-vaccine activist, told me at the conference that he texts directly with the health secretary. After getting vaccinated against COVID, Kirsch became convinced that the shot was unsafe and began campaigning against it. He said he later took a supplement marketed to remove spike proteins from the body, which he now blames for causing him to go blind in one eye. Kirsch told me he recently sent Kennedy some data from the Czech Republic that he believes prove that COVID shots increase mortality rates. (Multiple studies have shown that the vaccines reduce mortality rates, particularly in those over 60.) He is frustrated that he hasn't heard back yet. "Kennedy's taking baby steps, and that's a big problem," Kirsch told me. (When I asked Hilliard about Kennedy's correspondence with Kirsch, she did not provide an answer.)

Although the MAHA merch table sold hats with slogans such as RAW MILK IS MILK and MAKE FRYING OIL TALLOW AGAIN, the attire of conference-goers was mostly vaccine-themed: One popular T-shirt featured an illustration of a syringe with the message COME AND MAKE ME. Mary Holland, the chief executive officer of Children's Health Defense, began the conference by listing some of the environmental triggers that she believes cause chronic childhood disease, including stress, ultra-processed food, and electromagnetic radiation; attendees were asked to switch their phones to airplane mode out of consideration for those sensitive to Wi-Fi. But as she told the crowd, "It is in large part--predominantly--the vaccines." Gorton agreed. "There's been a lot of progress in terms of the MAHA movement, but if you look at real, meaningful changes in the health system, they're trivial," he said. He characterized the general feeling about the progress that's been made since Kennedy became secretary as "mixed."

The forces aligned against Kennedy, everyone at the conference seemed to agree, are formidable. Leslie Manookian, the president of the Health Freedom Defense Fund and the author of a recently passed Idaho law that makes vaccine mandates illegal, railed against the "pit of vipers" that Kennedy must deal with in Washington. In a session titled "Sustaining the Promise of Freedom Through Action," the crowd applauded when Joseph Ladapo, Florida's surgeon general, announced that the reporters from The Atlantic and The Washington Post in the room "represent forces who are working toward the enslavement of humanity"--though he allowed that he had "nothing against them." (As The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, told the Post, "In fact, The Atlantic is not working towards the enslavement of humanity, but I appreciate his concern.") Ladapo spent most of his speech expounding on his experience with psychotherapy and his relationship with his wife. The day after Brand declined to speak with me and called me a Nazi, Alex Jones posted a two-hour interview in which a bathrobe-clad Brand dismissed the allegations against him as a "governmental and media operation."

Several speakers counseled patience in the face of such powerful enemies, encouraging attendees to keep their faith in Kennedy. Wakefield (who received a hero's welcome himself) insisted that Kennedy was on the right path: "We need, collectively, to give Bobby Kennedy--a very, very brave and smart man--the support he needs to get through the next round." Del Bigtree, who served as communications director for Kennedy's presidential campaign and identified himself as a lifelong Democrat, emphasized the importance of Republicans doing well in next year's midterms so that Kennedy can continue to carry out the "Make America Healthy Again" agenda.

Read: RFK Jr.'s victory lap

Kennedy may not have gone far enough yet in realizing the goals of the so-called medical-freedom movement, Bigtree said, but given enough time and popular support, he still might: "We've got to hold it together so that Bobby can just work."
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Who Would Want to Kill 314 Ostriches?

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 have 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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No Appointments, No Nurses, No Private Insurance Needed

Many health facilities try to avoid Medicaid. A Colorado clinic prefers it.

by Helen Ouyang

Tue, 21 Oct 2025


P. J. Parmar, founder and owner of Mango House (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



Sign up for Being Human, our newsletter that explores wellness culture, human behavior, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

On a road in Aurora, Colorado, lined with used-car dealers and pawnshops sits a tan, low-rise building called Mango House. Inside, among international-food stalls and ethnic-clothing shops, is a family-medicine clinic that serves a largely refugee and immigrant community. Improbably, the clinic makes enough money to sustain itself and pay staff well without relying on grants or donations. And it does so through Medicaid.

The prevailing wisdom is that Medicaid is a losing proposition for health facilities, an insurance program so stingy that many can't afford to take it. Some of those that do essentially segregate Medicaid patients into separate clinics. Here, Medicaid is preferred.

Because the clinic relies so heavily on that program, I expected that the Trump administration's upcoming Medicaid cuts might force Mango House to close or pare back. Instead, when I spoke recently with the clinic's founder and owner, P. J. Parmar, they were far from his mind. Medicaid's practices--and patients' coverage--already fluctuate enough that he and his staff are used to weathering such unpredictable forces. Even if 15 percent of his patients fell off Medicaid because of the cuts, his practice would be fine, he said, showing me his calculations.

Parmar is a family physician who opened the practice--officially named Ardas Family Medicine, but now better known by its location inside Mango House--in 2012. He wanted to reengineer how a clinic could run, designing systems that maximized efficiency and ease of access. For starters, Parmar eliminated scheduled appointments, which he called "an exercise in craziness." In theory, appointments ensure that people don't have to wait long to see their doctor, but Parmar found scheduling to be so inherently erratic--some patients need only a few minutes, others half an hour; many don't show up at all--that he could see more patients, while keeping wait times short, by simply having them walk in. On the Wednesday I was there, the practice hummed along. Medical assistants from Nepal, Myanmar, Somalia, and Afghanistan greeted patients; the average wait time hovered around 10 minutes. Even during the Monday-afternoon rush, Parmar said, waits rarely exceed 30 minutes.


The clinic, located among international food stalls and shops, serves a largely refugee and immigrant community. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



Most days of the year (and it's open all but five), the clinic is staffed with three clinicians--a mix of doctors and nurse practitioners--who together see about 100 patients. Each provider has a dedicated exam room arranged how they like, so they don't waste time hunting for supplies or shuttling between spaces. They escort patients from the waiting room and perform vital signs themselves: The clinic doesn't employ nurses. (Lower-cost medical assistants handle routine tasks such as giving shots and drawing blood.) The providers see patients in order of arrival. Of course, some patients still have favorites, so staff will mark any preferences when they check in.

In American medicine, short appointment times are often a cause for complaint. But from what I observed at the Mango House clinic, the ease of access, rather than undue pressure on clinicians, seemed to keep many visits brief. An older woman Parmar has long cared for came in with a cough, and even as he was writing her a prescription, she asked, "Can I go now?" She told him that if she didn't feel better in a week, she'd just walk into the clinic again. Parmar also deliberately streamlines clinic notes by encouraging his providers to avoid the common habit of copying and pasting blocks of obsolete or redundant information in favor of quick updates that can be scanned easily at subsequent visits. When I described this practice to Asaf Bitton, a Harvard professor and a primary-care researcher, he told me it likely helps clinicians see more patients without feeling overextended.


Parmar's clinic accepts anyone, but about 70 percent of its patients are on Medicaid. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



Small efficiencies add up, for both staff and patients. The morning I was there, a Nepalese man, Gam Sunuwar, chose to fill his prescription for blood-pressure medication at the clinic's in-house pharmacy, even though he'd need to cut the pills in half. (Better to walk out with what he needed than wait hours at his neighborhood pharmacy for pills in the specific dose.) The pharmacy sometimes operates at a loss, but it helps keep patients loyal to the clinic. Clinicians also hand out dozens of over-the-counter medications and reading glasses for free. Patients sometimes ask the clinic to complete immigration paperwork; Parmar keeps the service cheap (and less tedious for clinic workers) with a computer formula he wrote that pulls vaccine data from the state website into federal immigration forms with one click.

The clinic accepts anyone, but about 70 percent of its patients are on Medicaid. Almost all of the rest are seen for free. Parmar's two billers are very adept with Medicaid--the only insurer they have to master, unlike others juggling different health plans' whims. (Parmar himself rattles off Medicaid billing codes like it's second nature.) Here, private insurance is not desirable, because it can be difficult to get companies to pay up. During my visit, when one patient, a 9-year-old, was registered with a commercial insurance, Parmar pored over its payment sheet without making much sense of it. "In the amount of time we've looked at this, we could've seen the girl already," he said. The clinic would bill her insurance, but if the insurer demanded more paperwork, which it likely would, the claim would be abandoned.

The clinic's ethos--just take care of patients--is both an ethical imperative and a practical tactic to keep the clinic running at full speed. Medicaid patients often cycle off coverage because they forget to renew, or their paperwork never reaches them; Parmar called this "the churn of Medicaid." Many patients have "no idea" what their insurance is, a status so common that staff use the term in the clinic's tracking spreadsheet. The staff will try to figure it out, but at some point, it's not worth haggling over insurance and demanding documents from patients. Pressing for payment could humiliate people, who often arrive with their extended families, Parmar explained, and in a community this close-knit, that could mean losing dozens of patients, including many of the Medicaid patients who keep the clinic afloat.


The pharmacy at Mango House sometimes operates at a loss but helps keep patients loyal to the clinic. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



And for a practice that relies on Medicaid, survival is ultimately a "volume game," Parmar said. That phrase would usually sound ominous in health care: Seeing more patients often means rushed visits and burned-out staff. But the clinic does well on the state's performance indicators and, from what I observed, is set up so that patients who need extra time get it. Tigist Desta, one of the nurse practitioners, spent the better part of an hour trying to figure out the vaccination status of a child who had just arrived from Ethiopia, for instance.

The clinic had a few lean years in which Parmar lost money--particularly when he bought the old JCPenney building where Mango House is now located--but he has more than made it back. The practice's profits are considerably higher than the average family physician's: Parmar told me he puts much of the money back into Mango House. (He opened his QuickBooks for me, but asked that I not publicly share the numbers.) This year, he significantly raised staff salaries; several years ago, he added a dental practice, though it has yet to break even.

When I first heard about Mango House, I was curious whether its model could be duplicated elsewhere. For one, it seemed to offer a glimpse of the kind of health care Americans might experience if the country ever moved toward a single-payer system. I also found its operations appealing, particularly that it seemed to focus on what mattered to patients and doctors rather than to administrators. The simple fact that it's an independent clinic may be an asset: Some studies have found that physician-owned clinics achieve greater cardiovascular outcomes while also being associated with lower burnout for staff. "More and more primary-care docs work for these big health systems, and they're not independent business owners," who are better at seeing more patients and recouping their work on the billing side, Ateev Mehrotra, the chair of health policy at Brown, told me. Parmar can adjust on the fly--he added an extra provider on those busy Monday afternoons, starting the week after I visited--because, as he put it, "there's no committee looking over me."


The clinic cultivates a casual, lived-in feel. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



But independence can also seem like idiosyncrasy, or merely choosing different corners to cut. At Mango House, patients don't change into gowns, except for intimate exams, and a patchwork of multilingual staff, family members, and neighbors handles interpretation--an approach that experts oppose because these unofficial translators might not explain medical terms properly or could compromise patient privacy. (Parmar countered that he retired his remote-interpreting service after finding that patients preferred their family and community members--who also often know details they themselves neglect to mention.)

As Katherine Baicker, the provost and a health economist at the University of Chicago, told me, "Often things that work in one setting may not work in another." In at least 16 other states, Medicaid pays as well or better than it does in Colorado, which could make replication feasible if clinics could get the same volume. But not every state allows medical assistants to give injections, erasing that cost savings. Other patient populations may be more litigious than those served by the clinic, which could pressure providers to order extra tests and unnecessary referrals.

Neither Baicker nor Bitton, the Harvard professor, has studied Mango House, but both see the clinic's strength as tailoring care to the local community. Bitton thought it probably shared features with the few "bright spots" he has studied--places defined by a "sort of radical simplicity," he said, where clinicians essentially work within a single-payer system to serve a defined community of patients. Yet that may be exactly what makes Mango House tough to replicate. Parmar himself acknowledged that the clinic's casual, community-like style might not jibe with every population. He doesn't bother with satisfaction surveys, anyway; for him, the true measure is how many patients return. For now, it's more than enough.
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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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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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Who Would Want to Kill 314 Ostriches?

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 have 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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<em>The Atlantic</em> Launches New Weekly Video Podcast, <em>Galaxy Brain</em> With Charlie Warzel



Fri, 14 Nov 2025




Today The Atlantic is launching Galaxy Brain, a new video podcast hosted by staff writer Charlie Warzel about making sense of the online fire hose of our information ecosystem. In new episodes released every Friday, Charlie will be joined by a different guest each week to ask big questions about the intersection of online culture and human behavior. The first episode, which is now available, features the YouTuber Hank Green on what it means to survive online for 26 years. In their conversation, Charlie and Hank look at where the internet stands today--how it became a misery machine, how institutions lost trust, and how they might begin to win it back. The pair discusses the universal frustration of being online and knowing you're being manipulated by algorithms--and what, if anything, we can do to push back.
 
 In an introduction to the show, Charlie writes: "People everywhere are ensconced in their own, algorithmically tailored realities. Social media is warping our perception of the world, while artificial intelligence threatens to remake it entirely. It all feels ridiculous and unmooring." He continues, "Galaxy Brain will aim to be a grounding force--a space for conversations, explanations, and tangents that anchor you to reality, however strange it may be. No slop, bots, or spam."
 
 The podcast builds upon Charlie's acclaimed reporting for The Atlantic, which orients people to a fast-changing digital culture and examines how online life is shaping and warping offline behaviors. He has recently written the articles "The Dumb Truth at the Heart of the Epstein Scandal," on how the newly released documents are a skeleton key for understanding the dynamics of Donald Trump's America; "The Opposite of Slop Politics," about the success of Zohran Mamdani's online campaign; "A Tool That Crushes Creativity," looking at how it feels to live in the golden age of AI slop; and "I'm Running Out of Ways to Explain How Bad This Is (Again)."
 
 Galaxy Brain is The Atlantic's second video podcast, following the launch of The David Frum Show this past spring. Earlier this year, The Atlantic launched the second season of Autocracy in America and the eighth season of its How To franchise, How to Age Up, and this summer it published No Easy Fix, a three-part podcast series from Radio Atlantic.
 
 Episodes of Galaxy Brain will be released each Friday; viewers can subscribe to watch here, or listen wherever they get podcasts. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Paul Jackson and Quinn O'Brien | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/2025/11/atlantic-launches-galaxy-brain-charlie-warzel/684931/?utm_source=feed
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        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Gift-Giving Edition
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 3 p.m. ET on November 19, 2025.If I have provided you with any factoids in the course of Atlantic Trivia, I apologize, because a factoid, properly, is not a small, interesting fact. A factoid is a piece of information that looks like a fact but is untrue. Norman Mailer popularized the term in 1973, very intentionally giving it the suffix -oid. Is a humanoid not a creature whose appearance suggests humanity but whose nature belies it? Thus is it with factoid.So what o...

      

      
        Trump Told a Woman, 'Quiet, Piggy,' When She Asked Him About Epstein
        Isabel Fattal

        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."Keep your voice down.""That's enough of you.""Be nice; don't be threatening.""There was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever.""Quiet, piggy."This is a sampling of what the president of the United States has said to and about female journalists during his time in office--and mos...

      

      
        Trump's Epstein-Files Punt
        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.Donald Trump is not worried about the Jeffrey Epstein files. Please don't put in the newspaper that he is worried. In a post yesterday evening, the president wrote: "House Republicans should vote to release the Epstein files, because we have nothing to hide, and it's time to move on from this Democrat H...

      

      
        Five Stories That Aren't What They Seem
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.The kayaker who went missing--and stayed missing for so long that rescue teams were at a loss. The seemingly perfect man who conned women--and was brought to justice by his own victims. The following stories pack a double punch, starting with a mysterious circumstance and tracing the story to places unk...

      

      
        Today's Instagram Trivia Answers
        Drew Goins

        To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily -- and don't forget to check Instagram Stories tomorrow for more questions.Thursday, November 20, 2025
	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?
	Hours before this autumn's government shutdown caused millions of Americans to lose their food stamps, Donald Trump hosted a decadent Halloween party at M...

      

      
        Michael Wolff's Unsatisfying Explanation for Cozying Up to Epstein
        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.In her classic book The Journalist and the Murderer, Janet Malcolm studied how the author Joe McGinniss buttered up the accused killer Jeffrey MacDonald--formally joining his legal-defense team and sending fawningly supportive letters after his conviction--only to turn around and publish a scathing book p...

      

      
        Atlantic Trivia on MTV, Pasta, Perfume, and More
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 3:05 p.m. ET on November 14, 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...

      

      
        A Great Author's Ongoing Struggle
        Boris Kachka

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.Sometimes the smallest detail can change the way you think about the world. This happened to me in 2009, when I read The Original of Laura--which consists of unedited fragments of Vladimir Nabokov's unfinished last novel--and noticed that, after 35 years of writing in English, the author had still struggled to spell bicycle. I had imagined Nabokov's leap away from Russian, his native language, as an instantaneo...

      

      
        20 U.S. Boat Strikes in Three Months
        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.The bulletins come every few days now. On Tuesday, a U.S. strike in the Caribbean Sea killed four people. On Sunday, two strikes in the Pacific Ocean killed six, and two people died in a November 4 strike. The MO rarely changes: a bellicose announcement from Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth. Claims tha...

      

      
        Doomscrolling in the 1850s
        Jake Lundberg

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.Late in Herman Melville's Moby-Dick, one character wonders to another "whether the world is anchored anywhere." It was a fair question in November 1851, when Moby-Dick was published; it was still an open one in November 1857, when the first issue of The Atlantic Monthly came out. American life felt unmoored. Political conflict over slavery continued unabated, having br...
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Gift-Giving Edition

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 19 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 3 p.m. ET on November 19, 2025.

If I have provided you with any factoids in the course of Atlantic Trivia, I apologize, because a factoid, properly, is not a small, interesting fact. A factoid is a piece of information that looks like a fact but is untrue. Norman Mailer popularized the term in 1973, very intentionally giving it the suffix -oid. Is a humanoid not a creature whose appearance suggests humanity but whose nature belies it? Thus is it with factoid.

So what of those fun, itty bits of info that are correct? In the 1990s, William Safire suggested factlet for the small-but-true fact (and The Atlantic in 2012 agreed), though minifact is sometimes used. And for the statements somewhere in between interesting and untrue--factini, perhaps? Start with five parts fascinating to one part wrong; adjust to taste.

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

Wednesday, November 19, 2025

Today's questions all come from The Atlantic's 2025 gift guide.

	According to Jane Austen, "It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of" what?
 -- From Dan Fallon's entry, "Colorful Storage"
 	From its beginnings to the 1950s, moviemaking was much riskier than it is today, thanks to what quality of nitrate-based film?
 -- From Kaitlyn Tiffany's entry "The World's Most Dangerous Film Festival"
 	A guitar pedal's volume knob controls the ultimate loudness of the output. What other knob controls the strength of the signal as it enters the device?
 -- From Evan McMurry's entry "DIY Guitar Pedal"
 	The name of what Romantic English poet is now used in adjective form to describe any brooding, enigmatic type?
 -- From Walt Hunter's entry, "The Perfect Black T-Shirt"
 	In the musical Cabaret, a character is given as a gift what fruit, which she assumes arrived from Hawaii (but actually came from California)?
 -- From my own entry "[REDACTED] Perfection"




And by the way, did you know that in some cultures, giving a loved one a gift of scissors or a knife is inauspicious, as it risks severing the relationship? I recently ran afoul of this when I sent kitchen shears to a friend raised in an Indian family; bless her for rectifying the situation by wiring me a dollar and thus turning the transaction into a purchase.

So if anyone buys the nail clippers that senior editor Alan Taylor recommends and suffers a schism with the recipient, let me know--we'll add them to the bad-luck list.

Happy shopping!



Answers: 

	A wife. Likewise, Dan writes, "anyone in possession of too many things must be in want of a storage solution." His favorite option is eye-catching enough to double as decor. Shop here.
 	Flammability. Kaitlyn is a fan of the annual film festival in Rochester, New York, that flirts with disaster by screening nitrate reels. Haven't you always thought that the frisson of mortal peril is what Meet Me in St. Louis is missing? Shop here.
 	Gain. Building your own guitar pedal is more fun and much more affordable than buying a nice one, writes Evan (who advises that the sweet spot for his selection's gain knob is at about 1 o'clock). Shop here.
 	Lord Byron. A black T-shirt from the no-frills Japanese retailer Muji is possibly the world's quickest shortcut to a Byronic air, Walt writes, even when you're very un-Byronically slumped on a bench wolfing a taco. Shop here.
 	A pineapple. You, however, can send a friend a slice of actual aloha--as I have done many, many times--thanks to a farm that delivers its homegrown jewels from Maui to the rest of the States. Shop here.


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 top-notch fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, November 18, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Isabel Fattal:

	The manufacturer Abbott once produced about 40 percent of the U.S. supply of a particular product. A 2022 recall by Abbott therefore contributed to nationwide shortages. What is the product?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's "America Has a [REDACTED] Problem--Again"
 	A U.S. trial jury is smaller than a grand jury--hence its also being known by what name containing French's opposite of grand?
 -- From Quinta Jurecic's "The Trump Administration's Favorite Tool for Criminalizing Dissent"
 	What is the term for a paradoxical anecdote or riddle used by practitioners of Zen Buddhism to deepen their meditation?
 -- From Julie Beck's "How to Cheat at Conversation"




And by the way, did you know that fewer humans have visited the bottom of the ocean than have gone to space? Depending on how you count, somewhere between 600 and 800 have slipped the surly bonds of Earth; only a few dozen have pulled those bonds as tight as they'll go by putting seven miles of Pacific Ocean over their head at the Mariana Trench's Challenger Deep.

Then there is Kathy Sullivan. She has been to both. Her trench trip was in 2020, and in 1984, she was the first woman to complete a spacewalk. She is now, rather charmingly, referred to as the world's "most vertical" person.



Answers: 

	Baby formula. The supply-chain disaster prompted regulators to explore ways to make the vulnerable industry a little less so, but Nicholas writes that a new recall from a different manufacturer is a reminder of how easily formula making can crack. Read more.
 	Petit jury. Quinta reports that neither the grand juries empowered to indict nor the petit juries empowered to convict have been particularly convinced by the Trump administration's cases against the people it alleges are "assaulting, resisting, or impeding" federal officials. Read more.
 	Koan. "How do you cheat at a conversation?" sounds as though it could be one, Julie muses, but it is in fact the value proposition of a new artificial-intelligence tool. Cluely promises to give users any answer they might need in a social interaction, but Julie says it only makes them worse. Read more.




Monday, November 17, 2025

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

	U.S. pennies are plated in copper but principally made of what other metal at the end of the alphabet?
 -- From Caity Weaver's "Pennies Are Trash Now"
 	What beverage is traditionally made of ground tencha leaves, prepared with a whisk, and drunk from a ceramic bowl called a cha-wan?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The [REDACTED] Problem"
 	Broken chains and shackles were originally intended to be held in the left hand of what American landmark before a new design replaced those items with a tablet?
 -- From Clint Smith's "Tell Students the Truth About American History"




And by the way, did you know that for more than six decades the United States produced half-cent pieces? They were 100 percent copper and stamped with Lady Liberty, who sported a variety of hairdos over the years. The coin was almost the size of a modern quarter, which seems big until you consider that at the end of its run, the half-cent had a purchasing power of about 17 cents in today's money.

Still, in 1857 it was deemed insufficiently valuable to keep minting--at 17 contemporary cents! Considering that the government is once again in the coin-discontinuing mood, the nickel and dime might want to watch out, too.



Answers: 

	Zinc. Penny minting abruptly stopped last week. The coins will soon drop out of circulation, and their composition--zinc is much less valuable than copper--makes them unappealing to recycle. What this means, Caity writes, is that those 300 billion pennies floating around are now Americans' problem. Read more.
 	Matcha. This old-school Japanese preparation is a far piece from the energy drinks and sugary beverages that new companies are marketing as matcha. Ellen explores the ramifications of the collision between matcha's tradition and its current world-historic demand. Read more.
 	The Statue of Liberty. The gift from France, Clint writes, was meant not just to welcome immigrants but also to celebrate America's abolition of slavery; he wonders whether the change was intended to make the statue "more palatable" to a wider audience. That instinct has never gone away, and it's the job of educators to resist it. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/11/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-8/684966/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Told a Woman, 'Quiet, Piggy,' When She Asked Him About Epstein

The comment continues the president's long-standing pattern of denigrating female journalists.

by Isabel Fattal

Tue, 18 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.

"Keep your voice down."

"That's enough of you."

"Be nice; don't be threatening."

"There was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever."

"Quiet, piggy."

This is a sampling of what the president of the United States has said to and about female journalists during his time in office--and most recently to Catherine Lucey, a White House correspondent for Bloomberg. On Friday on Air Force One, Lucey asked Donald Trump about the Epstein files. He answered her first question, but when she followed up, the president bent his head down and pointed his finger, the way you might chastise a screaming child or shoo a stray cat. "Quiet. Quiet, piggy," he said.

Lucey had clearly touched a nerve. Two days later, Trump announced that he would endorse the House's vote on the release of the Epstein files, likely because he knew that the House had the numbers to do so and would go forth with or without his support. But this category of remark is part of a long-running pattern for the president: Trump's time in American politics has been marked by repeated attempts to insult and demean female journalists.

At the start of his first presidential campaign, Megyn Kelly, at the time a Fox News journalist, asked Trump at a primary debate about reports that he had referred to women as "fat pigs," "dogs," and "slobs." Trump didn't deny the accusation, and instead made a joke about how he said those sorts of things only about Rosie O'Donnell. Later, talking about the debate on CNN, Trump said of Kelly: "There was blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever." And the president has repeatedly insulted Yamiche Alcindor, now a White House correspondent for NBC. At a press briefing about COVID-19 in 2020, Trump replied to her question about his prior statements on governors' ventilator requests by saying, "That's why you used to work for the Times and now you work for somebody else ... Be nice; don't be threatening."

The president's vitriol against those exercising their First Amendment rights is not limited to women. Today, during a White House visit with Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the president said of the murdered journalist Jamal Khashoggi that "a lot of people didn't like that gentleman" and that "things happen," suggesting the journalist may have deserved his killing. (In 2018, Saudi officials lured Khashoggi to Turkey and murdered him, dismembering his body with a bone saw.) At a 2024 campaign rally, he fantasized about shooting journalists. His comments to female reporters, however, have another through line: Why can't you just be silent like a woman should?

Trump has an even longer history of denigrating women more broadly. This is reportedly not the first time that he has used the word piggy to describe a woman. Alicia Machado, the winner of the 1996 Miss Universe pageant, has alleged that Trump once called her "Miss Piggy" and made other demeaning comments about her weight. And the president's longtime feud with O'Donnell has included much public sexism, including Trump calling her a "big, fat pig" in 2006. (Most recently, the president has floated the prospect of revoking O'Donnell's American citizenship, a move that legal experts say would be blatantly unconstitutional.) And this is just how Trump talks to women, leaving aside the many credible accusations of sexual abuse and misconduct against him, which he has continued to deny.

When asked for comment about Trump's remarks on Air Force One, a White House official told The Guardian, "This reporter behaved in an inappropriate and unprofessional way towards her colleagues on the plane ... If you're going to give it, you have to be able to take." The White House did not provide any evidence of inappropriate behavior. "Giving it" is doing one's job, apparently, and "taking it" is being called a pig by the president for asking him a question.

If the president needs a political motive to treat women respectfully in public, he has one. This month's elections saw high turnout among women supporting Democratic candidates, and evidence suggests that young, highly educated women are becoming more and more disgusted by the MAGA movement. But Americans should also hope that their leaders are guided by basic decency at the very least. "The United States is now a nation run by public servants who behave no better than internet trolls, deflecting criticism with crassness and obscenity," my colleague Tom Nichols wrote earlier this month. Trump's sexist comments are an attack on women's dignity--and by making them, he strips the presidency of its dignity too.

Related:

	Misogyny comes roaring back.
 	Tom Nichols: A confederacy of toddlers




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's eye-popping postelection windfall
 	What if "America First" appears to work?
 	The Trump administration's favorite tool for criminalizing dissent




Today's News

	The House passed a bill directing the Justice Department to release all of its Jeffrey Epstein-investigation files, achieving near-unanimous support despite months of Republican efforts to avoid a vote. Last night Trump said that House Republicans should vote for the release, insisting, "We have nothing to hide."
 	Federal judges blocked Texas's new congressional map, calling it a race-based gerrymander. The ruling forces the state to use its map drawn in 2021, a major setback for Trump's redistricting push.
 	The Trump administration announced a plan to dismantle the Education Department, shifting its programs to other federal agencies.




Evening Read


Illustration by Isabella Cotier



The Social Cost of Being a Morning Person

By Liz Krieger

As my wake-up time has inched earlier, I've written more, exercised more consistently, and been able to approach challenges with clarity, well before afternoon fatigue sets in.
 But every transformation comes with a price. And mine has been paid in evening hours--those crucial moments when families traditionally reconnect after a day apart, when teenagers may be more likely to open up, when friends gather and marriages deepen in the comfortable darkness after responsibilities have been met. I have become a person who gives the best of herself to the morning and offers only the dregs to the night.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Advent calendars are totally out of control.
 	America has a baby-formula problem--again.
 	Tesla wants to build a robot army.
 	America is taking the train.




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Explore. Can you cheat at conversations? A new AI tool promises to improve social interactions but instead makes them worse, Julie Beck writes.

Watch. In September, Shirley Li recommended the most exciting films heading to theaters through the end of the year--some of which are out now.

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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Trump's Epstein-Files Punt

The president's about-face shows how he's a terrible ally--but he may be hurting himself too.<strong> </strong>

by David A. Graham

Mon, 17 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.

Donald Trump is not worried about the Jeffrey Epstein files. Please don't put in the newspaper that he is worried. In a post yesterday evening, the president wrote: "House Republicans should vote to release the Epstein files, because we have nothing to hide, and it's time to move on from this Democrat Hoax perpetrated by Radical Left Lunatics." He added that "the House Oversight Committee can have whatever they are legally entitled to, I DON'T CARE! All I do care about is that Republicans get BACK ON POINT."

Which point is that, exactly? Rather than any focused political message, Trump offered a meandering, repetitive list of 11 things, including the economy and affordability ("where we are winning BIG!" Trump wrote). Not long ago, this guy was considered one of the most gifted sloganeers in American political history.

Endorsing the House vote is strange, given that Trump could simply release the files himself, but despite his attempts to downplay it, this is a big concession. Trump has given in only after his repeated attempts to derail the release have failed. In changing course, however, Trump opens himself up to new political risks--and shows why he's such a terrible political ally for House Republicans.

Until this weekend, the White House had spent the past few months doing everything it could to stifle conversation about the files. In February, it dramatically delivered huge binders of info to several influencers, which turned out to just be information that was previously public. When that didn't quiet interest, the Justice Department announced in July that there was nothing to see here. Later that month, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche interviewed Ghislaine Maxwell, Epstein's convicted accomplice in sex crimes, who also assured him that there was nothing to see here. Shortly after that, she was inexplicably moved to a cushier federal prison. (Trump declined on Friday to rule out a pardon for Maxwell.)

As recently as last week, the Trump administration was reportedly convening high-level meetings in the White House Situation Room--including with Blanche, Attorney General Pam Bondi, and FBI Director Kash Patel--to discuss the files. They reportedly summoned Republican Representative Lauren Boebert of Colorado, who supports the files' release, to discuss her position. The president also instructed the Justice Department to investigate Epstein's ties to prominent Democrats, but this weak deflection only underscored his own close connections.

Trump's attempts to twist the arms of Republican representatives flopped--not just with his confirmed GOP frenemy Thomas Massie of Kentucky, but with those whose political identity is almost entirely derived from the MAGA movement and closeness to Trump, such as Boebert and Marjorie Taylor Greene. Trump attacked Greene on Friday, calling her "wacky" and promising to support a 2026 primary challenge in Georgia "if the right person runs." Greene was once considered a possible Trump 2024 running mate; now she's speaking out about how his rhetoric has inspired bomb and death threats against her. (To be fair, he's reportedly done worse to an actual running mate.)

Until evidence of Trump's connections to Epstein became harder to avoid, some people in the administration viewed the Epstein files as a useful political attack--something to wink at but not take seriously. Like the long-awaited GOP replacement to the Affordable Care Act, juicy Epstein revelations were most politically beneficial if they never actually emerged. Thus, Bondi could say that she had the Epstein client list on her desk and then, months later, say that it never existed. Vice President J. D. Vance tweeted in 2021, "Remember when we learned that our wealthiest and most powerful people were connected to a guy who ran a literal child sex trafficking ring? And then that guy died mysteriously in a jail? And now we just don't talk about it." Now he just doesn't talk about it.

When Massie and Democratic Representative Ro Khanna started collecting signatures to force a vote on releasing the files, the White House may have assumed that its political allies didn't really believe their own talking points about the Epstein files either. But Boebert, Greene, and Nancy Mace signed the petition and couldn't be bullied to back down. Perhaps Greene, who once dabbled in QAnon, really did believe in a massive conspiracy of pedophiles in power; the Epstein emails don't exactly quell those concerns. Maybe those who broke with Trump believe that their constituents want the files released. (Poll data show Americans as a whole do.) Whatever their motivations, Republicans who disobey Trump are taking a real political risk.

Then again, so are Republicans who stick with him. Trump asked most rank-and-file Republicans to do him a favor by opposing the release. Massie pointed out last week that this could be an enduring black mark, telling CNN: "What are you gonna do in 2028 and 2030 when you're in a debate either with a Republican or a Democrat and they say, 'How can we trust you? You covered up for a pedophile back in 2025.'" Yet by changing his own position, Trump has now hung them out to dry.

Trump being Trump, and politics being politics, this is likely not the last word. Rhetorical support and actual compliance are not the same thing, and Trump left himself some wiggle room by stipulating that he supports the Oversight Committee receiving "whatever they are legally entitled to." But he does seem to be in a quandary. If he tries to prevent some information from being released, he will lend more credence to claims of a cover-up and extend a story he wishes to cut short. Yet Trump has presumably been so eager to block the release up until now for some reason, even if we can only speculate about what it is; what's become public so far is already damaging for him, among others. Trump is a bad ally to members of Congress, but he may be hurting himself too.

Related:

	Epstein returns at the worst time for Trump.
 	The president who cried hoax




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The "easy way" to crush the mainstream media
 	David Frum: How crypto could trigger the next financial crisis
 	Ellen Cushing: The matcha problem




Today's News

	A major immigration sweep occurred in Charlotte, North Carolina, over the weekend. Border Patrol agents arrested more than 130 people through yesterday, according to the Department of Homeland Security. The operation, dubbed "Charlotte's Web," continued today, and officials have not confirmed how long Border Patrol agents will be in the area.
 	David Richardson resigned as the acting head of FEMA after roughly six months in the role, during which he received criticism over his absence during the early hours of the Texas floods.
 	A federal magistrate judge said that possible errors by the lead prosecutor, Lindsey Halligan, may have affected the grand-jury process in the Trump administration's case against the former FBI Director James Comey. The judge ordered prosecutors to turn over grand-jury records to Comey's defense team.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores five stories that aren't what they seem.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic. Source: Nathaniel S. Butler / NBAE / Getty.



Why Can't I Just Watch Sports on Television?

By Stephanie Hayes

If you, like me, are a fan of the Knicks, you probably caught last night's game against the Heat on Prime Video. But if you want to see them play Miami again on Monday, you'll need the streaming service MSG+ (at least, if you're living in New York and lack cable). That'll get you a bunch of games this season, including their December matchup against the Spurs, but you'll also need Peacock if you intend to watch them play the Pistons in January. Oh, and if you're keen for some Christmas Day basketball, you'll have to find a service that gets you ESPN or ABC. This is, to state what every sports fan knows in her heart to be true, unbelievably stupid.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Clint Smith: Tell students the truth about American history.
 	Caity Weaver: Pennies are trash now.
 	RFK Jr.'s cheer squad is getting restless.
 	We're thinking about young adulthood all wrong.
 	The Nick Fuentes spiral
 	Clark Hoyt: Why Trump gets away with it




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Joseph Nettis / FPG / Archive Photos / Getty; Jeffrey Sylvester / FPG / Archive Photos / Getty.



Read. Anika Jade Levy's debut novel, Flat Earth, captures what it feels like to try to become an artist right now, Bekah Waalkes writes.

Watch. Saturday Night Live's memorable weekend sketch (streaming on Peacock) tackled what happens when embracing AI ends up disappointing Grandma, Michael Tedder 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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Five Stories That Aren't What They Seem

A reading list of twisted tales and unraveled mysteries

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 15 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.


The kayaker who went missing--and stayed missing for so long that rescue teams were at a loss. The seemingly perfect man who conned women--and was brought to justice by his own victims. The following stories pack a double punch, starting with a mysterious circumstance and tracing the story to places unknown and unexpected. Today, sit back and explore five gripping reads that aren't what they seem.

The Missing Kayaker

By Jamie Thompson

What happened to Ryan Borgwardt?


Read the article.

The Perfect Man Who Wasn't

By Rachel Monroe

For years, he used fake identities to charm women out of hundreds of thousands of dollars. Then his victims banded together to take him down. (From 2018)


Read the article.

The Con Man Who Became a True-Crime Writer

By Rachel Monroe

In his old life, Matthew Cox told stories to scam his way into millions of dollars. Now he's trying to make it by selling tales that are true. (From 2019)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	They stole Yogi Berra's World Series rings. Then they did something truly crazy. The childhood friends behind the most audacious string of sports-memorabilia heists in American history
 	The unbelievable tale of Jesus's wife: A hotly contested, supposedly ancient manuscript suggests Christ was married. But believing its origin story--a real-life Da Vinci Code, involving a Harvard professor, a onetime Florida pornographer, and an escape from East Germany--requires a big leap of faith.




Other Diversions

	The end of naked locker rooms
 	Why hotel-room cancellations disappeared 
 	An evening ritual to realize a happier life




PS


Courtesy of Charles H.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Charles H., 68, from Hot Springs, Arkansas, shared this photo from "early in the morning in August 2025 as I was leaving Guymon, Okla., driving through the Okla. panhandle to hike Black Mesa. Shots of the moon never seem to capture the awe, but I took this photo anyhow and was surprised later to see the halo of a cloud."

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, 15 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 20, 2025

	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?
 	Hours before this autumn's 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?
 	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?


Answers:

	Bees. The word bugonia is never uttered in the Yorgos Lanthimos project, Shirley Li 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 Chait 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. Ross 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.


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 19, 2025

	Iranian law mandates the veiling of women in public, a practice known by what name?
 	What athletic event was created in 1896 to tie the first modern Olympics back to ancient Greece (where the figure said to have completed the feat died at the end)?
 	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?


Answers: 

	Hijab. The centrality of hijab is why it's so remarkable that the Iranian government has practically lost the ability to enforce it, Arash 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 Labbate. Read more.
 	Sixty-four. Arthur C. 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.
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Michael Wolff's Unsatisfying Explanation for Cozying Up to Epstein

The writer insists that it's normal to "ingratiate" oneself with sources--even if that means serving as a de facto media adviser to<strong> </strong>the late sexual predator.

by David A. Graham

Fri, 14 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.

In her classic book The Journalist and the Murderer, Janet Malcolm studied how the author Joe McGinniss buttered up the accused killer Jeffrey MacDonald--formally joining his legal-defense team and sending fawningly supportive letters after his conviction--only to turn around and publish a scathing book portraying him as a sociopath. Observing McGinniss's approach, Malcolm draws a distinction between the reporting phase, when a journalist courts her subject, and the writing phase, when she betrays them. Many reporters take offense at this depiction of their trade as shamelessly exploitative, but Michael Wolff seems to take inspiration from it.

Wolff is the author of several best sellers, including 2018's dishy Donald Trump chronicle Fire and Fury, but he's in the spotlight this week because he shows up in newly released emails to and from the late sexual predator Jeffrey Epstein. In the emails, Wolff appears to be positioning himself less as a reporter than as a media adviser to Epstein.

"I think you should let him hang himself," Wolff wrote to Epstein about Trump in December 2015. "If he says he hasn't been on the plane or to the house, then that gives you a valuable PR and political currency. You can hang him in a way that potentially generates a positive benefit for you, or, if it really looks like he could win, you could save him, generating a debt." In October 2016, after the release of a tape in which Trump boasted about sexual assault, Wolff wrote to Epstein that he could speak about Trump "in such a way that could garner you great sympathy and help finish him."

The emails seemed to concern even Joanna Coles of The Daily Beast, with whom Wolff has a podcast on Trump. In a discussion on Wednesday, she told Wolff: "What I want to say is, in this particular email, it sounds like you're advising a convicted pedophile about what to do, and you're colluding with him against a potential presidential candidate." Wolff spun his wheels a bit in answering: "What emails sound like--would one have rewritten them in hindsight? Yeah. Of course. You know, emails always are: Oh, that's embarrassing."

When I emailed Wolff yesterday, he was more forthright. "You ingratiate yourself so that people--your subject--will talk to you," he wrote. To some degree, this is unquestionable. Journalists work to get sources to talk to them, including by suggesting what's in it for the source. To what degree, though? Here, Wolff was coaching a sexual offender on how to look good. Surely, I suggested to him, there is a point at which currying favor simply goes too far. "I think you draw the line at what you write--ingratiation stops there," he replied, citing his damning reporting on Epstein in an essay in his book Too Famous. "That's what the ingratiation earned me." In a video on Instagram this week, he lamented that his release of tapes of Epstein talking about Trump before the 2024 election had little impact.

One reason for the tapes' muted effect may be that Wolff's credibility was already damaged. He has long inspired acid reactions among other reporters. Some of this is surely due to jealousy--Wolff sometimes gets great access, as when he persuaded Steve Bannon to let him roam the White House for Fire and Fury, or in his earlier reporting on Rupert Murdoch. But some of it is because Wolff seems uninterested in bothering to sort fact from fiction, and is happy to print juicy rumors even without proof.

This isn't just my opinion. Here's what he wrote in Fire and Fury: "Many of the accounts of what has happened in the Trump White House are in conflict with one another; many, in Trumpian fashion, are baldly untrue. Those conflicts, and that looseness with truth, if not with reality itself, are an elemental thread of the book. Sometimes I have let the players offer their versions, in turn allowing the reader to judge them." He can also be quite sloppy, as more traditional competitors are quick to note. In addition to simple errors of names and titles, critics have observed a pattern of questionable claims. As the late journalist David Carr put it, "One of the problems with Wolff's omniscience is that while he may know all, he gets some of it wrong." The Daily Beast recently retracted and apologized for a story that cited Wolff's reporting about connections between Epstein and Melania Trump, after she threatened to sue. (Wolff filed his own lawsuit in response, saying that the first lady's threat took his claims out of context and was meant to chill speech.)

This puts the exchanges with Epstein in proper context. Wolff rightly criticizes others for their warm relationships with Epstein, but the messages reveal his own coziness with him. The problem is not just the obsequious tone, though. Wolff was able to get Epstein to talk critically about Trump in ways that no one else was, but Epstein was a notorious liar, and although it's possible that he was telling the truth here, the emails show that Wolff was working hard to wring just such material out of him.

The cost of operating this way is high. Trust in the press is at a historic low; Wolff's interactions with sources and what he extracts from them threaten to make that worse. (Wolff has sometimes egged on that distrust: In Fire and Fury, he manages to attack the mainstream press for bias against Trump while writing a vitriolic take on the president.) Wolff's methods undermine him too. His Epstein reporting didn't get the traction he'd hoped it would, and his closeness with Epstein tarnishes his own standing.

Not that Wolff seems to see it that way: He is defiantly confident that whatever it takes to get a scoop is justified. Malcolm's famous opening sentence of The Journalist and the Murderer is too cynical a view of journalism as a whole, but it seems apropos here. "Every journalist who is not too stupid or full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible," she declares. Wolff is certainly not stupid.

Related:

	Michael Wolff is the author Trump deserved. (From 2018)
 	Wait, are the Epstein files real now? 




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Something feels different about the economy.
 	Jonathan Lemire: Epstein returns at the worst time for Trump.
 	Four simple questions for Marjorie Taylor Greene




Today's News

	President Donald Trump directed Attorney General Pam Bondi and the FBI to investigate Jeffrey Epstein's relationships with Bill Clinton and other prominent Democrats and institutions, following the release of new Epstein-related documents on Wednesday by the House Oversight Committee.
 	Trump is expected to sign an order reducing tariffs on products, reportedly including beef, tomatoes, coffee, and bananas, to help lower grocery costs, a White House official said.
 	More than 22 million people in Southern California are under flood watches as a storm threatens burn-scar areas with heavy rain, mudslides, and debris flows. Evacuation warnings are in place through this evening for multiple burn zones across Los Angeles County, officials said.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: "Amid an overload of information of uncertain value, The Atlantic's founders wanted to create something that was solid and enduring," Jake Lundberg writes, looking back to the magazine's founding 168 years ago.
 	The Books Briefing: Vladimir Nabokov's leap away from Russian, his native language, was not an instantaneous, effortless transformation, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Why Hotel-Room Cancellations Disappeared

By 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 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.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Adam Serwer: The president who cried hoax
 	Charlie Warzel: The dumb truth at the heart of the Epstein scandal
 	What reconstructing Gaza really means


Culture Break




Listen. In the inaugural episode of Charlie Warzel's Galaxy Brain, Hank Green talks about outrage, creativity, and what exactly went wrong with the internet.

Watch. Noah Baumbach's new film, Jay Kelly (streaming on Netflix), takes a gamble with its fantastically successful protagonist, David Sims writes.

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/11/michael-wolff-jeffrey-epstein-released-email-files/684937/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on MTV, Pasta, Perfume, and More

And did you know that Harry S. Truman's middle name was just the letter S?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 14 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 3:05 p.m. ET on November 14, 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.

Friday, November 14, 2025

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

	Kim Kardashian passed off cookies that looked suspiciously store-bought as her own when a film crew toured her kitchen for what MTV series that debuted 25 years ago?
 -- From Kim Hew-Low's "Do You Want the House Tour?"
 	The narrator of what 1851 novel jokingly names "sublime uneventfulness" as one of the greatest benefits of a multiyear whaling voyage?
 -- From Jake Lundberg's "Doomscrolling in the 1850s"
 	What is the name of the neuropeptide known as the "love hormone" that the body releases during moments of intimacy such as hugging and making eye contact?
 -- From Arthur C. Brooks's "An Evening Ritual to Realize a Happier Life"




And by the way, did you know that two of the most prized substances of the 19th century both came from sperm whales? The first, spermaceti, is a sort of wax found inside the head cavity of sperm whales that was used for cosmetics and candle-making. Ambergris was even more expensive; it's a chunky substance formed in the whale's digestive tract that has an earthy scent prized by perfumers--eau de colon, if you will.

Have a great weekend!



Answers: 

	Cribs. Hew-Low reflects on what's happened in the quarter century since Cribs promised access behind closed doors--and how we ended up at a place where the types of people once titillated by Cribs' intrusion "now want to be watched themselves." Read more.
 	Moby-Dick. Yes, Jake argues, a form of "doomscrolling" did exist in the 1850s, a decade that saw an explosion in the publication and reach of books and periodicals. If you yearn to get away from it all today, you're in good historical company. Read more.
 	Oxytocin. Brooks pulls together a nine-point checklist for a serene evening wind-down, and one of the items is prolonged pre-bed eye contact with a loved one. The resulting oxytocin not only deepens the relationship but also increases calmness and relaxation. 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 13, 2025

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

	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.



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.




Wednesday, November 12, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	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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A Great Author's Ongoing Struggle

Vladimir Nabokov's leap away from Russian, his native language, was not an instantaneous, effortless transformation.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 14 Nov 2025




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


Sometimes the smallest detail can change the way you think about the world. This happened to me in 2009, when I read The Original of Laura--which consists of unedited fragments of Vladimir Nabokov's unfinished last novel--and noticed that, after 35 years of writing in English, the author had still struggled to spell bicycle. I had imagined Nabokov's leap away from Russian, his native language, as an instantaneous, effortless transformation, but now I realized that it must have been an ongoing struggle--one that enhanced his dazzlingly precise fiction. I thought back to this moment when I read Ross Benjamin's article in The Atlantic this week, about the "humbling and unexpectedly exhilarating" process of learning a new language.

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	What a cranky new book about progress gets right
 	When scarcity blurs the line between right and wrong
 	"We Are Not One," a story by George Packer
 	"Love Song to a Tune of Gathering," a poem by Carson Colenbaugh
 	The accidental trailblazers of a new global condition


In his essay, Benjamin, who has translated Franz Kafka's diaries and other major German-language works into English, tallies up the potential costs of a world in which AirPods can translate between languages in real time. For example: AI translation might accelerate the trend of fewer Americans learning second languages outside the home. One in five U.S. households, however, does speak another language inside the home--and mine was among them. As an aspiring writer with Russian-speaking parents, I was determined from a young age to master English. This is one reason I so admired Nabokov, who wrote 10 excellent books in Russian and then, after fleeing Europe for the United States, nine arguably better ones in English. (He also wrote a poem for The Atlantic in 1941 about switching languages.) Who, after reading Lolita or Pale Fire, would assume that the author spoke English with a foreign accent?

And yet, what made me a near Nabokov completist was not that his English was perfectly assimilated but rather that it was strange and original. Instead of falling back on cliched idioms, as a native speaker might have done, he pinned down rare and delicate words like the butterflies he collected, and then reassembled them in novel ways. I think he would have liked Benjamin's description of his own translation work: "Spending my days in the space between English and German has given me a deep appreciation for what's required to cross a linguistic divide: the mental recalibration, the negotiation between different ways of structuring the world, the humility and curiosity that come with navigating a foreign context."

Some of Nabokov's most memorable characters are immigrants struggling greatly with the linguistic and cultural adjustments required of them. I don't believe that the clumsy, eponymous professor of Pnin, the pedophilic Humbert Humbert of Lolita, or Pale Fire's mad exile, Charles Kinbote, would have existed if not for the language barrier their creator worked so hard to overcome. Benjamin named several potential casualties of an instant-translation society, including the "inconspicuous yet indispensable" interpreters who have helped connect the world. To this list, I might add misfits like Nabokov, who, in wrestling with a new language, made it noticeably richer.




Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



The Costs of Instant Translation

By Ross Benjamin

AI might soon rob us of the thrill and challenge of cross-cultural conversation.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Story of Ferdinand, by Munro Leaf; illustrated by Robert Lawson

The plot of Ferdinand is deceptively simple: A bull who wants only to sit quietly under a tree is mistaken for a fierce beast and sent to a bullfight. There, he refuses combat, instead smelling the flowers in the ring. The tale may seem like a classic misfit story about a boy who doesn't fit in with his head-butting peers. But unlike many other literary outcasts, Ferdinand is never ashamed to be different; he remains peaceful in a violent world. That was a divisive message when the book was published, with the Spanish Civil War under way and World War II approaching. Critics called Ferdinand communist, fascist, pacifist (as well as anti-pacifist), and emasculating; Adolf Hitler banned it for being "degenerate democratic propaganda." Today, as many warn of a crisis of masculinity, Ferdinand's unwavering gentleness feels refreshing. Leaf writes that the bull resisted fighting "no matter what they did"--a level of fortitude that may inspire children, even if some adults are more cynical.  -- Kate Cray

From our list: 65 essential children's books





Out Next Week

? The Pelican Child: Stories, by Joy Williams

? Blank Space: A Cultural History of the Twenty-First Century, by W. David Marx


? Languages of Home: Essays on Writing, Hoop, and American Lives 1975-2025, by John Edgar Wideman




Your Weekend Read


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



The Great Canadian Ostrich Standoff

By Daniel Engber

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.

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.


This article previously included Robert Wright's The God Test in "Out Next Week." The release of The God Test has been postponed until 2026.
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20 U.S. Boat Strikes in Three Months

The Trump administration is trying to treat its extrajudicial killings at sea as routine, even as more concerns emerge from the people who know the most about them.

by David A. Graham

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.

The bulletins come every few days now. On Tuesday, a U.S. strike in the Caribbean Sea killed four people. On Sunday, two strikes in the Pacific Ocean killed six, and two people died in a November 4 strike. The MO rarely changes: a bellicose announcement from Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth. Claims that the dead were involved in drug trafficking, though never much evidence to back it up. Usually a grainy image of the attack--an enormous explosion engulfing a small boat, sometimes with small figures visible on board, until they're not.

Since the first of these strikes, in early September, there have been 19 more that we know of. The pace has increased since last month--15 of them have come in that time. When the strikes began, each one got lots of attention, but the Trump administration has adopted its usual strategy of doing things over and over until the public is lulled into a sense that this is normal. News is, definitionally, something fresh; when an event happens 20 times, it loses its novelty. But repetition has not made these strikes any less troubling or any more legal, and the more the public learns about how they're conducted, the shakier the arguments for them look.

Hegseth portrays the situation as simple. "To all narco-terrorists who threaten our homeland: if you want to stay alive, stop trafficking drugs," he wrote on X last week. "If you keep trafficking deadly drugs--we will kill you." Nearly every part of this statement demands skepticism. First, the Pentagon has not generally provided evidence for its claims, other than to cite "intelligence," and the administration's pattern of misleading and outright lying makes it hard to give it the benefit of the doubt.

Second, even if the intelligence is correct, these people have not been convicted in any court, which makes their deaths extrajudicial killings. There's another, more common term for that: murder, as Rachel VanLandingham, a law professor and retired judge advocate in the Air Force, recently told CNN. (The administration doesn't seem confident about its chances at a conviction: When two men survived a strike last month, the United States handed them over to their home countries rather than attempting to try them.) Third, even if they had been found guilty, no federal law establishes the death penalty for drug trafficking. Donald Trump has previously called for instituting capital punishment for drug dealing, though he has also used his clemency power to pardon people convicted of that crime.

In the absence of a clear criminal-justice rationale, the White House is playing a slippery game. On the one hand, officials argue that involving the military, which doesn't otherwise have a law-enforcement role, in these boat strikes is necessary, because drug shipments pose a direct threat to the United States; the Trump administration calls those killed "unlawful combatants." On the other hand, the administration has also said that Congress has no authority to intervene under the War Powers Act, because these strikes don't rise to the level of hostilities--no U.S. troops are in danger. The result is absurd: As Brian Finucane, a former State Department legal adviser, told The Washington Post, "What they're saying is anytime the president uses drones or any standoff weapon against someone who cannot shoot back, it's not hostilities."

Other warning lights are flashing. Admiral Alvin Holsey abruptly announced his resignation last month as head of the U.S. Southern Command--which oversees the strikes--less than a year into his posting. Although Holsey has not made any public comment about the strikes, The New York Times reports that he privately raised questions about them. Reuters reported last month that military officials involved in operations in Latin America are being asked to sign unusual nondisclosure agreements, even though national-security secrets are already restricted. And CNN reported this week that British officials have decided to stop sharing intelligence about suspected drug trafficking in the Caribbean because they believe the boat strikes are illegal. Even as the strikes become more routine, more reservations among people close to them are emerging.

One useful way to understand the boat strikes might be to compare them to threatened or executed National Guard deployments in several U.S. cities. When Trump first called up Guard troops in Washington, D.C., he contended that they were needed to fight street crime--even though the Guard generally isn't trained in law enforcement and has limits on policing powers. What has become clear since is that the real goal is aggressive enforcement of immigration laws.

Similarly, drug interdiction may just be an excuse for broader actions in Latin America. As my colleague Nick Miroff has reported, the administration has used fentanyl as a justification for military deployments, but the Coast Guard doesn't actually encounter fentanyl in the Caribbean. Instead, the boat strikes seem to be a cover for a huge military deployment designed to oust Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, as The Atlantic reports. If this is all a prelude to regime change in Caracas, that's another reason to treat the strikes as anything but normal.

Related:

	The boat strikes are just the beginning.
 	Why Venezuela?




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Wait, are the Epstein files real now?
 	Annie Lowrey: What tariffs did
 	Trump's animal-research plan has a missing step.




Today's News

	After the longest government shutdown in U.S. history ended last night, federal workers began returning to their jobs and agencies began reopening, though some services and museums remained closed as operations slowly resumed. Many employees are expected to start receiving back pay in the coming days.
 	The Trump administration sued to block California's effort to draw new congressional maps, claiming that the plan amounts to unconstitutional racial gerrymandering. The case could influence control of the U.S. House after the 2026 midterms.
 	In a 2015 email, Jeffrey Epstein offered a then-New York Times reporter photos "of donald and girls in bikinis in my kitchen." The email was part of more than 20,000 pages of documents from Epstein's estate that the House Oversight Committee released yesterday. The White House called the documents "selectively leaked emails to the liberal media to create a fake narrative."




Evening Read


Illustration by Tim Enthoven



The End of Naked Locker Rooms

By 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 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.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Hotel cancellation has been canceled.
 	Arthur C. Brooks: An evening ritual to realize a happier life
 	Thomas Chatterton Williams: The left's new moralism will backfire.
 	Radio Atlantic: What if AI is a bubble?
 	The criminal enterprise behind that fake toll text




Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Read. Bumbling your way through any language will always be better than popping in AirPods. The literary translator Ross Benjamin writes on what we stand to lose in a world of instant translation.

Watch. All's Fair (out now on Hulu), which stars a hodgepodge cast including Kim Kardashian and Glenn Close, is an atrocity, Sophie Gilbert 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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Doomscrolling in the 1850s

<em>The Atlantic</em> was born in an era of information overload.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 13 Nov 2025




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

Late in Herman Melville's Moby-Dick, one character wonders to another "whether the world is anchored anywhere." It was a fair question in November 1851, when Moby-Dick was published; it was still an open one in November 1857, when the first issue of The Atlantic Monthly came out. American life felt unmoored. Political conflict over slavery continued unabated, having brought violence to the plains of Kansas and the floor of the Senate in the previous year. A global financial panic gripped markets and crippled businesses. The precise causes of the panic were fuzzy, though there were plenty of newspapers and magazines ready to venture explanations.

"In this kingdom of illusions," Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in that first issue of The Atlantic, "we grope eagerly for stays and foundations." The magazine he helped start was dedicated to finding these stays and foundations. It was the intellectual equivalent of publications such as Day's New-York Bank Note List and Counterfeit Detecter, which helped readers navigate the bewildering array of paper currency circulating in 19th-century America. Amid an overload of information of uncertain value, The Atlantic's founders wanted to create something that was solid and enduring--a kind of reserve currency. On the occasion of the magazine's 168th anniversary, that endurance is worth revisiting.

There was no shortage of reading material in 1857. In fact, there was way too much. The 1860 census recorded a 118 percent increase in the number of newspapers printed in the United States just in the 1850s, when nearly 1 billion copies were printed under some 4,000 different titles (this was about 30 papers for every person in the country). Book publishing and magazines expanded at no less prodigious rates: The 1850s saw the publication of Atlantic founding contributor Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin, which became a best seller of previously almost unimaginable proportions. More generally, the book business expanded to the point where the publisher Harper and Brothers was New York City's largest employer in 1853.

Magazines, meanwhile, proved to be shakier, often shorter-lived ventures. Of the 2,500 or so founded from 1850 to 1865, the average lifespan was about four years. Still, they were a vital part of the cultural landscape. There were magazines dedicated to just about every subculture, health fad, and reform movement: photography, phrenology, abolition, and more. Big, lavishly illustrated national weeklies and monthlies served as staples of mainstream culture. And magazines of all varieties, with their serialized content, served as feeders to book publishing (most famously, Uncle Tom's Cabin ran in 40 installments in the antislavery weekly The National Era).

Not everyone was pleased. Although the authors of the 1860 census crowed over the glories of a free press, the reality was murkier. In its infancy, mass printed media was a disruptive innovation. Ishmael, the narrator of Moby-Dick, jokes that one benefit of a three- to five-year whaling voyage is the "sublime uneventfulness" it affords, being entirely free of news and empty information. Looking at the Panic of 1857, Hunt's Merchants' Magazine, a leading business publication (there were those, too), speculated that one possible cause of the panic was an excess of ready news, sped along instantaneously by the "electro-telegraph."

Those who would join the Atlantic circle were keenly aware of the cultural problems of so much information, as well as the business challenges of magazines. The publication's inaugural editor, James Russell Lowell, had launched a magazine in Boston called The Pioneer in the previous decade, promising a better publication for "the intelligent and reflecting portion of the Reading Public." Readers would find no "thrice-diluted trash" and no "loss of time and deterioration of every moral and intellectual faculty" that comes with it. The venture lasted just three months. For his part, Emerson founded, in the 1840s, the seminal transcendentalist journal The Dial, to provide "one cheerful, rational voice amidst the din of mourning and polemics." That magazine, also launched during an economic downturn, lasted four years. Emerson could thus knowingly remark in 1850 that "the measles, the influenza, and the magazine" flared up as "periodic distempers" in and around Boston.

But the conditions that birthed these magazine flare-ups only got worse. In 1853, a publisher's assistant named Francis Underwood briefly persuaded his boss, the publisher who'd taken a chance on publishing Uncle Tom's Cabin, to use some of the proceeds from Stowe's novel to start a magazine that would combine antislavery activism with serious literary content. That venture, like many others, collapsed before it even made it to print. But in 1856, Underwood resumed conversations in Boston with the people who would form the Atlantic circle--Emerson, Lowell, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and others. At a long dinner in the spring of 1857, the group resolved on going forward with the venture.

The magazine they launched was not nearly as strident as Lowell had once been in dismissing the "thrice-diluted trash" that filled most publications. Nor was it quite as direct in its political commitments as Underwood had initially imagined. The goals remained the same, however. The Atlantic would publish original work of "abstract and permanent value" (as its mission statement--signed by Emerson, Stowe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Melville, and others--put it) while promising to "deal frankly" with politics outside of any direct affiliation with political figures, parties, or reform movements.

The first issue offered 128 double-columned pages in service of that vision, but its purpose was stated most plainly by the stern visage of Massachusetts Bay Colony Governor John Winthrop on the cover: a declaration of Bostonian seriousness against the light, illustrated ephemerality of popular periodicals from New York and Philadelphia. The magazine's aim, Emerson wrote in his personal journal, was to "guide the age," even if that meant that it must "defy the public" and refuse what was merely popular or sensational.

We might say that the mission of defying the public was readily realized by the first issue's 6,500-plus words on "Florentine Mosaics (Part I)," but it is best embodied in Emerson's own essay on "Illusions," which confronted current conditions without being entirely captive to them. Emerson reckons with the disorientations of the moment but also finds broader philosophical meaning in the struggle to understand what's real.

Although much of the material in The Atlantic's first issue does not transcend its time (current readers may well wonder who Douglas Jerrold is and why an article on him would lead the issue), it fits within the project of offering serious and substantive reflection. The issue includes a decidedly un-panicked reflection on the Panic of 1857; a story about a minister's journey through a series of religious fads and enthusiasms, ending with a conversion to Catholicism; Harriet Beecher Stowe on the relationship between the outward symbols and inner experience of mourning; and poems by Emerson and Longfellow.

Perhaps remarkably, the project seemed to work. Although the early Atlantic never had the wide circulation of the national magazines its founders wished to improve upon, its footprint quickly extended beyond Boston. William Dean Howells, who would become the magazine's third editor, read it in Columbus, Ohio, and yearned to put his writing in its pages. Emily Dickinson, in Amherst, Massachusetts, viewed the magazine as "a temple" and commenced a correspondence with one of its contributors in the 1860s that would culminate in the first publication of her work there.

Subsequent events, beginning with the Civil War, would show that the world was not, in fact, anchored anywhere. It still isn't. Perhaps that is why The Atlantic has endured.
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