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        A Terrible and Avoidable Tragedy in D.C.
        Juliette Kayyem

        Before an Afghan refugee, Rahmanullah Lakanwal, yesterday shot and seriously injured two National Guard members who had been deployed by President Donald Trump to Washington, D.C., military commanders had warned that their deployment represented an easy "target of opportunity" for grievance-based violence. The troops, deployed in an effort to reduce crime, are untrained in law enforcement; their days are spent cleaning up trash and walking the streets in uniform. Commanders, in a memo that was in...

      

      
        The Limits of the Year's Most Heartbreaking Film
        David Sims

        Agnes Hathaway, the elusive heroine of the director Chloe Zhao's new film, Hamnet, seems happiest when in nature: retreating to the woods as often as she can, collecting mushrooms, tucking into tree hollows to sleep. She spends so much time outdoors that rumor spreads across her English village about her mother being a witch. It's a believable claim; Agnes, as played by the actress Jessie Buckley, is raw, brooding, and fundamentally enigmatic. The film's first stretch relishes her mystique, which...

      

      
        The Right Attitude to Gratitude
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Have you ever reflected on what an ungrateful wretch you are? Instead of being thankful that a delicious beverage awaits at your favorite coffee shop, you fume because the person ahead in line ordered a caramel macchiato frappe oatmeal horchata with a splash of macadamia milk, and is now paying for it in nickels.Your ingratitude is not your fault; it's probably evolution's. You have a negativity ...

      

      
        Who Would Win?
        Peter Sagal

        "Charlie and the Chocolate Factory?""No.""How about The Phantom Tollbooth? I love that book.""No," Elliott says. He holds out a slender volume: Who Would Win? Ultimate Pterosaur Rumble. "We just read that," I say, almost crying."I know," he says, with what passes for compassion in a 4-year-old boy. Before we start in on Pterosaur Rumble, he predicts with some confidence that Quetzalcoatlus will take the final prize, and for the 17th time since we bought the book three days ago, he will be right.M...

      

      
        Donald Trump's War on Christmas
        Annie Lowrey

        President Donald Trump might not be ruining Christmas, but he's making it more expensive. American families are expected to spend $1 trillion on gifts and other goods this November and December, roughly 4 percent more than they spent last year. But they're paying more for everything--artificial trees, ornaments, toys, novelty sweaters. They have fewer options to choose from when they log on to Etsy and browse upscale boutiques. Some retailers have stopped shipping to the United States, and some ha...

      

      
        How Alison Roman Does Thanksgiving
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe recipe that Alison Roman may be best known for today is her caramelized-shallot pasta, published in 2020 when she was a food writer for The New York Times. It became the defining recipe of the early pandemic in part because its ingredients--except for the anchovy fillets--are pretty basic. And there are only 10 of them, including the pasta and salt. For Roman, the mega-viral recipe came to embody her signature "Stone So...

      

      
        Peace Through Bungling
        Eliot A. Cohen

        There are two ways to interpret the Trump administration's latest peace initiative in Ukraine. It may merely be, as some claim, the latest expression of its greed and stupidity, its urge to betray Ukraine, and its authoritarian lust for intimacy with the autocrat of Russia. Or it might be something altogether more complicated.Unquestionably, this is a corrupt administration, in which the offspring of the principals carve out multibillion-dollar deals in real estate and cryptocurrency while the pr...

      

      
        Why Trump Pushed for Peace--Again
        Missy Ryan

        In the list of campaign promises from Donald Trump, the one about the war in Ukraine stood out for the number of times he repeated it--"I'll have that thing ended in 24 hours"--and for the undeniable way he failed to deliver. His self-imposed deadline, of course, passed in January, and the president has since admitted that the belligerents proved much harder to reconcile than he had expected. Still he continues to try. But his efforts have not resembled a peace process so much as a pendulum, swingi...

      

      
        A Tragic Shooting in D.C.
        Graeme Wood

        This afternoon, blocks from the White House, a man sneaked up on two West Virginia National Guardsmen and shot them in the head with a handgun. Both soldiers are reportedly in critical condition. A motive has not been determined, but a recent Afghan immigrant named Rahmanullah Lakanwal is in custody, according to CBS News. Early photos of the suspect show a burly, bearded man being wheeled almost naked into an ambulance. Lakanwal entered the United States after the return of the Taliban in 2021, ...

      

      
        Stranger Things Comes to an Exhausting End
        Sophie Gilbert

        In a recent article for The Atlantic, W. David Marx argued that culture as we know it today is a hoarder's paradise, a hopelessly cluttered landscape of rubbish. "Everyday life has never contained more stuff--an endless reel of words, ideas, games, songs, videos, memes, outrageous statements, celebrity meltdowns, life hacks, extremely talented animals," he writes. My 5-year-old's favorite song is a version of "Golden," the standout hit from Netflix's KPop Demon Hunters, meowed by fake cats. Her fa...

      

      
        Why Does Steve Witkoff Keep Taking Russia's Side?
        Anne Applebaum

        Pay attention to the dates, because the timing matters. Steve Witkoff spoke with Yuri Ushakov, a Russian official, on October 14. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky held a meeting with President Donald Trump in Washington, D.C., on October 17. Trump had been hinting that he would offer to sell Tomahawks, long-range cruise missiles, to the Ukrainian army. But he did not.Why not? Perhaps because Ushakov listened to Witkoff's advice and persuaded Russian President Vladimir Putin to call Trump on...

      

      
        The Biggest Problem With Air Travel: Pajamas?
        Alexandra Petri

        Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy wants us to return to the golden age of air travel, when nobody got into a punching match for reclining a seat into someone else's lap. He says this golden age starts with us, and he has a whole campaign prepared! I assume it will involve more humane accommodations for travelers--or less harrowing working conditions for the flight attendants charged with both crowd control and safety. Or modernizing air-traffic control to make it safer and more efficient.Now to ...

      

      
        The Racist, AI-Generated Future of Entertainment
        Tyler Austin Harper

        On September 28, 1.1 million Americans tuned in for the 37th season premiere of the groundbreaking animated sitcom The Simpsons. A little more than a week later, another groundbreaking animated sitcom had its season premiere: The Will Stancil Show debuted on X, where it accumulated 1.7 million views. Since then, three more episodes have been released, piling up more than 3.5 million additional views and generating seemingly as many memes. The show, which was created by a provocateur-cartoonist na...

      

      
        The DOJ's Cartels Memo Is Legal Quicksand
        Paul Rosenzweig

        Military and intelligence personnel have an affirmative obligation to disobey manifestly illegal orders. But when a group of Democratic lawmakers, all of whom are veterans or former intelligence officers, released a video reminding their former colleagues of this obligation, President Donald Trump accused them of sedition and threatened them with death. The Pentagon has now announced that it is investigating one of those Democrats, Senator Mark Kelly, and could even court-martial him.Though they ...

      

      
        Today's Atlantic Trivia: Nap or Pie--Which Way, Turkey Eater?
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 26, 2025.A seminal mid-century paper by the psychologist George Miller asserted that the human brain can hold seven items in short-term memory, give or take a couple. A person can chunk--that is, group items together in sensible, memorable units--to get a bit more bang, but modern psychologists think the species can handle only about four of those.None of the chunks in the great minestrone that is The Atlantic is going anywhere, though, so enjo...

      

      
        My Friend, Bill Buckley
        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 unceremonious end of the Department of Government Efficiency. He examines the legacy DOGE leaves behind, why it failed, and how it became yet another example of the Trump administration's drive to make America's government weaker and smaller.David is then joined by the historian and biographer Sam Tanenhaus to discuss his sweeping new biography of Will...

      

      
        The Great Mystery of Drumming
        James Parker

        Full disclosure: I play the drums. I play them every chance I get. Although my drumming career has served mainly as a steady education in my own shining mediocrity as a drummer, a reminder that I was put on this Earth for other things, I love hitting the goddamn drums. Left foot on the hi-hat pedal, right foot on the kick-drum pedal, left hand on the snare, right hand on the ride cymbal. When it starts to flow, you're like da Vinci's Vitruvian Man: You're in a holy circle of equilibrium, blissful...

      

      
        The Misunderstanding of Perfidia
        Anna Holmes

        This article contains light spoilers for One Battle After Another.One of the most memorable images from One Battle After Another, Paul Thomas Anderson's film about the activities of a paramilitary vigilante group, comes early on, when we see a very pregnant woman standing in a field and taking target practice with an assault rifle.It is also, as the Warner Bros. marketing department no doubt understands, one of the most provocative. There's, of course, that rifle. There's that abdomen, against wh...

      

      
        A War on Facts About Thanksgiving Dinner
        Daniel Engber

        There's a fairy tale about Thanksgiving that gets refuted every fall. Does eating turkey really make you fall asleep? When science writers check in with the experts, they always get the same response: No, no, no, and no. Also no and no.These holiday debunkers tell you what the science says: Turkey meat is not a sedative. They tell you what the studies show: Drumsticks don't produce fatigue. And then they take another step, however ill-advised: They lay out different reasons Thanksgiving dinner mi...

      

      
        A Photo Appreciation of America's National Wildlife Refuges
        Alan Taylor

        Matt Dirksen / iStockphoto / GettyA bison walks through the Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge in Colorado, with the Denver skyline visible in the background.Vicki Jauron / Babylon and Beyond Photography / GettySnow geese take flight in the Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge in New Mexico in winter.Matt McClain / The Washington Post / GettyWild ponies drink and graze in the Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge on December 18, 2018, in Accomack County, Virginia.Ian Shive / Pl...

      

      
        'Grandparenting on Eggshells'
        Rheana Murray

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When I was growing up, my family routinely told me to "give Grandma a kiss" or "hug your uncle goodbye." At the time, I never resisted these directions--or even thought all that much about them; to do so would have been impolite.Many parents today, though, are taking a different approach: Hugs and kisses are not required. Neither is sitting on someone's lap, or being tickled, cuddled, or picked up when you don...

      

      
        The Fear Taking Hold Among Indiana Republicans
        Russell Berman

        On Monday I spoke with a Republican member of Indiana's legislature who opposes President Donald Trump's push for the state to redraw its congressional map to gain two GOP seats and help the party hold its House majority in next year's midterm elections. Trump, with support from Indiana's Republican governor, Mike Braun, has vowed to back primary challengers against members of the GOP who are, for now, blocking the redistricting plan. The lawmaker I spoke with asked that I not publish his name. He isn't worried about Trump's political wrath;...

      

      
        Welcome to the Slopverse
        Ian Bogost

        Bill Lowery, a sales executive, is confused when a workmate asks where he should take a date out for dinosaur. "You're planning to take this girl out for dinosaur?" Lowery asks. "That's right," the colleague responds, totally nonchalant. Lowery presses him, agitated: "Wait a minute. You're saying dinosaur? What is this, some sort of new-wave expression or something--saying dinosaur instead of lunch?" When Lowery returns home later in the day, his wife reports on their sick son while buttering a sl...

      

      
        The Court Has an Easy Answer on the Fed
        Caitlin B. Tully

        Can the Supreme Court impede President Donald Trump from taking control of the Federal Reserve? Can the president remove Fed governors without cause? Since Trump's second inauguration, these questions have dominated the conversation about the Fed and the future of the American economy.In its sweeping Trump v. Wilcox decision in May, the Court ruled that the president "may remove without cause" officials in administrative agencies--a decision grounded in the Court's ringing endorsement of the so-ca...

      

      
        'An Example MUST BE SET'
        Nancy A. Youssef

        Mark Kelly thought he was merely stating the obvious. Earlier this month, the Arizona senator joined five other congressional Democrats to film a message addressed to members of the military. "You can refuse illegal orders. You must refuse illegal orders," they said.An ordinary president, Kelly told us on Tuesday afternoon, would have responded to the video by affirming that troops should of course follow lawful orders. "But not this guy," he added. "We basically said, 'Follow the law.' And he sa...
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A Terrible and Avoidable Tragedy in D.C.

Trump was warned that members of the military could be attacked.

by Juliette Kayyem

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




Before an Afghan refugee, Rahmanullah Lakanwal, yesterday shot and seriously injured two National Guard members who had been deployed by President Donald Trump to Washington, D.C., military commanders had warned that their deployment represented an easy "target of opportunity" for grievance-based violence. The troops, deployed in an effort to reduce crime, are untrained in law enforcement; their days are spent cleaning up trash and walking the streets in uniform. Commanders, in a memo that was included in litigation challenging the high-visibility mission in D.C., argued that this could put them in danger. The Justice Department countered that the risk was merely "speculative." It wasn't. There are costs to performatively deploying members of the military--one of which is the risk of endangering them.

Lakanwal's exact motives are still unknown; he worked for the CIA during the Afghan War. He is now in custody but apparently refusing to speak. Trump offered a predictable response to the shooting: pausing immigration for anyone from Afghanistan, a move that conveniently ignored how Lakanwal had gotten to the United States. He came as part of Operation Allies Welcome, admitted for his assistance to U.S. troops, and was reportedly granted asylum status after vetting by the Trump administration earlier this year.

Trump yesterday also ordered additional troops to D.C., on the theory that more troops are always better than fewer ones, even though a federal judge had ruled just last week that the entire deployment would have to be halted because it was probably illegal.

More troops is not the answer. The National Guard has been deployed as part of the White House's political attacks on cities run by Democrats, and the Guard members are vulnerable because politics is not a military mission. The military spends a lot of time thinking about "readiness": the need for troops to be trained and prepared for what may be asked of them, and for them to be protected while doing it. The problem of mission readiness does not get solved by deploying more soldiers. It gets solved by having a clear mission.

Even if the deployments to D.C. were legal, they lack a clear mandate and metrics of success, and have vague rules of engagement and ill-defined operating procedures. And morale is low among part-time volunteer soldiers, who have had to leave home to patrol the streets of an American city that Trump doesn't like.

Trump's use of the military began as a so-called public-safety emergency, though crime was already down in D.C. before the deployment. The D.C. National Guard falls under the command of the federal government--unlike a state's National Guard--so the district was an easy choice for Trump's first target. Governors from red states gladly volunteered their troops for the mission, although the Pentagon was struggling to find one. It began to publish information regarding the troops' trash-cleanup and landscaping successes, calling the initiative Task Force Beautification. Uniformed troops patrolled streets in "high visibility" efforts, fully decked out, though any visitor to D.C. could see they were just waiting around.

The military is fully aware of the lack of support for this deployment both among the public it serves and among those performing the mission. The National Guard has been sending out news releases describing its progress, with updates such as: "cleared 906 bags of trash, spread 744 cubic yards of mulch, removed five truckloads of plant waste, cleared 3.2 miles of roadway and painted 270 feet of fencing." Sounds nice, but that says nothing about why this is a job for the National Guard.

Ironically, deploying more National Guardsmen to increase the force protection for National Guardsmen is a very Afghanistan-style military error. The sunk-cost fallacy describes a phenomenon whereby individuals irrationally decide to continue investing in a flawed decision as a way to try to justify the original bad decision. We sent more and more troops to Afghanistan because we had already lost troops there, instead of pausing to reassess the war itself.

We are not at war now. But Trump's use of the National Guard suggests that he thinks we are not at peace either. The National Guard is stranded somewhere on this battlefield of partisan politics. They are not ready for this arena, and we should never have asked them to be.
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The Limits of the Year's Most Heartbreaking Film

<em>Hamnet </em>imagines the inspiration for <em>Hamlet</em> as a tragic, punishing love story.

by David Sims

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




Agnes Hathaway, the elusive heroine of the director Chloe Zhao's new film, Hamnet, seems happiest when in nature: retreating to the woods as often as she can, collecting mushrooms, tucking into tree hollows to sleep. She spends so much time outdoors that rumor spreads across her English village about her mother being a witch. It's a believable claim; Agnes, as played by the actress Jessie Buckley, is raw, brooding, and fundamentally enigmatic. The film's first stretch relishes her mystique, which attracts a suitor better known than practically anybody in the 16th century: William Shakespeare.

When Agnes meets him, Shakespeare (played by Paul Mescal) is a similarly wayward creature in Stratford-upon-Avon. He's soon beguiled by her, unaware that she's the woman he'll go on to marry and have three children with. As historical fiction, Hamnet has little else to work off: Archival records reveal only the basic facts about their relationship. Shakespeare married Agnes, also known as Anne, in 1582, when he was 18 years old and she 26. They had three children, first a daughter and then boy-and-girl twins; their son, Hamnet, died in 1596 of unknown causes. The movie draws on the writer Maggie O'Farrell's 2020 novel, a speculative work that imagines the grief Shakespeare and his wife felt after losing their son. O'Farrell's story is based upon a theory that the play Hamlet is a reflection of that grief--a secret poured into maybe the most famous dramatic work ever written.

Read: The stubborn myth of the literary genius

Zhao's adaptation, at its best, embraces the unknowability of this premise. An epigraph offers an observation from Shakespeare's time--that the names Hamnet and Hamlet were considered interchangeable. From there, Hamnet embraces the poetry of that spooky coincidence. Zhao depicts Shakespeare as a moody auteur. His wife, by contrast, is a free spirit somewhat tempered by love, marriage, parenthood, and ultimately woe. Lots and lots of woe.

Hamnet is a somber watch, much more nakedly sentimental and weepy than Zhao's other films (including the wonderful neo-Western The Rider, the Oscar-winning drama Nomadland, and the Marvel curio Eternals). Buckley shoulders intense on-screen distress without losing grasp of her character's humanity, and Mescal lets his wan charm melt into something more haunted as Shakespeare ages and wrestles with loss. But the movie can also feel punishing, and I struggled to connect with both the primary conceit--that Hamlet is a quiet confession of personal torment by its author--and the central partnership. In its first, most romantic act, Hamnet is enchanting and fanciful; Agnes traipses through the lush forests of Warwickshire, embarking upon a sweet, awkward courtship with Shakespeare. After Agnes becomes pregnant, however, the couple's families begrudgingly bless their union, and the newlyweds march through an endless stream of suffering to get to the story's hammer blow of a finale.

Read: The everyday genius of Shakespeare in Love

Much of Hamnet consists of either agonizing scenes of childbirth or far more agonizing scenes of child illness. Hamnet (Jacobi Jupe), who in reality died at the age of 11, is taken by what seems to be the plague; his twin sister catches it too, although she survives. Their parents' emotional connection, which initially powered the film, is largely set aside as they bear their children's misery. The traumatic episode locks the characters into small, dark rooms for an extended period of time, creating a sense of relentless claustrophobia. There's a point to that specific discomfort: Agnes, following her son's death, comes to realize she's been trapped in domesticity. Meanwhile, her husband flits in and out of town plying his opaque trade. Yet this is the 16th century, and the viewer knows that his trade is being William Shakespeare; the context of his legacy is hard to ignore, even though the movie doesn't lean into it. Buckley plays Agnes's unhappiness at being cooped up very well, and effectively conveys the extraordinary heartbreak over her son. There's just no nuance to her misery--it seems to be mostly a signpost en route to the film's denouement.

The ending is undeniably hard to shake. Zhao beautifully re-creates the era's theatrical conventions when Agnes attends a performance of Hamlet. A rapt Agnes interprets the deeper meaning in her husband's play that no one else can spot. Even in cinema, there's nothing like watching a Shakespeare play performed engagingly onstage, and no better ruminations on mortality than the soliloquies of Hamlet itself. The score, by the pianist Max Richter, also swells with feeling; Zhao uses his best-known tune, "On the Nature of Daylight," which has appeared in a variety of great films, including Arrival and Shutter Island. For all its powerful elements, though, Hamnet rings a bit hollow at its core. Perhaps the grand tragedies are just too overwhelming for some viewers to see beyond. I cried, yes, but in the end, I felt no closer to the mysterious bard--let alone to the people he loved, all those hundreds of years ago.
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The Right Attitude to Gratitude

Being thankful is the ultimate win-win: If the person being thanked feels happy, the person doing the thanking feels happier still.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




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

Have you ever reflected on what an ungrateful wretch you are? Instead of being thankful that a delicious beverage awaits at your favorite coffee shop, you fume because the person ahead in line ordered a caramel macchiato frappe oatmeal horchata with a splash of macadamia milk, and is now paying for it in nickels.

Your ingratitude is not your fault; it's probably evolution's. You have a negativity bias passed on from your ancestors. They needed to operate with a bias that made negative emotions win out over positive ones, because--as unpleasant as negative emotions are--they are more likely to save your life in the presence of a genuine threat. In our day and age, this proclivity tends to be maladapted in ways that make you disproportionately attuned to insignificant hazards and insensitive to the many delights and blessings around you. That, of course, makes you unhappy.

So think of Thanksgiving not as a holiday, but as an intervention. You can make the occasion a manual override to your naturally ungrateful disposition. But you don't have to restrict this intervention to a once-yearly deployment. With a little knowledge and practice of some specific techniques, you can grow the amount of gratitude in your emotional repertoire and get a lot happier year-round.

When I've previously written about the benefits of gratitude for happiness, I have presented the great body of evidence that shows how expressing authentic thankfulness raises the well-being not only of the person being thanked but also of the person doing the thanking (and perhaps to an even higher degree). Gratitude interrupts cycles of negative rumination by reminding you of the good things in your life, which helps lower depressive symptoms as well as reduce stress and negative emotions, such as anxiety. Feeling grateful pulls your attention away from what you lack and toward what you have, and this is associated with a decrease in envy and materialism. Gratitude has also been found to improve romantic relationships and lower burnout at work.

Arthur C. Brooks: Four ways to be grateful--and happier

Gratitude is so effective that if you could bottle it, you'd be a billionaire. But as with so many beautiful parts of life, gratitude is not something you can market like a drug or nutritional supplement: It happens to be completely free--but not so easy to attain. Thankfulness requires neither payment nor subscription, just a commitment to stand up against your limbic system, which is lying to you with its negativity bias--saying that this lovely morning is actually pretty annoying, and that everyone is dissing you.

Researchers on gratitude have tested different interventions to override our negative nature. The first comes from the work of the psychologists Robert A. Emmons and Michael E. McCullough, who introduced "gratitude lists" in experiments two decades ago. They found that simply listing what you're grateful for each week, and then looking at the list every day, would, on average, raise your mood over nine weeks by 6 percent against a control group that recorded neutral things (such as current events), and by 12 percent against a group that noted down life's hassles (what we normally tend to do).

A second intervention, devised by the psychologist Martin Seligman, involves writing letters of gratitude to others, telling the recipient in each case specifically what you're thankful to them for. Seligman shows that the happiness effects this affords the thanker persist for a long time--even until a six-month follow-up by the researchers--probably because of an enhanced relationship with the person receiving the letter. The effect on the person being thanked is also profound, and this holds even when the person knows you're writing a thank-you letter not spontaneously but as a deliberate happiness practice. Seligman, who is a longtime mentor of mine, and someone whom I greatly admire, last year wrote me an email of appreciation himself, totally unbidden. That made my month.

A third intervention is similar to the second but involves outward, public action. In 2023, four researchers looked at the well-being effects of using social media to express gratitude to someone. Although this practice is less intimate, and therefore leads to a lower sense of connection with the person than if you express gratitude through a private channel, the scholars found that a public thanking confers approximately the same boost in life satisfaction and moral elevation as the private thanks does.

Finally, psychologists have studied a fourth, simple intervention of "grateful contemplation," in which people are induced to think briefly about a few things they're grateful for. In experiments with college students who practice this for just a few minutes, the researchers found that the participants experienced an immediate drop in negative mood. By thinking of things they were thankful to have done over the past summer, for example, they successfully shifted their attention away from feelings of regret or envy over the things they wished they'd done.

All told, you have a lot of means to make gratitude boost your well-being. I recommend that you adopt a protocol that uses the best aspects of all these interventions.

1. Weekly treatment
 Each week at the same time, write down five things for which you're particularly grateful. Post the list in a place where you will see it every day, such as on the fridge or your laptop. Each morning until the next week's list, pause to savor each item of thankfulness for 30 seconds.

Then also, at another point in the week from your list-making, start the day by writing one text or email of appreciation to someone in your life. The message doesn't have to be long or ornate, just a few sentences to say you are thankful. And be specific about why. The recipient can be a loved one, a colleague, even a stranger--such as someone whose work you admire--who has a public address.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be thankful when you don't feel thankful

2. Opportunistic public action
 If you use social media or have another type of platform, use it to show gratitude or admiration when a reason to do so occurs to you. Maybe the person you're thanking is well known, maybe they're completely unknown. Their profile isn't the point; the idea is to tell your followers or audience that someone specific has affected your life in a positive way.

3. Authenticity check
 Random acts of thanking can be great, but take care: Trying to look grateful is not the same as expressing authentic gratitude. If you thank someone solely to attain a desirable social outcome, people can tell; you might come off looking like a suck-up. Worst of all, the well-being effect will be blunted.

You may have noticed that I didn't include grateful contemplation in my protocol above. That's because I keep it in my back pocket all the time, and pull it out as needed. I try to have a running list of things to be thankful for, to rescue myself when I'm feeling especially negative. For example, I am writing these words on an annoyingly delayed flight, while sitting behind someone who reclined his seat all the way back into my personal space approximately one second after takeoff. I could ruminate on these inconveniences, making minor resentments seem larger. Or I could think about the fact that you actually wanted to read this column about gratitude and might benefit from it.

I chose the latter. This changed my mood very quickly. Thank you. And happy Thanksgiving.
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Who Would Win?

Why kids can't get enough of these battles to the death

by Peter Sagal

Thu, 27 Nov 2025

"Charlie and the Chocolate Factory?"

"No."

"How about The Phantom Tollbooth? I love that book."

"No," Elliott says. He holds out a slender volume: Who Would Win? Ultimate Pterosaur Rumble. 

"We just read that," I say, almost crying.

"I know," he says, with what passes for compassion in a 4-year-old boy. Before we start in on Pterosaur Rumble, he predicts with some confidence that Quetzalcoatlus will take the final prize, and for the 17th time since we bought the book three days ago, he will be right.

My son Elliott came across the Who Would Win? books a year ago on a spinning rack at a nearby library. Since then, they have accounted for more than half of the reading we do together, and a good part of the "reading" he does by himself. Even though we've read all 31 books in the series (so far), Elliott keeps demanding we go back to the library, as if they might grow on the rack like combative fruit.

Most of the books are slim paperbacks with more pictures than text. They pit various animals against each other: Killer Whale vs. Great White Shark; Lion vs. Tiger; Grizzly Bear vs. Polar Bear. Each describes its fighters in simple but scientifically accurate terms, and then hypothesizes an encounter in the wild that inevitably, sigh, leads to conflict.

Read: Why kids aren't falling in love with reading

There's also the Ultimate Rumble subseries, in which 16 animals in the same habitat or of the same species--ocean creatures; pterosaurs--fight in a single-elimination tournament until only one is left. Where did the author come up with that?

"I was watching the Sweet 16 tournament in a bar," Jerry Pallotta told me.

I had doubted that "Jerry Pallotta" existed. The books follow such a uniform format, so carefully calibrated to the interest of little boys like Elliott, that I at first thought "Jerry Pallotta," like "Franklin W. Dixon" of the Hardy Boys novels, must be a pseudonym, slapped on whatever overeducated wretch had been contracted to write the latest entry. But as Elliott and I read and reread the books, I started noticing little quirks, such as a consistent awe at the deadly majesty of the saltwater crocodile ("Salty," as we loyal readers know him), and references to what sounded like an actual boyhood spent playing sports and exploring near the sea. So I Googled Jerry Pallotta, found his website, sent him an email, and got a call from him that day. His books are combative, but the man is not.

Pallotta is 72, a Boston native with a thrillingly legitimate accent who spent his summers on the water in Scituate, lobstering and clamming and hanging with whichever of his six siblings or 71 first cousins happened to be nearby, and, by his own admission, not reading anything at all. He played sports at his Catholic high school and got a Catholic college education in business, married young (and for life), started a family, and went into the insurance business. He probably would have continued on to a happy, affluent obscurity if he hadn't one day been reading one of those A Is For ... alphabet books to his kids and, in that particular moment of inspiration responsible for launching the career of so many artists, said to himself, I could do better than this.

Pallotta wrote, designed, published, and distributed his first book, The Ocean Alphabet Book, himself, recruiting one of those 71 cousins to illustrate it. (From the start, the author's preoccupations were evident: B Is for Bluefish: "Their teeth are very, very sharp, so don't ever put your fingers in their mouths.") And then he really got to work. He had read that "Jay Leno would perform 300 nights a year, so why shouldn't I treat my career the same way?" he told me. He started visiting schools, bringing books, talking to kids--and he came away with ideas for more alphabet books: Birds! Beetles! Skulls! Icky bugs! He thinks he's spoken to at least 2 million schoolchildren over the past 30 years. As he learned at Georgetown, a good businessman has to know his market.

For some artists--the ones who have a shot at passing into greatness--another moment comes when they realize that they want to see something in the world that does not yet exist. When Pallotta, stuck at the Atlanta airport during a thunderstorm in 2009, opened his notebook to write down "Killer Whale vs. Orca," then "Lion vs. Tiger," then "Grizzly Bear vs. Polar Bear," he was creating something for a little boy who loved sports and fishing and running around the beach--but hated reading.

"I don't wanna pick on anybody," that little boy said to me, some six decades later, "but if a teacher said, 'Hey, I want you to read a book about Betsy Ross making the first flag,' but then, on the next desk, there's a book with a python swallowing an alligator, I mean, which one is the kid gonna go for, you know what I mean?"

Pallotta paused. Then he said, "I'm not making fun of Betsy Ross."

From the beginning, it was to be a series, with the title Who Would Win? on each cover in a typeface that Pallotta had designed himself, based on the Everlast boxing-glove logo. The combatants would be posed beneath in profile, like Ali and Frazier at a weigh-in, glaring, claws--or paws, or fangs, or tusks--at the ready. When he brought the proposal to his publisher and mentor at Scholastic, Judy Newman, some of her colleagues were concerned. The company sells most of its books through school book fairs, run by teachers. Would they want their charges, unruly as they already were, reading about conflict? Would the kids act out the fights? Goodness, would there be betting?

Newman told me, "My editorial director said, 'Teachers aren't going to like fighting.' And I said, 'I trust Jerry.'"

The first books sold well in the book fairs, but poorly in bookstores, until Newman thought to bundle five or six books into omnibus editions--Ultimate Showdown; Extreme Animal Rumble--and they started flying off the shelves. Pallotta added more battles--Green Ants vs. Army Ants, Walrus vs. Elephant Seal. Many were inspired by suggestions from his avid young readers ("I've had kids write to me with 80 matches they want--that's 160 different animals--and they write on the bottom, 'Please do these this week and get them to me.'") or by visits to the Harvard Museum of Natural History.

He can see almost any animal he likes there, he told me, "except a panda." Stuffed pandas are vanishingly rare, because China will let zoos take the animals for only a number of years before returning them. "It's an interesting fact." Which is why, I suppose, there is no Who Would Win? Giant Panda vs. Sloth. Yet.

Today, 21.7 million copies of Who Would Win? books are in print. That doesn't include the countless homemade Who Would Win? books that schoolkids across the country create with crayons and computers and paint, because they, too, have something they want to see in the world.

Why are the books so popular? All animals eat, nest, and migrate, which is all well and good, but if an animal fights another animal, suddenly there are stakes, drama, suspense, and, occasionally, surprises. Pallotta let slip that in his first Who Would Win? book, he let the lion defeat the tiger, even though obviously a tiger would take down a lion. He wanted to provoke dissent.

Read: What parents lose when they don't read to their kids

As a young girl of my acquaintance once said to me, dismissively: "All boys are like, 'Blah, blah, blah, violent stuff, violent stuff, blah, blah, blah.'" As per her insight, I had assumed that the books were popular mainly among boys. But girls have taken to them, too. The books, Pallotta told me, "are 99 percent facts," with a fight at the end. Each animal is described as a character who has a home and habits and likes and dislikes, and some of the animals are--dare I say it--cute. All kids love stories and suspense, and if you think girls would shy away from battles to the death, may I introduce you to some KPop Demon Hunters?

"A little girl wrote to me," Pallotta said, "asking me to do a Who Would Win? book with a bunny. And then she underlines, twice, Do not kill the bunny."

Elliott will not want to read and reread his Who Would Win? books forever--at least, I hope not. But right now, he loves to wrestle and roughhouse. And he also knows an awful lot about pterosaurs. And sharks, and birds, and killer whales, and insects, and blue whales, and wolverines. The natural world, as Tennyson wrote, and as Pallotta demonstrated, is red in tooth and claw. That's part of what makes it fascinating.

And if the books do rely on the cheap thrill of violence, who cares? So does The Iliad. Kids in elementary schools all over the country are forgetting about screens and reading these slender works of natural science, trading them like playing cards, and arguing over the results--and maybe, somewhere, one of those kids is thinking to herself, I could do better than this.
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Donald Trump's War on Christmas

It's a bad year for shoppers. It's a terrible year for small-business owners.

by Annie Lowrey

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




President Donald Trump might not be ruining Christmas, but he's making it more expensive. American families are expected to spend $1 trillion on gifts and other goods this November and December, roughly 4 percent more than they spent last year. But they're paying more for everything--artificial trees, ornaments, toys, novelty sweaters. They have fewer options to choose from when they log on to Etsy and browse upscale boutiques. Some retailers have stopped shipping to the United States, and some have gone out of business--all thanks to Trump's globe-engulfing and pointless trade war.

Holiday shoppers might not notice that things are a little less merry and bright than they would have been otherwise. The average family is expected to spend $132 more this year because of tariffs--not nothing, but not enough to break the bank, either. But wage growth has been cooling. The unemployment rate has been rising. Consumer confidence has been falling sharply. Rent, co-pays, mortgages, car payments, and utilities remain brutal for average families to afford--and health insurance is about to get radically more expensive. In recent weeks, customers have started shopping at cheaper outlets, buying fewer items, and putting off major expenses.

Shoppers are looking for deals, but it has not been easy for stores to provide them. When Trump kicked off the trade war early this year, the White House argued that foreign exporters would pay the fees slapped on goods from nearly every American trading partner. Instead, the government has collected $118 billion and counting from domestic importers.

Big companies have managed to dodge and shuffle in response: pressing their suppliers for discounts, stocking up and storing products to get ahead of the tariffs, rerouting their supply lines, buying merchandise from lightly tariffed countries. Retailers including Walmart have managed to keep their sales figures up and hold costs down, for the most part. Yet many companies have run out of warehoused items, leaving them no choice but to raise sticker prices or cut into their profits.

Small companies have had fewer options. Many small-scale businesses lack the time, bandwidth, or travel budget to find new overseas suppliers--especially when big importers are doing so too. Boutiques don't have the bargaining power to press manufacturers and shipping companies for discounts. Single-person firms cannot take out loans to buy up stock and move it to the United States before a trade levy hits. Many small firms cannot change their product lines, either.

As a result, the trade war has helped large companies squeeze out their smaller competitors. Many small firms have closed down, fired workers, watched their sales fall apart, or worse. In a new survey, 71 percent of small-business owners said they expect the trade war to depress their revenue this holiday season. Only 5 percent said they were hiring and expanding their business.

The holiday season "is our Super Bowl," Nichole MacDonald told me. "This is when we're supposed to make all of our money." MacDonald runs the Sash Bag, a company that manufactures and sells specialty handbags. Like many retailers, the Sash Bag generates an outsize share of its annual sales and profits leading up to Christmas. But this year, she said, she is "literally terrified." Batches of her bags are stuck in two warehouses in India because she cannot produce the $430,000 needed to cover the import tariffs on the goods. "That product is done," she said. "It's sewn. It's perfectly saleable--beautiful leather, beautiful Sash bags, sitting in India for months because I don't have the budget to bring it here."

In addition, she has let go some of her employees, raised prices by 10 to 15 percent, canceled special orders, and considered finding new suppliers. But "people don't understand" how hard that is to do, MacDonald told me, when you have "your own proprietary product, not something a manufacturer has already invented or already created."

Struggling firms aren't the economy's only problem. The government shutdown has depressed the Washington, D.C., metro economy. Concerns about artificial intelligence and the growth outlook have led businesses of all sizes to quit hiring, and some have started firing workers too. Households have noticed those changes and are limiting their spending. Yet companies don't have much room to win back customers by cutting prices, in many cases--because of the tariffs, which are at their highest effective rate in close to a century. The country is in a stagflationary, queasy state as the year comes to a close, and it's not doing much for anyone's holiday spirit.

"Are they literally trying to make it impossible to run a business?" MacDonald asked me. Because "that's how it feels."
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How Alison Roman Does Thanksgiving

A conversation with the chef about her new book, <em>Something From Nothing</em>

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




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

The recipe that Alison Roman may be best known for today is her caramelized-shallot pasta, published in 2020 when she was a food writer for The New York Times. It became the defining recipe of the early pandemic in part because its ingredients--except for the anchovy fillets--are pretty basic. And there are only 10 of them, including the pasta and salt. For Roman, the mega-viral recipe came to embody her signature "Stone Soup style": familiar ingredients magically transformed. For many amateur home chefs, the recipe is still bound up with tiny relief from pandemic desperation, having made us feel less alone and a little creative at home. It's also a relic of an age when food media was coherent enough that a recipe could go mega-viral.

Since then, Roman has had a couple of internet dust-ups, made a cooking show, gotten married, and had a baby. Recently she published a new cookbook, Something From Nothing, which continues the tradition of using the existing pantry as its primary inspiration. This episode of Radio Atlantic is a live conversation with Alison Roman, recorded at Sixth & I in Washington, D.C. We talk about her family Thanksgiving, why she makes her own baby food, and what's wrong with quinoa. We also discuss food trends, and what life is like for her as a solo creator. "I'd say the hardest part of that is: Nobody is gonna give me an assignment," she told me. "I am so busy all the time, and nobody told me to be busy." We also put the cookbook's philosophy of simplicity to the test. I bring items from my own pantry onto the stage; Alison chooses three, blindly, and has to create a dinner on the spot.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: Hey, friends. This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. And we have a treat for you today, today being Thanksgiving.

Recently, I interviewed chef and cookbook author Alison Roman onstage in D.C. at Sixth & I. And since many of us are thinking about food this week, we decided to share that conversation.

Even if you don't know Roman, it's likely you've eaten one of her recipes, especially her megaviral one for caramelized-shallot pasta. And one of the reasons that dish was so ubiquitous was because of how few ingredients it called for.

Her new book, Something From Nothing, uses that same minimalist approach, relying mostly on pantry staples.

I gave Roman a test onstage: I had her pick items from my pantry out of a bag, blind, and see what dinner she could make up on the spot. I also asked her some questions sent in by you, the listeners, about how food is changing, how food media is changing, and whether you should switch up the Thanksgiving staples.

Here's our conversation--

The big controversy over the last couple of years is go traditional or go salmon Wellington or--

Alison Roman: Absolutely not.

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: And if anybody here is thinking about doing salmon Wellington, please call me--

Rosin: Please leave.

Roman: --and I'll come over.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Roman: No, no, I wanna help you--I wanna call you in. I don't wanna push you away, because we gotta fix that.

I don't think it's an either/or situation. I am a big fan of additive rather than burn it all down. Because Thanksgiving is also famously not just about you, right? It's about the people that you're eating with and giving thanks. (Laughs.) Unless you are doing Thanksgiving for one, which is cool, and then you can do Wellington everything if you would like.

Rosin: So you mean you make a traditional turkey?

Roman: Yes.

Rosin: Traditional pie?

Roman: Pie, I do galette. I have my Thanksgiving menu, which is also the problem with doing Thanksgiving publicly, is that my personal Thanksgiving preferences don't really change that much.

I do one regular, classic turkey--full turkey, let's call it--and then I do turkey, the slow-cooked legs and the thighs, because it's so much better tasting than a regular turkey, but without the pomp and circumstance of a beautiful bird in front, I feel like I'm missing something. So I do understand the attachment, at least visually, to the full turkey.

Rosin: And what do you add? [Are] you saying, every year, you feel pressure to add something--something new, something interesting?

Roman: And in 20 years, it'll be, like, 18 things on the table. No, I consider it to be like, okay, the stuffing and the turkey and the gravy and the cranberries never really change for me; it is what it is. And then, one year, it's green beans. One year, it's Brussels sprouts. One year, it's squash. One year, it's carrots.

Rosin: That's still pretty basic.

Roman: Yeah, but, like, it's a vegetable. And then I put a salad.

So it's like, you kind of rotate in these things, but if there's somebody at your table that's like, If I don't have X, Y, and Z dish, I'll simply die, then just make it. That's not the time to say no; it's time to say yes.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: Yeah.

Rosin: If somebody comes to your house for dinner, and they wanna make a side or bring something, do you allow it?

Roman: God. (Sighs.)

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: Do you mean at Thanksgiving, or generally speaking?

Rosin: You decide. (Laughs.)

Roman: Here's what I'll say: I think that it's okay if you're like, I made everything, and I just need a bowl and a plate to plate it, and I'm like, Great. But if they're like, Where's your skillet? I'm like, Nope, shut it down. Do not cook in my kitchen. Bring something--but I feel that way about other people too. I would never do that to you. I would never come over and cook in your kitchen.

Rosin: But you evaded the easy way out, which is what if someone just wants to bring something?

Roman: (Laughs.) Sure.

Rosin: Really?

Roman: Yeah.

Rosin: Okay. (Laughs.)

Roman: Sure. Although, I--

Rosin: Probably, it doesn't happen to you, 'cause people are intimidated.

Roman: It doesn't. People wouldn't dare.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: I also think that potlucks are the worst thing that's ever happened to us. (Laughs.)

[Audience cheers and applause]

Roman: Because that's how you end up with just a menu that does not go--it doesn't go.

Rosin: Okay. We have a question from Meredith: "After the holidays, when we're sick of eating, what are some of your go-to recipes to get back into eating on the lighter side, but also stay cozy?" It's very specific.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: Yeah. I'm gonna go with--that's gotta be soup; it's soup. And soup is kind of always the answer, if you're wondering.

But I feel like you make the broth with the bones from the turkey. You have some vegetables you can throw in. You can also just sip turkey stock. You can do a lot with that. I feel like that is the on-ramp to doing it all over again.

Rosin: People in the audience, people out in the world sent us a lot of questions in a lot of different formats, and I'm gonna sprinkle them throughout.

From Robyn: "What enabled you to break free and set yourself apart in the crowded world of food bloggers and cooking shows? Were there distinct things you did or did not do?"

Roman: Mm, okay, Robin. Yeah, I think that, for me, I started cooking in restaurant kitchens, and I just wanted to be a cook, and that was my goal. I started cooking before iPhones existed, before Instagram existed. I didn't start cooking with the goal of being, like, a blogger or on the internet in any capacity.

And so I think that knowing that, even as the internet and Instagram and social media became a part of my life just as a product of being a person in the world--it kind of doesn't matter what your profession is; it's something that you kind of partake in--and I think just knowing that the whole time, having that be my north star, of like, Well, I'm a cook, and I cook, and that's what I do.

And then, I think--it's funny 'cause it is crowded, and sometimes even I am like, Well, how am I different? Okay, you all write recipes, and you all have a YouTube channel, and you all have a newsletter. You all duh, duh, duh. It's like, okay, it does become a bit more of a struggle.

And I think that the only answer remains--and as cheesy as it is--is being yourself, because there's only one of you, and there could be a hundred YouTube channels, but there's only one of you and your personality.

And so the more you can double down on being yourself and infusing your recipes--and that means the title of the recipe, the ingredients you use, and the way that you write instructions--the more personality and individualism that you can infuse into those things, I think that is the answer.

Rosin: Although I do think you also have an uncanny ability to figure out what people actually wanna cook, as opposed to just your own--the world of Alison. It's what actually translates into people's kitchens. I don't know what that is--

Roman: I don't know what that is either.

Rosin: --but you have a good radar for it.

Roman: Yeah, I don't know. I think it's an authenticity when it comes to developing because I'm living in the same timeline, where I'm like, Oh, the weather is this, and I feel like this, and you all do too at that time.

It's a bit different for a cookbook because, obviously, you're sort of picking things and investing in recipes that are living as a collection, versus like, This is coming out this week, and you're all gonna make this this week.

Rosin: Yeah, yeah.We have a question from Danny: "What do you see as the biggest misconception in food media right now, and how do you think creators should respond to it?"

Roman: Mm. I think that the misconception is that it's dead entirely, because I do think that it has died, but I do think it will come back.

Rosin: What is "it"--food media?

Roman: Food media, yeah.

Rosin: Interesting. Okay.

Roman: Because there's already people doing it. There's already people that I know that are starting up a thing or kind of returning to, Let's rebuild what was kind of taken away.

When I started working at Bon Appetit in, like, 2011, there were, I wanna say, eight other food magazines. And you could work at any of them, and it was sort of like, Which magazine are you at? And you would go to an event, and you'd be like, Oh, there's so-and-so from Food & Wine and so-and-so from Real Simple, and there was, like, a community of people that were editors or writers--people that worked within the concept of food media.

And now there is not that. It is: There's people that work at a magazine. There's magazines that have food sections, newspapers, etc. And then there's people that create food on the internet.

Rosin: Right, they're influencers.

Roman: Exactly. It's completely all over the place. And I think that there are people that are really interested and invested in kind of regaining what it means to be a journalist in the food space and sort of tell stories of culture and cooking and food that aren't just these sort of entertainment narratives that are, like, content creators. And so I'm optimistic about it.

Rosin: That's so interesting because food, it does take experience--to write a cookbook, to figure out, Okay, now I have a concept big enough for a cookbook, so--

Roman: You would think it does.

Rosin: --I don't know how you get from creator to that.

Roman: Well--

Rosin: You have to cook a lot; you have to have experience in kitchens--or, at least, that's the way it's been.

Roman: You don't, is the sad part. But I think it's also because a lot of people don't write their own cookbooks, like ...

Rosin: (Exclaims.) What? No, I'm just kidding. I knew that.

Roman: In the same way that a lot of people don't write their own books, or ghostwriter is an occupation, and people do it--I know them; I know people who do it. And I think that it is a different skill set.

Rosin: Who wrote this book?

Roman: Me. I do everything. You can tell 'cause there's typos.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: 'Ccause things are messed up--that's how you know it's me. Yeah.

Rosin: You started out working in institutions, like BuzzFeed, The New York Times; now you're independent. Can you compare pluses and minuses--what's better about one; what's worse about the other?

Roman: Yeah.

[Audience, Roman, and Rosin laughter]

Roman: You know what I will say? I really miss working with other people. I really miss collaboration, and I really miss being--some of my editors would say that this is not true--but I actually really do miss being edited.

And I don't mean my writing specifically or the style of recipes, but I mean the push and pull of getting somebody to make the writing tighter, to sort of ask you a question that you hadn't maybe explored, really making sure something is as well thought-out among people as possible. And that doesn't always make for a better recipe, but it does make, I think, for better writing, to have a great editor.

Rosin: Less lonely. It's less lonely.

Roman: Yeah, I think working for yourself can be pretty lonely. I think, more recently, I've started--and during book time, there's a lot more collaboration that goes into it. And that's why I love making books, because you get to work with photographers; you get to work with artists and designers. And then comes the promotion of it and the tour. It becomes more community-based.

And when you're not in a book-writing season, it is a little bit more you, and I'd say the hardest part of that is nobody is gonna give me an assignment. I am so busy all the time, and nobody told me to be busy.

Rosin: Right.

Roman: Nobody's giving me a deadline. Nobody's demanding anything from me. Nobody's asking me to, like, launch a tomato sauce. But I'm like, I'm gonna do this thing, and then I'm like, I'm so stressed out with this job that I just made myself do.

Rosin: For myself, yeah. (Laughs.)

Roman: I'm like, Oh, maybe I should stop giving myself so much work.

But there is an element of like, What am I doing this for? Even though I know the answer to that, but it's so much easier to work with people and be like, Ope, I have an assignment. I have an assignment. And that's why I really love things like Thanksgiving, because that, to me, is the ultimate assignment. It's like you know what you're doing, and you're coloring in the lines a bit, and--I don't know.

Rosin: Since you wrote your last book, you had a baby. He's very cute. I'm sure you guys have seen pictures. You told New York magazine that you make your own baby food. Do you actually make your own baby food?

Roman: Yeah, I do. But I'm not making baby food; I'm making food that he can eat--which I feel like there's a distinction there. I make lentils, and I eat lentils, and so does he. I'll roast squash and eat some, and then he eats roasted squash.

I'm not making--I don't--I think I have a hard time admitting that I'm making baby food, so I'm really talking around it.

[Audience laughter]

Rosin: (Laughs.) I'm being silent on purpose just to make you defensive, yeah. (Laughs.)

Roman: I'm like, No, I don't make baby food;I make food for the baby. (Laughs.)

Rosin: I don't--I swear. I'm not trying to start a war.

Roman: Yeah. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Roman: But, yeah, I thought that that would never be me, but--and it won't last forever. It's lasting right now because he eats so little, and the things that he does eat are very simple.

When it comes time to be making, like, fish sticks from--like, No, thank you. Pass. I don't think that that's me. But right now, it feels doable.

Rosin: How many people here made the caramelized-shallot pasta?

[Audience cheers and applause]

Rosin: Probably everyone.

Did you ever figure out why that one went viral, in all these years of thinking about it? I recently looked back at the recipe--it's so simple. The only complicated ingredient is anchovies. But other than that, it's so basic.

Roman: It's complicated emotionally for people, but anchovies in and of itself is not a complicated ingredient.

I think that it was sort of right time, right place. I don't think recipes can happen in that way anymore. I think that it was very zeitgeisty moment where Instagram was just like--I think there's, statistically speaking--I looked this up; I forgot the actual numbers--but I wanna say the way that it's grown from five years ago, the amount of users on Instagram, is just an unfathomable number and--

Rosin: Because there's no unified thread of popularity, so--

Roman: Correct.

Rosin: --it just can't be one thing that goes viral that way, yeah.

Roman: Exactly. So either things aren't going viral, or so many things are going viral that we sort of don't notice anymore, but it feels like it was a very special place and time. But I also think that it's really delicious pasta--

Rosin: Yeah, totally.

Roman: --and every person who made it told five people to make it, and those people told five people to make it. And it wasn't a product of the internet; it was a product of people actually cooking it and eating it and being like, Oh, my God, I have to make this again. I have to have this. And it's also, like, five ingredients.

And I think that that, in and of itself, is fascinating--to me, anyway. And I find that with music and art and movies and even getting dressed or something; I'm like, Oh, sometimes paring back and simplicity is the best choice.

And it's not a result of something being easier or lazy or a consolation prize. Sometimes the easiest or most simple thing is the best, and you can just be like, You know what--like, that pasta doesn't have cheese on it, because it doesn't need it. I'm sure we've all put cheese on it; it's okay.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: I'm okay with that. But it doesn't need it, and I think that that's really important to remember.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we put her new cookbook's approach of making "something from nothing" to the test.

[Break]

Rosin: I've never done this onstage, but we're gonna try it: We're gonna play a little game with Alison.

But first, I want you to read something in your book, which I thought was so--

Roman: Oh, I've never done that either.

Rosin: Really? It's so lovely. It's the thing I--I'm sorry I wrote in your book. I hope that doesn't bother you.

Roman: No.

Rosin: It's that little purple part.

This is what Alison wrote about her husband, because she also recently got married, and I thought it was really beautiful.

Roman: Just do it all at once, guys. It's honestly great.

Rosin: Yeah.

Roman: Okay, this is so--I've literally never done this before.

Rosin: You can do it.

Roman: And when people hear that I'm going on a book tour, they're like, What do you do? Do you just read from your cookbook?

[Audience laughter]

Roman: And I'm like, No. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Just get onstage and cook?

Roman: Exactly. Yeah, exactly. Okay.

"In his vows, he told me that his favorite nights at home were when we didn't--"

Rosin: Slow down.

Roman: Okay. Fuck.

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Rosin: Like, way down.

Roman: Okay. Well, I'm nervous. (Laughs.) You really put me on the spot. Okay.

"In his vows, he told me that his favorite nights at home were when we didn't have time to go grocery shopping and I made something of what we had in the pantry, because it was in those thrown-together moments that he got to see how my imagination worked."

Rosin: I thought that was really lovely.

[Audience applause]

Roman: Thank you, Max. Thank you.

Rosin: This is really weird, but just bear with me.

[Audience laughter]

Rosin: I brought a bag that's made up from the pantry of me and my partner, and Alison has to go in and pick out three things from the bag and then tell us what she would cook from it. And if it works, we'll do it twice.

[Audience laughter]

Rosin: If it's boring and weird, we'll just do it once.

Roman: And this is my fantasy, by the way. I am really into it.

Okay, so, I'm just picking it up and--

Rosin: You just have to pick up three things, and you can't really look, but just go in and pick up three things--this is also merch from The Atlantic, just--

Roman: Yeah.

Rosin: And you have to say what they are, 'cause people in the audience can't see.

Roman: One potato.

[Audience laughter and applause]

Roman: Okay, let me ask: Am I only allowed the quantity of which I pick up?

Rosin: No, no, no, no, no. This is a--

Roman: Okay, so potato as a--

Rosin: It's a conceptual potato. It's a conceptual potato.

Roman: Symbolic potato.

Rosin: Symbolic.

Roman: One symbolic potato. Okay--

Rosin: And you can add things that normal people would have in their house. You can be additive.

Roman: Garbanzo beans, organic.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: And to clarify as well, does everything have to go together?

Rosin: They have to--this is your meal.

Roman: Okay. You're taking this very literally.

Rosin: They don't have to be in one dish.

Roman: Okay.

Rosin: You have to make us--this is your husband's concept here. It's like we didn't go grocery shopping.

Roman: Sour cream.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: To what do I owe the pleasure? Okay.

Rosin: We didn't go grocery shopping; this is what we got. That's the idea here.

Roman: Okay.

Rosin: Okay, so bring it. What are we having for dinner, honey?

Roman: Well, I gotta say, it's gotta be some sort of potato soup. We're going sour cream and potato together. The sour cream doesn't have to go inside of it, but it should go on top of it. Bonus points if you have onion, garlic, leek, shallot--oh, you don't.

Rosin: No, you do. That's fine. That's normal stuff--

Roman: Oh, great, okay--

Rosin: Yeah, totally. That's fine--

Roman: I was like, We all do. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Everybody does, yeah.

Roman: Okay, so, yeah. And the reason that that soup is good, or a soup like that, is because you don't have to have a shallot if you have an onion. You don't need a leek if you have a shallot. You know what I'm saying?

Rosin: Yeah.

Roman: So allium, potato, broth--Better Than Bouillon if you don't have broth.

[Audience cheers]

Roman: That's right.

Okay, so potato-leek soup, or potato soup of some sort, with this. No blender--we're not blending. No, we're not making baby food.

Rosin: Okay.

Roman: But my baby does like potato soup.

Rosin: Okay, good.

Roman: In a chunky form.

Rosin: That is baby food.

Roman: For adults.

Rosin: Yeah.

Roman: And then if we're doing this in the same meal, perhaps there's some sort of, like, chickpea-salad situation, but, like, a frizzled chickpea, because a raw chickpea outta the can is never gonna hit the same. But if you had some greens, you could put it over the greens--like, toss it with that. And, I mean, you could even put a little sour cream in the bottom of that if you wanted. But I think just on the soup is good.

Rosin: Okay.

Roman: It's a weird meal; I'm not gonna lie. Really, to me, the soup would be the meal, and then I would say, Well, I'm gonna put these back for another time.

[Rosin and audience laughter.]

Roman: But if I'm trying to play the game here--

Rosin: That's not how the game works. Okay. (Laughs.)

Should we do one more?

[Audience cheers]

Roman: Okay.

Rosin: Okay. Great. Okay.

Sorry, Alison. One more.

Roman: Okay, so I can't use any of these anymore. Okay. These are--

Rosin: You cannot use those.

Roman: Okay. It's like, I can tell what the cans are.

Rosin: I know. I know. I couldn't fix that.

Roman: Oh! Oh, no.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Roman: Quinoa?

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: Boo! There's not one quinoa recipe in this book--I'll save you the time, if you're looking.

Panang curry paste. Okay. Gluten free, that's good. And--

Rosin: We're a healthy home.

Roman: I'm, like, really hoping this is coconut milk. Oh, fuck.

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: Black-eyed peas, no salt added?

[Rosin laughter and audience applause]

Roman: I do wanna take this time to say, unless it's for health reasons, I genuinely think that you should avoid the no-salt-added legumes in a can because, like cooking pasta in salted water, it's so hard to season any sort of bean or pea that has not been seasoned from the beginning. You can add so much salt to these, and you're always gonna be like, Why do they taste like this? And it's because they were not treated with love and care and salinity from the beginning.

Rosin: All right, so we're having kind of a crap dinner tonight, but--

Roman: We're having an interesting--

Rosin: It's raining, so we're not going shopping. So what do we got?

Roman: Okay. Ah, fuck.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: Well, I guess what we'll do is we'll make some sort of, ugh, like, a salad with the black-eyed peas and the quinoa. I'm gonna make the quinoa. It's gonna be mid, per uzh.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Roman: But we're gonna make it taste good with some grated garlic and olive oil, lemon juice, and we're gonna add the black-eyed peas. We're gonna let it sit. If you had something like lots of parsley or a cucumber, you could do a tabouleh-esque situation.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Roman: With black-eyed peas, which, as we know, are high in protein, which we love. Okay.

And then if you have curry paste, let's pray you have a can of coconut milk and, like, one zucchini or whatever, or we're allowed to use more potato. You could kind of make a quick sort of curry with that and call it a day.

[Audience laughter and applause]

Roman: Thank you. That was hard. Thank you.

[Audience applause]

Roman: Thank you. I'm so brave. (Laughs.) Thank you.

Rosin: Okay. This one's a little serious, so we're taking a serious turn.

This is from Jordan: "Having grown up in a diet-obsessed culture, how have you maintained a loving relationship with both your body, and with food and cooking?"

Roman: Mm, well, Jordan.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Roman: That is extremely hard. It's hard every day. I don't wanna gender it and say that it's specific to women, but I think that any person in the public eye, where you're looking at photos or videos of yourself at a clip that no human should--it's not healthy for anybody's brain to do it--you become really self-judgmental and really hard on yourself.

And that's in addition to where we are culturally, where we see photos of what--people say, Oh, well, that's good, or That is aspirational. And I don't know--you're like, I see bones. Like, I see your bones. So I don't know that that is aspirational. But we are in a place right now where, I think, things are so skewed because everybody is looking at themselves constantly. And--

Rosin: Right. And you're supposed to love food. You're--

Roman: Exactly.

Rosin: --you're trying to convey a love of food, a love of making food, a love of eating.

Roman: And also, to be successful, you also have to be hot and young forever. And so you have to love food and love eating, but also look a certain way and never age and be a mom, but don't talk about it.

There's all these sort of things that you're supposed to adhere to in order to achieve success that seem completely out of line with actually cooking and eating and living. And I think about it every day, and trying to square it, and it's really challenging.

Rosin: So what do you--

Roman: I don't know. I think that you--I don't know. I don't know. I don't know the answer.

I feel like the work begins in yourself. You have to love yourself and etc., etc., platitude, platitude, but it's true. Body positivity and all this stuff that kind of ebbs and flows culturally, I don't think you can trust it. You can't wait for the culture to change to make it feel like you're doing the right thing.

Rosin: Yeah, yeah. I was thinking, maybe the culture has opened up to a wide variety of people in cooking--like, a lot more, maybe, than when you started out.

Roman: Yeah, absolutely.

Rosin: So that's hopeful.

Roman: Yeah. I think the democratization that the internet provides, where everybody kind of has the opportunity to create their own space and their own niche, is really great, and there is truly something for everybody.

Rosin: I'm having a really hard time transitioning to the next question, and you'll understand why after this profound conversation. (Laughs.)

Okay, here goes. From James: "I've been distressed for many years at how bland chicken has become."

[Audience laughter]

Roman: That's a you problem, James. I don't think we're having that problem.

Rosin: Whoa--"Fifty years ago, chicken was amazingly flavorful," etc., etc. "What can we do?"

Is this true, or--

Roman: I'm not 50. I don't know.

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: But I think that a lot of our foods are not as good in the farming and the this, that and the other. I think what you can do is you can buy chicken from a farm, and that means going to your farmers' market. I don't suggest you, like, leave your home and go to the farm, but there are ways for the farm to come to you--almost every city has a farmers' market--and those chickens are almost always significantly better tasting. They have more fat. They have more flavor.

When it comes to things like chicken, meat, or fish, and I would call it, like, specialty vegetables, I do think that seeking them out from smaller farms makes a huge, huge difference.

Rosin: It's true.

Roman: It's like a tomato: When you get a beautiful tomato from the market in the middle of August, you're like, Well, this is delicious. And then you get a tomato at the supermarket in February, you're like, Well, this tastes like shit. It's not the same food, but it is, so it's not really the tomato's fault; it's what we've done to the tomato.

And same for the chicken. If you're getting your chicken in a place where they're feeding it, like, ground-up gravel or whatever, and they're living in a horrible place, they're not gonna taste very good.

And so you have to take that into consideration, of when you eat meat or fish, especially, you're eating what they're eating, so I think about that a lot when I'm purchasing my protein.

Rosin: Yes, yes, yes.

Okay. Sarah: "What are some of your all-time favorite cookbooks? How did they inspire you as you conceptualized your cookbooks?"

Roman: Hmm. A lot of my all-time favorite cookbooks were ones that I started reading after I started writing cookbooks. And--

Rosin: That's intimidating.

Roman: Yeah, well, I kind of went in pretty blind to writing my first book. I wasn't a person who consumed a lot of food media or read a lot of cookbooks, and my parents didn't have any cookbooks, really. My mom always just cooked from her brain. It was never a recipe household, same with my dad. I never really even saw recipes in my house. And it was a lot of like, Oh, this is how your grandmother makes her brisket, and it was bad; we didn't need to remember it.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: But it was sort of lore. It was talked about. It was passed down verbally. It wasn't a recipe thing.

So I would say that, after the first one that I wrote, I started looking to other books just to sort of--because the books that I was reading were, like, memoirs, and they were sort of longer form, like the Alice Waters biography and Judith Jones's The Tenth Muse and books like that, that really inspired me to write about food.

Because I felt like the recipes I had nailed, in terms of I knew what I was cooking, and I knew what I wanted to cook, but getting the inspiration to figure out, well, how did I wanna say it? Like, Laurie Colwin-style: Okay, we're not writing recipes, but we're talking about food in a way that gets you excited to cook.

So I feel like those were the most inspirational to me and have shaped my career more than a book of recipes.

Rosin: Okay. Last one--this is kind of an ender question: "Do you experience cooking burnout, and how do you stay inspired or get back in the groove after a rut?"

I think this is relevant to a lot of people, who feel like, Ah, I'm doing the same thing, cooking dinner every night. What do you do?

Roman: Yeah. I experience that, also, and I think a lot of people maybe assume that I don't or that I just have--if you do it for a living, maybe there's the fantasy that you have this endless spring of inspiration. But I don't.

And oftentimes, I think, to be totally honest, that's how this book was born, was just going more simple and falling back in love with how good it can taste to cook, like, five ingredients together in a pot and be like, Wow, this doesn't actually need anything else. And paring back and just kind of reminding yourself that, like, a chickpea cooked from dried in a bath of olive oil and garlic and herbs and chili for, like, three and a half hours in the oven is gonna blow your mind.

And when you're always looking for something to excite you, you overlook those things, and you kind of think of that as maybe not as good or a consolation prize. Or you open up your pantry, and you're like, Ugh, all I have are can of tomatoes and some lentils, and it's like, Well, you can make the best tomato soup of your life with that, if you want. And kind of reframing and reminding yourself that you don't actually need that much to do something really fabulous is a good way to get out of a rut.

Rosin: Well, thank you for sharing that all with us, and thank you guys for being amazing audience.

Roman: Yeah, thank you so much.

[Audience applause]

[Music]

Rosin: Thank you to Alison Roman. And also thank you to our hosts at Sixth & I, a center for arts, entertainment, ideas, and Jewish life in Washington, D.C.

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

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/listener. Or--it's holiday times--you can buy someone a gift subscription.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Peace Through Bungling

By its own efforts, despite the bungles and cowardice of its friends, Ukraine may have at least bought a chance for the freedom it is due.

by Eliot A. Cohen

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




There are two ways to interpret the Trump administration's latest peace initiative in Ukraine. It may merely be, as some claim, the latest expression of its greed and stupidity, its urge to betray Ukraine, and its authoritarian lust for intimacy with the autocrat of Russia. Or it might be something altogether more complicated.

Unquestionably, this is a corrupt administration, in which the offspring of the principals carve out multibillion-dollar deals in real estate and cryptocurrency while the president slathers gold leaf on anything made of stone or wood and indulges in various side hustles of his own. Unquestionably, too, Donald Trump dislikes Volodymyr Zelensky, retains a sneaking respect for Vladimir Putin as a fellow tough guy, and thinks Russia is gradually grinding the life out of Ukraine. But that is far from the full story.

For those who care about Ukraine, it is the main focus of their thoughts. Not so for Trump, who presides over a coalition showing increasing cracks as various factions--tech bros, small-government fanatics, Jew-haters, anti-vaccine quacks, Christian nationalists, xenophobes, isolationists, anti-immigration monomaniacs, covert normie Republicans, and garden-variety populists--have begun to pick fights with one another and even, cautiously, with the White House. The courts have thwarted Trump's pursuit of vengeance against his enemies, and worse may lie ahead if the Supreme Court strikes down his tariff policies.

Anne Applebaum: Why does Steve Witkoff keep taking Russia's side?

Prices have been rising, and Trump's approval rating has been declining--and in an admittedly limited set of off-year elections, his party was crushed. He is contemplating the approach of 2026, which will bring his 80th birthday and the midterm elections, and he may see his party surrender control of the House. Beyond that, the creeping enfeeblement of a lame-duck administration awaits. Meanwhile, he may be coming to the realization that he has boxed himself into either a humiliating climbdown from confrontation with Venezuela or a much more problematic war of which the American people, and even a docile Congress, would disapprove.

Is it any wonder that a Russia-Ukraine deal is attractive to a man who is musing uneasily about his own mortality and who has, like most unpopular presidents, taken refuge in travel abroad and foreign triumphs? Ending the Gaza war was a success, but this would be considerably bigger.

Moreover, the outlines of a reasonable cessation of hostilities are there. From Ukraine's perspective, it will be a much worse deal than was possible in the first two years of the war. The timidity of the Biden administration in arming Ukraine and the incapacity of a self-disarmed Europe have cost Ukraine its best opportunity to reclaim by force most of its invaded territory. The unwillingness of the United States and Europe alike to wage serious economic war, by confiscating Russian sovereign assets and clamping down on Russia's oil exports (which, to its credit, the Trump administration has done more on than its predecessor) has so far prevented Russia from feeling truly dire economic consequences.

A plausible cease-fire would freeze territorial control more or less along current lines, with provisions for Ukraine's economic reconstruction, the repatriation of its citizens from occupied lands, entry into the European Union, and long-term military support from the West, including at least a rotational NATO military presence. Above all, it would need to include recognition by all parties of Ukraine's sovereignty and right to choose its own destiny.

The time may well be ripe for such a deal. Russia, particularly in its dealings with the Trump administration, has been brilliant in concealing its own weaknesses, which include an oil industry squeezed by sanctions and Ukrainian missile and drone strikes, the consequences of losing millions of men to battlefield death and injury or to emigration, the distortion of an economy crippled by war production, and the fallout of mortgaging its future to a predatory China. But those weaknesses exist.

The problem is the American bunglers who are trying to make the deal. The worst of the lot is the real-estate guy Steve Witkoff, who has sweetly expressed his confidence in Putin's candor; who pals around with Kirill Dmitriev, a Moscow hood in financier's fancy clothing; and whose latest escapade includes giving candid advice to his Russian interlocutors on how to manipulate his own president. Amateur diplomats have been known to succeed, but this one is a disaster: He is ill-informed, credulous, and utterly unfamiliar with the history and character of those he deals with.

But the pathologies of the administration go far deeper. There is no foreign-policy process to speak of: no dull hammering-out of positions and action plans in stuffy conference rooms, no agreed-upon statements of conclusions, no use of trusted diplomats to bring on board allies and relevant neutrals. A sensible process, for example, would have had a single negotiator shuttling back and forth between Moscow and Kyiv and a common American position agreed upon before the latest initiative. That did not happen.

Rather, shortly after the initial U.S. 28-point plan was leaked, Senators Angus King and Mike Rounds reported to the press that Secretary of State Marco Rubio had told them that it represented the Russian, not the American, position. Rubio later denied that. Trump erupted on Truth Social, "UKRAINE 'LEADERSHIP' HAS EXPRESSED ZERO GRATITUDE FOR OUR EFFORTS, AND EUROPE CONTINUES TO BUY OIL FROM RUSSIA. THE USA CONTINUES TO SELL MASSIVE $AMOUNTS OF WEAPONS TO NATO, FOR DISTRIBUTION TO UKRAINE," a combination of falsehoods and half- or quarter-truths. European states, which had not been consulted, balked and proposed their own 24-point peace plan. The secretary of state flew to Kyiv. Witkoff flew to Abu Dhabi. The secretary of the Army (a new participant in this game) flew to Kyiv. An ultimatum to Ukraine with a hard deadline of a deal by Thanksgiving evaporated. It was political comic opera.

The Trump administration has a fatal proclivity for forgetting that other actors in the world have agency--in this case, the much-disparaged Europeans, whose own security is at stake and who (admittedly after Trump's prodding) are doing much more for their own and Ukraine's defense than is often realized. And because the stakes for Ukraine are literally survival, Ukrainians have not folded in the past and will not here.

Thomas Wright: A self-defeating reversal on Ukraine

Putin may simply refuse the basic deal on offer. But even if he accepts it, more perils await. Promises of nonaggression from Putin's Russia, a regime built on revanchism and lies, are meaningless. So, too, in this administration, are U.S. guarantees. Russia's reentry into international institutions and the lifting of sanctions will strengthen it, and the lure of Trumpian self-enrichment and Vancian isolationism will diminish such American commitment to Ukraine as currently exists. Should Russia violate commitments such as to freedom of navigation of the Dnipro River from Ukraine to the Black Sea, one may reasonably doubt whether a Trump administration would bring down the hammer.

Still, if even a Ukraine severed from the Donbas and Crimea--in theory, only temporarily; in reality, probably permanently--can maintain its sovereignty, consolidate its democratic institutions, be assured of entry into the EU, acquire the arms it needs to defend itself bolstered by the intermittent presence of Western armies and air forces, it has a chance. It deserved so much better. But its own efforts, despite the bungles and cowardice of its friends, have at least bought it a chance for the freedom it is due. As for the Trump administration, it may crow or throw tantrums or stalk off in a huff. But it is also just barely conceivable that it may bring an end--in all likelihood, alas, a temporary one--to Europe's most hideous and unjust war since 1945.
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Why Trump Pushed for Peace--Again

The most consistent thing about Trump's 10-month search for an end to the war in Ukraine has been his inconsistency.

by Simon Shuster, Missy Ryan

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




In the list of campaign promises from Donald Trump, the one about the war in Ukraine stood out for the number of times he repeated it--"I'll have that thing ended in 24 hours"--and for the undeniable way he failed to deliver. His self-imposed deadline, of course, passed in January, and the president has since admitted that the belligerents proved much harder to reconcile than he had expected. Still he continues to try. But his efforts have not resembled a peace process so much as a pendulum, swinging between the Russian and Ukrainian positions, with occasional stops in the middle to express frustration over the whole affair.

The latest swing to the Russian side this month has been a doozy. Last week, the White House embraced a 28-point "peace plan" stuffed with the Kremlin's demands, and Trump gave Ukraine five days to accept it. The task of delivering the ultimatum fell to Dan Driscoll, the U.S. Army secretary, who arrived in Kyiv just as the plan leaked to the media. Its provisions looked to many Ukrainians like a set of demands for their capitulation. But their president, Volodymyr Zelensky, did not turn down the offer from his American guests. "We thought we were going to try to open the door, but the door was open," a U.S. official said of Driscoll's visit. "They were ready to talk."

So were the Americans. As they went over the details, Trump's Thanksgiving deadline fell away, as did several of the plan's most onerous provisions. Negotiators whittled the list down to 19 points during a round of talks this weekend in Geneva, and Trump is dispatching another one of his envoys to Moscow to present the amended version to Vladimir Putin. Its fate now depends on the willingness of the Russian president to compromise, and that is where Trump's peace efforts have so far hit a wall.

The Russians have signaled that they will not budge from their core demands, the same ones Putin spelled out to Trump during the August summit, in Alaska. If they hold firm, then the whole exercise will simply bring the peace process back to its default state of deadlock, leaving Ukrainians to wait once again for some respite from Russian attacks. Even as Driscoll made his pitch in Kyiv on November 19, a Russian strike on an apartment building in the western city of Ternopil killed at least 31 people, including six children, and wounded another 94. The attack brought the total death toll from Russia's long-range strikes to more than 550 so far this year.

Trump's latest attempt to end this carnage could be seen as a negotiating tactic, intended to wear away at Moscow's recalcitrance over time. But most of Trump's allies in Europe believe this strategy will fail unless the White House accepts two basic things about the war: First, Russia started it. And second, Ukraine and its allies need to force Russia to stop it. That's what the Europeans have spent the past three and a half years trying to do, and they're convinced that they can ultimately succeed. "We already had a sustainable plan," a senior European diplomat involved in implementing it told me. "We don't understand why the U.S. turned away from it. Clearly, somebody convinced Trump that Ukraine is losing."

Before the Ukrainians received Trump's latest ultimatum, they did not appear to be losing the war. On the contrary, fall brought a rare moment of optimism for Zelensky and his aides. Throughout the summer, Russian forces failed to make substantial gains along the front. Ukraine held the line through the mass deployment of combat drones, which forced the Russians to take enormous casualties in exchange for small chunks of territory.

Ukraine's impressive fleet of long-range drones also pounded Russian oil refineries throughout summer and fall, causing fuel shortages across the country. One of the Ukrainian officials behind this campaign of deep strikes into Russia described it as a key to winning the war. "We cannot defeat them on the front lines. That's true," he told me. "But we can defeat them in other ways. They have 40 refineries around the country. We know where they are. One at a time, we can turn out their lights."

Such theories of victory rely on a simple premise: Ukraine, with help from its allies, can win a war of attrition against its vastly larger and more powerful enemy. This belief requires an underlying faith in the frailty of the Russian economy, the Russian political system, or both. The available facts, however, do not suggest either one will collapse anytime soon.

Under the weight of intense sanctions imposed in 2022, Russia's economy contracted slightly but soon returned to growth, thanks largely to the dose of steroids administered by military spending, which is estimated to stand at more than $150 billion a year. That is roughly equivalent to the size of Ukraine's entire GDP before the full-scale invasion began. In Russia, "there are no signs that the worsening economy is capable of stopping the war," Oleg Itskhoki, a Harvard economics professor who studies Russia, concluded last month. "In principle this could go on for a long time," he told the New Times, one of Russia's last remaining independent news outlets.

Even Zelensky does not believe that, over the long term, Ukraine can outlast Russia in a war of attrition. But he sees no clear options other than to surrender or to continue fighting, and his people, exhausted as they are, have consistently made their preference clear. Although polls have shown a growing desire among Ukrainians to negotiate an end to the war, solid majorities continue to reject the idea of ceding large amounts of land to Russia in exchange for peace.

Public opinion has thus pressured Zelensky to find new ways to carry on the fight. In early September, he announced that Ukraine's expanding military industry now produces more than half of the weapons used at the front. Even if the United States cut off military aid, Ukraine's armed forces could use these weapons to hold back the enemy. The risk of such a cutoff seemed remote this fall. Support for Ukraine has grown stronger across the U.S. political spectrum; nearly three-quarters of Republicans who participated in a Harvard/Harris poll last month said that they want the U.S. to continue sending weapons to Ukraine; 86 percent said that they want to impose more sanctions on Russia to force an end to the war.

As Russian advances stalled along the front line, morale inside Zelensky's circle rose to a level his team had not seen in more than a year. "He's come alive again with the hope that we can really win the war," one of his closest aides told me in late September. "And yes, he's infected the team with this idea."

He also seemed to infect Trump. On the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly, Zelensky made his case that Trump should unleash a fresh wave of U.S. sanctions that might force the Russians to negotiate. According to one person briefed on the meeting, Zelensky took out a map of the battlefield and pointed to the region of Donetsk. He claimed that Ukrainian forces were on the verge of encircling a large group of Russian soldiers in that region, near the frontline city of Pokrovsk. Such a rout would humiliate the Kremlin, demoralize the Russian military, and, Zelensky argued, deepen the war fatigue among Moscow's elites.

The presentation struck a chord. In a post on social media, Trump declared that Ukrainians may be able to "take back their Country in its original form and, who knows, maybe even go further than that!" The prediction went well beyond even the rosiest forecasts of military experts, because it would entail Ukraine retaking all of its occupied territory, including Crimea, and then potentially conquering chunks of Russia itself. Such an outcome would be possible, Trump suggested, once the Russian people "find out what is really going on with this War."

Less than an hour after the post hit Truth Social, Zelensky gathered a group of reporters in a windowless meeting room beneath the UN headquarters in New York City. We all wanted to know how he had changed Trump's mind, but Zelensky declined to discuss the details. He only expressed relief that his arguments had swayed his most important ally. "This post is a big shift," he said. "Trump is a game changer."

The meeting in New York marked a high point in the relationship between Trump and Zelensky. But the good vibes did not last. The White House shifted attention later that week to the war in the Middle East. After months of negotiations, the U.S. persuaded Israel to accept a 20-point plan to end the war in Gaza. Steve Witkoff, the special envoy, led those negotiations alongside Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner.

The Gaza deal, which took effect on October 9, did not earn Trump the Nobel Peace Prize that he had coveted; it was awarded the following day to a dissident in Venezuela. But Israelis celebrated Trump as a peacemaker. During a speech at the Knesset on October 13, Trump promised that Witkoff and Kushner would soon turn their attention to ending the war in Ukraine. "I thought it would be easily settled," Trump said. "But this came first, and we'll get that one."

In reality, Witkoff had been trying for months to negotiate with Russia, and he had shown himself to be among Putin's most eager listeners. When Witkoff first visited the Kremlin, in the spring, Trump expected the talks to be brief. "Steve had no idea about Russia, had no idea about Putin," Trump recalled in his speech at the Knesset. "Didn't know too much about politics, wasn't that interested." The meeting went on for five hours. "That's a talent," Trump said.

From his seat in the audience, Witkoff beamed. The following day, he held a phone call with Putin's chief adviser on foreign affairs, Yuri Ushakov, and proposed a way for the Russians to change Trump's mind about Ukraine. "I'm even thinking that maybe we set out like a 20-point peace proposal, just like we did in Gaza," Witkoff told the Kremlin official, according to the transcript published by Bloomberg.

The two envoys agreed that their presidents should speak on the phone in the next couple of days, before Zelensky's planned visit to Washington, D.C., at the end of that week. Putin and Trump held a phone call on October 16, and they agreed to organize a summit in Budapest to work toward a deal.

Read: Zelensky's blind spot

When Zelensky arrived the next day at the Oval Office, he found Trump in no mood for his ideas of victory. The promised encirclement of Russian troops around Pokrovsk had not materialized. Instead, the Russians had continued advancing, sending small groups of soldiers to infiltrate the town and set up firing positions. Zelensky brought along another set of maps to explain the state of the fighting in that area, but Trump showed little interest. "It is time to stop the killing, and make a DEAL!" he wrote on Truth Social after that meeting. "No more shooting, no more Death, no more vast and unsustainable sums of money spent."

The change in tone upset the Ukrainian delegates but did not surprise them. They had experienced such swings in Trump's position before. The first Oval Office meeting between Trump and Zelensky, at the end of February, had descended into a shouting match, leading the U.S. to suspend all military aid to Ukraine. About 10 days later, after Zelensky reaffirmed his desire to end the war, the White House resumed the flow of aid, and relations got back on track.

The experience led the Ukrainians to adopt a new rule in their diplomacy: Never allow Trump to see Kyiv as an impediment to peace. "We'll go anywhere," the close aide to Zelensky said, affirming the president's willingness to hold peace talks in whatever format Trump prefers. "Trilateral, bilateral, any proposals for a cease-fire rather than capitulation, we'll accept it." They also noticed a pattern in Trump's attitude on Ukraine: It varied widely depending on which of his advisers were in the room. "Trump is like a weather vane. Whoever blows in his ear today, that's the direction he turns," the aide told me. "If he's with Vance and Witkoff, it's a different Trump."

Vice President J. D. Vance was fixated on making a deal to end the war at any cost, and he was especially keen to get it done before the midterm elections. But he was forced to share the Ukraine portfolio with Secretary of State Marco Rubio. Since his days in the Senate, Rubio has taken a hard line on the need to limit the global influence of Russia and China, and he seemed far less trusting of his interlocutors in the Kremlin. For a peace deal to work, he believed that the U.S. needed to test Russia's willingness to abide by the terms. He was more willing than others in the White House to solicit input from Zelensky's team and ensure their consent to any agreement with the Russians.

The Ukrainians were relieved to learn that Rubio had been put in charge of arranging Trump's summit with Putin in Budapest. As part of the preparations, Rubio held a call on October 20 with his Russian counterpart, Sergei Lavrov, who rattled off a list of the Kremlin's demands. The demands were so extreme that Rubio advised Trump not to move forward with the Budapest summit, and the White House canceled the trip. "I didn't want to have a wasted meeting," Trump told reporters in the Oval Office. "I didn't want to have a waste of time."

The next day, the U.S. Treasury Department imposed sanctions on Russia's two largest oil companies, Lukoil and Rosneft. Their main customers in China and India began to curtail their imports of Russian crude, threatening the Kremlin's ability to finance its war in Ukraine. For Zelensky and his European allies, the decision marked a breakthrough. It gave them hope that, over time, the U.S. would continue pressuring Russia to negotiate in good faith rather than trying to force the Ukrainians to accept a deal on onerous terms.

"We do believe that Russia's ability to continue the war will slowly erode," the close aide to Zelensky told me. "Their production, their military budget, their economy as a whole--it's losing strength," he continued. "Now we need to find the strength with our allies, for them to hold us up when we falter, with sanctions, with supplies, with everything."

The pendulum was about to swing again. In response to the U.S. sanctions, the Kremlin dispatched one of its envoys, Kirill Dmitriev, an alumnus of Harvard and Goldman Sachs who had worked hard to build a rapport with Witkoff in particular. When they met for dinner at a hotel in Miami, Witkoff brought along Kushner, and the three of them continued their talks the next day at Witkoff's home.

A few days later, Dmitriev reported back to his boss in the Kremlin, Yuri Ushakov. The Americans, he said, wanted to see a list of Russian demands for ending the war. According to the transcript published by Bloomberg, Ushakov wanted to send the "maximum" conditions, adding, "Otherwise what's the point." Dmitriev agreed, promising that his contacts in the White House would likely accept whatever they received. "Let them make it like their own," Dmitriev said. "I think they will not take our version entirely, but at least maximally close to it."

The document they drafted appears to have formed the basis for the 28-point plan, which Axios published on November 20, setting off a furious effort among Ukraine's allies in Europe to understand its origins.

Read: A DMZ for Ukraine

One of the most odious terms in the plan concerned the eastern region of Donetsk, which Russia has tried and failed to conquer for years. The document states that this region "will be recognized as de facto Russian, including by the United States." Witkoff has long called for Ukraine to give up its claim to this region and others that Russia occupies. "The Russians are de facto in control of these territories," Witkoff told Tucker Carlson in March, after his first official visit to the Kremlin. "The question is: Will the world acknowledge that those are Russian territories?"

Witkoff raised the issue again in his talks with Dmitriev last month. "I know what it's going to take to get a peace deal done," he said, according to the transcript published by Bloomberg. "Donetsk and maybe a land swap somewhere."

Trump's allies on Capitol Hill were outraged to find this suggestion in the 28-point plan. They pointed out that such an outcome would set a dangerous precedent by rewarding the aggressor. "Ukraine should not be forced to give up its lands to one of the world's most flagrant war criminals in Vladimir Putin," GOP Senator Roger Wicker of Mississippi, chair of the Armed Services Committee, said in a statement. "Any assurances provided to Putin should not reward his malign behavior or undermine the security of the United States or allies."

Vance, who played a pivotal role in pushing Zelensky to accept the 28-point plan, lashed out at its critics. "The political class is really angry that the Trump administration may finally bring a four year conflict in Eastern Europe to a close," Vance said in a social-media post. "It disgusts me."

Another provision in the plan directly contradicted the efforts of European nations to pressure Russia. They have tried for months to use the $300 billion in frozen Russian assets to help Ukraine sustain the war effort and repair the damage from Russian attacks. Instead, the plan called for $100 billion to be "invested in US-led efforts to rebuild and invest in Ukraine." Half of the profits from these investments would go to the United States, and Europe would unfreeze some of the other assets to be used for a "separate US-Russian investment vehicle that will implement joint projects in specific areas."

Such provisions led some of Ukraine's allies to suspect that the Russians had used the promise of financial gain to win over the Trump administration. The senior European diplomat told us that it looked like a "sausage in front of the American nose."

But Trump's willingness to embrace the document had more to do with Ukraine's weakness at the time. On November 10, investigators in Ukraine announced one of the biggest anti-corruption cases in the country's history. Although Zelensky was not implicated in the scandal, Vance and other officials in the White House believed that it would leave the Ukrainians in no position to resist a peace deal.

Driscoll's visit to Kyiv was originally planned for December. But the White House asked him to go earlier, and with a different mission. He needed to gauge the Ukrainian readiness to grant concessions in the peace process. By the time he sat down with Zelensky in the presidential compound, the 28-point plan had been published online, and many Ukrainians were outraged by its terms. A typical headline in the Kyiv Independent described the proposal as pushing Ukraine toward "capitulation" in the war.

After his talks with Zelensky on November 19, Driscoll briefed a group of European diplomats gathered at the U.S. ambassador's residence. The meeting was tense, if cordial. One of the diplomats demanded to know why the United States had changed course so abruptly, scuttling the effort to pressure Russia through sanctions. The answer, according to a U.S. and a European official, was that other means of ending the war had failed. Any further delays would cost Ukraine more lives and territory, Driscoll said, and Trump wanted to take a new approach.

After a few more days of talks, negotiators from the U.S. and Ukraine came close to giving Trump what he wanted. Their talks in Geneva stripped out several of Russia's long-standing demands. The next round of talks, in Abu Dhabi, ended with an announcement from Zelensky's national security adviser, Rustem Umerov: The two sides had reached a "common understanding on the core terms of the agreement." A U.S. official went further, declaring, "The Ukrainians have agreed to the peace deal. There are some minor details to be sorted out, but they have agreed to a peace deal."

Read: Ukraine's underground generation

One of these "minor details," according to one person involved in the negotiations, happens to be the one that Zelensky would find hardest to accept. The provision would require Ukraine to withdraw its forces from the parts of the Donetsk region that it still controls, including Pokrovsk and the other eastern-bastion towns, which serve as a fortified wall against Russian advances. Giving up that territory would be tantamount to political suicide for Zelensky. "If he gives up one square kilometer," his close aide told us, "that'll be the main issue in any elections. Every opponent will hammer him for it until he cracks."

Even Witkoff seemed to recognize this problem all the way back in March, after his first visit to the Kremlin as a peace negotiator. He said in his interview with Carlson at the time that Zelensky would need to acknowledge the loss of territory in eastern and southern Ukraine as part of any deal to end the war. "Can Zelensky survive politically if he acknowledges this?" Witkoff asked. "This is the central issue in the conflict."

Over the coming days, as Zelensky pushes for another meeting with Trump, he will again need to balance two priorities that look ever harder to reconcile. He will need to respect the wishes of his people not to trade away land they have already made incalculable sacrifices to defend. At the same time, he will need to show Trump that Russia, not Ukraine, remains the obstacle to peace.

The Kremlin's behavior may help Zelensky. Throughout the latest push to end the war, the Russian armed forces have bombarded Ukrainian cities-- the latest barrage killed at least seven people in Kyiv on Tuesday. These attacks could result in yet another swing of the pendulum, bringing Trump back around to the argument that his European allies have been making all along: The Russians are the aggressors in this war, and they must be pressured to end it. As he sends his envoy to Moscow next week, Trump will get another chance to apply that kind of pressure, and Putin will get another chance to talk him out of it.

Vivian Salama contributed to this report.
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A Tragic Shooting in D.C.

After a gunman shot two National Guard soldiers near the White House, speculation swiftly outpaced the available facts.

by Graeme Wood

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




This afternoon, blocks from the White House, a man sneaked up on two West Virginia National Guardsmen and shot them in the head with a handgun. Both soldiers are reportedly in critical condition. A motive has not been determined, but a recent Afghan immigrant named Rahmanullah Lakanwal is in custody, according to CBS News. Early photos of the suspect show a burly, bearded man being wheeled almost naked into an ambulance. Lakanwal entered the United States after the return of the Taliban in 2021, CBS reported.

The desire to speculate about motive is only human, but speculators beware: Why shoot a stranger in the head? is a trick question, and often reveals more about the thoughts of the one who answers it than of the one about whom it is asked. There is, of course, no reason to shoot a stranger. But some people, when they hear a gunshot, instinctively project their own view of the situation onto the mind of the apparent assailant.

After today's shooting, The New Yorker's Jane Mayer called the Trump administration's deployment of National Guardsmen to the streets of Washington a "political show" and asked "at what cost" this deployment was taking place. The White House social-media team called Mayer a "sick, disgusting ghoul" (oh, for the days when "Jane, you ignorant slut" was a joke rather than a plausible script for actual government press releases), as if she had implied that killing soldiers was a reasonable response to the illegality or stupidity of deploying them. Mayer's original post did not, of course, defend the attack, but it made the trivial claim that if the deployment hadn't happened, the Guardsmen would not be dead now. The decision to deploy troops to the District of Columbia (to combat crime and disorder, Donald Trump said, though courts have recently declared such a deployment illegal) may be right or wrong, but its rectitude does not depend on whether a random guy tries to kill two of the soldiers with a handgun.

Of course, facts might emerge that establish a clear motive, one that would relieve reporters of the peril of speculation. But even the absence of facts may suggest hints about the nature of the motive for this apparently senseless crime. When the absence of these details becomes prolonged, certain inferences become more plausible. No published reports yet suggest that the alleged assailant said anything when he attacked--no leftist slogans, no jihadist chants, no mentions of a favorite or least favorite U.S. war. He must not be explaining himself all that comprehensibly in captivity either. If he were, authorities could have said something by now about his reasoning or perhaps have just said, as they sometimes do, that "the suspect is talking." That line and its variations remain absent from reports.

What little we know about the man is that he thought the best way to advance his interests was to walk up to a couple of soldiers, about as close as he could get to the White House, and try to kill them. This modus operandi is, all by itself, an indication of an unwell mind, if only because there is nothing one could wish to accomplish in the world that would not be better accomplished by doing something else. Someone who chooses such disordered means should be expected to be acting in service of equally disordered ends. The most surprising outcome to this bloody afternoon would be if it turned out that the assailant had been reading The New Yorker and agreed with Jane Mayer about the Trump administration's undermining of the rule of law.

More likely, this alleged assailant is yet another case of a man motivated more by spleen than by brain. Coherent politics are, as always, an elite preoccupation, and more surprising when present than when absent.
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<em>Stranger Things</em> Comes to an Exhausting End

The Netflix show is back for a final season, but its brand is forever.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




In a recent article for The Atlantic, W. David Marx argued that culture as we know it today is a hoarder's paradise, a hopelessly cluttered landscape of rubbish. "Everyday life has never contained more stuff--an endless reel of words, ideas, games, songs, videos, memes, outrageous statements, celebrity meltdowns, life hacks, extremely talented animals," he writes. My 5-year-old's favorite song is a version of "Golden," the standout hit from Netflix's KPop Demon Hunters, meowed by fake cats. Her favorite TV show is Is It Cake?, a Netflix baking competition seemingly inspired by a viral TikTok trend that involved making trompe l'oeil cakes disguised as random objects. Everything in popular culture feels recycled or reanimated or patched together out of preexisting elements. The dominant art form of the 21st century is the remix.

Stranger Things got there first. When the show debuted nine years ago, at the tail end of Barack Obama's presidency, what was most astonishing about it was how unabashedly it pillaged the Blockbuster Video archives, borrowing from Spielberg and Hughes and Cameron to produce a pop-cultural behemoth that managed to both gratify audience nostalgia and create fresh intellectual property. Matt and Ross Duffer, its genial creators, were able to sell Stranger Things as a sincere homage, a love letter to 1980s media born out of admiration, not a cynical cash grab in an era of supercuts and sequels. Thanks to them, even in its fifth and final season, the series still has a pure heart. In the background, though, are product-placement deals featuring more than 100 carefully selected brands, a curated Spotify "experience", influencer tie-ins, and prime Demogorgon placement inside the new Netflix House at the King of Prussia mall, in Pennsylvania--the latter truly a potent postmodern symbol of art becoming consumption. "Who wouldn't want an $80 cookie house modeled after Vecna's death mansion?" Fast Company's Jeff Beer wondered recently about the show's branded partnership with Williams Sonoma.

Read: Stranger Things isn't TV. It's something else.

It would be hard for any show to carry the weight of all this late-capitalist ambition, and the series's last season embodies all the best and worst aspects of the Stranger Things decade. (The first four episodes were made available for review, and are streaming today.) It's been almost three and a half years since Season 4, during which time the once-tweenage actors have hit drinking age (or, in Millie Bobby Brown's case, become a parent); the teenagers have entered their 30s; and David Harbour's beard has reached Rip Van Winkle proportions. I struggled to remember the specific plot nuances from a time before Sabrina Carpenter's adult-pop era, but the story doesn't really require thoughtful comprehension. At the end of Season 4, Vecna (Jamie Campbell Bower)--the antagonist who possessed and murdered victims after manipulating their minds--was revealed to be the ruler of the Upside Down, the parallel dimension Will Byers (Noah Schnapp) was transported to after being kidnapped in the first season. Once a sadistic child with telekinetic abilities named Henry Creel, Vecna was experimented on in the same government lab as the show's heroine, Eleven (Brown); this allowed him to control the gruesome creatures of the Upside Down in service of a larger plan, and to create a rupture between the two dimensions.

Season 5 jumps forward in time 18 months to November 1987. Hawkins, Indiana, is under military quarantine, surrounded by metal fencing. Robin (Maya Hawke) and Steve (Joe Keery) are broadcasting a radio show that periodically roasts the occupying forces and delivers coded messages to the core characters--Chief Hopper, Joyce, Eleven, Nancy, Mike, Will, Dustin, Lucas--who occasionally try to infiltrate the Upside Down to conduct sweeps in search of Vecna. Winona Ryder's Joyce and David Harbour's Hopper are still technically together, albeit with apparently minimal interest on the part of the writers. Eleven is wanted by the military and so mostly spends her time doing drills with Hopper, whose overprotectiveness as a parent is matched only by Joyce's constant fretting over Will.

Read: Stranger Things won't save Netflix

When everyone is a fan favorite, no one is expendable, which is why the cast has sprawled out to such an unmanageable extent. There's no time for characterization--not when Mike has to purchase a Coke from an ostentatiously branded vending machine, or a group breakfast has to be written in to showcase Mrs. Butterworth's pancake syrup and Sunny Delight. The first episode is largely devoted to catching viewers up; everything that comes after follows the formulaic grooves of previous seasons--propulsive set pieces, meme-able moments, heavy allusions to a pop-cultural touchstone that will likely be important (in previous seasons, the show has nodded directly to Wes Craven and Stephen King; this time, the crucial text is Madeleine L'Engle's A Wrinkle in Time). The violence seems brutal for a series so heavily invested in childhood; the characters barely get to relate to one another; the capers are slapdash and illogical; and for some reason Murray, the grating conspiracy theorist, seems to get more screen time than Eleven, the ostensible star of the show.

All of this might change in the episodes still to come. (Not the violence--the Duffers have acknowledged that the final season features one of the most gruesome deaths yet.) I found the first four episodes largely joyless and grim, right up until a moment that seemed to reset the show, or at least to capture some of the connection and spirit that used to make it so compelling. At its best, Stranger Things has been a show about the triumph of underdogs, outcasts, and aliens--not an original concept, sure, but a winning one even now, as the government posts propagandistic imagery celebrating white heritage and children are snatched not by fictional monsters but by masked officers. If Stranger Things can locate more of that humanity in its last few episodes, it'll be much easier to swallow everything else it's trying to sell us.
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Why Does Steve Witkoff Keep Taking Russia's Side?

Trump's envoy isn't promoting peace. His interventions are helping Vladimir Putin.

by Anne Applebaum

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Pay attention to the dates, because the timing matters. Steve Witkoff spoke with Yuri Ushakov, a Russian official, on October 14. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky held a meeting with President Donald Trump in Washington, D.C., on October 17. Trump had been hinting that he would offer to sell Tomahawks, long-range cruise missiles, to the Ukrainian army. But he did not.

Why not? Perhaps because Ushakov listened to Witkoff's advice and persuaded Russian President Vladimir Putin to call Trump on October 16. Witkoff, in other words, may have helped block that sale. And that would make Witkoff responsible for prolonging the war.

Let me back up and explain.

Witkoff, a former real-estate developer, is supposed to be negotiating a peace settlement between Russia and Ukraine. He is in theory acting on behalf of the United States but also on behalf of millions of people who want peace in Ukraine and security in Europe. Ushakov, a former Russian ambassador to the United States, has different interests: Like his boss, he wants Russia to win the war.

Read: Trump's real secretary of state 

A tape of the October 14 conversation has been leaked to Bloomberg. That's how we know Witkoff suggested to Ushakov that Putin call Trump. He also offered advice about what Putin should say. The Russian leader should flatter Trump, of course, which is standard advice for speaking to the American president: "Compliment him on his great success in Gaza, congratulate the president on this achievement." After that, Witkoff said, "It's going to be a really good call."

Then, Witkoff advised, Putin should impress upon Trump this idea: "The Russian Federation has always wanted a peace deal. That's my belief. I told the president I believe that." Together, the two of them would cook up a peace plan, just like Trump's recent Gaza peace plan.

Ushakov gave Putin this advice. Putin followed it. How do we know? Because Putin did, in fact, call Trump, on October 16. The call lasted for more than two hours. Trump said the call was productive, and that the two leaders would soon meet, potentially in Budapest (which never happened). During his meeting with Zelensky on the following day, he did not offer Tomahawk missiles to Ukraine. Instead, he became emotional and angry.

In keeping with a long-standing Russian demand, Trump tried to persuade the Ukrainians to give up Ukrainian land in Donetsk province that they currently control--land that the Russians have not been able to conquer after more than a decade of fighting. This is what Putin wants: to obtain Ukrainian territory without fighting for it, to weaken Ukraine, and to use any temporary cease-fire as an opportunity to plan the next invasion.

"With a single phone call," one insider told Politico last month, "Putin appears to have changed President Trump's mind on Ukraine once again." This was Witkoff's achievement. Working with another Kremlin insider, Kirill Dmitriev, he went on last week to propose the 28-point peace plan that could, if carried out, temporarily stop the fighting but position Russia to invade a weakened Ukraine at a later date.

Anne Applebaum: The murky plan that ensures a future war

I've written this before, but it cannot be repeated often enough: This war will end only when Russia stops fighting. The Russians need to halt the invasion, recognize the sovereignty of Ukraine, and drop their imperial ambitions. Then Ukraine can discuss borders, prisoners, and the fate of thousands of kidnapped Ukrainian children.

But the only way to persuade Russia to stop fighting is to put pressure on Russia. Not Ukraine, Russia. The Ukrainians have already said they will stop fighting and agree to a cease-fire right now, on the current lines of conflict. Yet Witkoff is seeking to persuade Trump not to put pressure on Russia, and we don't really know why.

Witkoff has no previous diplomatic experience, so perhaps he is naive. He spent many years in New York real estate, at a time when Russians were spending fortunes on property, so perhaps he feels gratitude. Maybe he's helping Russia win because he has "the deepest respect for President Putin," as he told Ushakov, and admires his brutality. Maybe he, or others in the White House entourage, have business interests tied to Russia--or hope to. In addition to discussing "peace," Witkoff has also been, according to the document made public last week, talking with the Russians about American investments "in the areas of energy, natural resources, infrastructure, artificial intelligence, data centers, rare earth metal extraction projects in the Arctic."

Whatever the reason, Witkoff is prolonging the conflict. He is not promoting peace. His call to Ushakov was not, as Trump said last night, a normal negotiating tactic. Every time he intervenes, advocating for Putin's positions, he encourages the Russians to think they can get Trump on their side, pull America away from Europe, break up NATO, and win the war. In other words, every time he intervenes on behalf of the Russians, he contributes to the deaths of Ukrainians, the attacks on infrastructure, the ongoing tragedy that affects millions of people.

If this were a normal American administration, he would be fired immediately. But nothing about this negotiation, or this administration, is normal at all.
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The Biggest Problem With Air Travel: Pajamas?

The transportation secretary seems to think that fashion will solve flying's problems.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy wants us to return to the golden age of air travel, when nobody got into a punching match for reclining a seat into someone else's lap. He says this golden age starts with us, and he has a whole campaign prepared! I assume it will involve more humane accommodations for travelers--or less harrowing working conditions for the flight attendants charged with both crowd control and safety. Or modernizing air-traffic control to make it safer and more efficient.

Now to lower my tray table, take a sip from my tiny plastic cup dangerously overfilled with cranberry juice, and see what he has recommended. There's a video with footage of air travel seemingly from the 1960s? He is in a suit? And he wants us to dress "with respect," and "go back to an era when we didn't wear pajamas to the airport"?

Sometimes I wish I did not know the difference between correlation and causation. I think I would be happier. I would certainly have a lot more suggestions for solving problems. And I could tell people, with a straight face, to wear suits to the airport to usher back in a golden age.

If somebody forced me to identify the problem with air travel today (this happened to lots of comics in the 1980s!), the dress code would be the last thing I would suggest. To recover the conviviality of a time when you had enough elbow room to eat a meal on board the plane, you need the elbow room. You do not need the elbow pads.

Simply putting on the garments of an era when sardines did not walk around the plane and mock your travel conditions ("Look at that loser!" "Packed like that and not even in a tasty, aromatic oil!") is not enough. If anything, you will be more enraged than before because you are in a suit and you don't understand what the change of outfit is supposed to accomplish, like my baby whenever I try to put him in a festive hat.

Even if you believe that clothes inspire civility, that is true only up to a point. Look at the 1950s, when everyone was in a suit. Was it really better? One etiquette guide for travelers from the 1950s and 1960s also warned against taking off your shoes, drinking, flirting with the flight attendants, and getting mad about delays. So maybe there wasn't even a golden age of civility then! The only thing that was different was that you were wearing a suit while you harassed the flight attendant. And perhaps William Shatner was there to see a gremlin on the wing.

No, the age of suits was not the golden age of air civility! To find it, we must go back earlier still! Then you will see a trend: men in top hats, women in hoop skirts, and absolutely no fighting on airplanes at all. Indeed, the earlier you go, the fewer aviation-related incidents there are. And this was surely because of the quality of the attire available! The more old-fashioned the outfit, the less fighting on airplanes.

The absolutely best thing to wear to the airport is a toga. They are comfortable, and if you look at the annals of ancient Rome, you will notice zero airport fight-incidents. Julius Caesar did get stabbed by a bunch of senators once, but that was unrelated to air travel.

Alternatively, we could view this from a more practical angle. You know what kind of clothes will guarantee civility? A full suit of armor. Good luck to anyone who tries to recline onto that! Now all you need to do is get it through security.
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The Racist, AI-Generated Future of Entertainment

The bigotry of a new animated series demonstrates the alarming possibilities of artificial intelligence.

by Tyler Austin Harper

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




On September 28, 1.1 million Americans tuned in for the 37th season premiere of the groundbreaking animated sitcom The Simpsons. A little more than a week later, another groundbreaking animated sitcom had its season premiere: The Will Stancil Show debuted on X, where it accumulated 1.7 million views. Since then, three more episodes have been released, piling up more than 3.5 million additional views and generating seemingly as many memes. The show, which was created by a provocateur-cartoonist named Emily Youcis, is notable for at least two reasons. It appears to be one of the first popular online television series made with the assistance of artificial intelligence--Youcis drew the cartoon and wrote the script, then used OpenAI's Sora to bring the animation to life. And also, The Will Stancil Show is neo-Nazi propaganda.

The Will Stancil Show is all but impossible to explain to someone who is not addicted to The Website Formerly Known as Twitter, but I'll do my best. The real-world Will Stancil is a 40-year-old Minneapolis lawyer and minor social-media celebrity who once ran for the Minnesota House of Representatives (and has written for The Atlantic). He has become a favorite target of the far right for being something like the Platonic pure form of the Trump-era liberal wonk. He is enthusiastic about policy minutiae, perpetually irate at various MAGA-world characters, and prone to brawling with racists online, and he has a lot of graduate degrees.

Youcis is a self-declared national socialist--a political philosophy more widely known by its contraction, Nazism, though she said that was not the most accurate way to describe her. "'Commie' is also short for communist," she told me in an email, "but you wouldn't report Xi Jinping as being chairman of the Chinese Commie Party, would you?" (She detailed her political views to me as follows: "I am a Nationalist, Pro-White, against predatory finance Capitalism, and critical of Jewish and Israeli foreign influence over the United States.") Youcis attracted a cult following in the 2000s for a series of pitch-black comics she wrote for the website Newgrounds. These were mostly focused on a character named Alfred Alfer, a dog with multiple personalities struggling to process childhood sexual abuse. The series' style was transgressive, low-fi, and intentionally janky. Youcis was also a longtime concessions vendor at Philadelphia Phillies games until she was fired in 2016 because of her stated interest in the "white-identity movement."

She now posts under the name "Linda" on X, where she discusses such varied topics as "the Jews" (the party responsible for "flooding the country with non-whites"), Hitler ("the most slandered man in history"), and, of course, "the blacks" (who are to be sent "back to Africa" to "start the Fourth Reich"). The Will Stancil Show appears to be her first foray into animation in some time. Among its many shocking qualities is the fact that Youcis uses Stancil's name and likeness without his permission, and that she is profiting, however modestly, from what amounts to an online harassment campaign.

When I spoke with the real Stancil about the show, he told me that it was "extremely surreal to become a main character of the online Nazi phantasmagoria." Still, he said, "I'm mostly mad at the institutional failures, the commercial failures that have made this possible." X once had policies that could have prevented The Will Stancil Show from being distributed on the platform. Since buying the company in 2022, however, Elon Musk has removed most of its content-moderation guidelines and infrastructure. "We had structures in place to forbid people like Emily Youcis from forming an enormous fan base and audience," Stancil said. He continued, "Those structures were important, in my opinion. And those structures have been dissolved."

The show is racist and offensive. Episodes range from four to eight minutes each, and feature cruel gags about Black people in Minneapolis and Cartoon Stancil's bumbling attempts to help them; extended jokes about a chatbot raping Stancil, based on a real incident in which Grok, X's in-house AI, provided a user with instructions for sexually assaulting Stancil; and, in one, a scene in which Tel Aviv gets nuked. Unlike other AI-generated content disseminated by the right, however, it is not slop. The episodes have clear narrative arcs, and the animation, though at times clunky, is decent. The Will Stancil Show's racism, combined with its relatively high production quality, makes it a concerning sign of what might be ahead. Youcis has demonstrated that far-right creators can use AI to make good-enough entertainment, without needing to go through any gatekeeping institutions. And she's proved that even people who don't see themselves as bigots will watch this content--and in some cases laugh along.



The American right has a long history of taking advantage of new technologies. Conservatives are "more inclined to be early adopters," A. J. Bauer, a University of Alabama media-studies professor, told me, because they have "felt marginalized by the media." Examples of this phenomenon include Rush Limbaugh's pioneering talk-radio show and Tucker Carlson, who began streaming from his own platform after being exiled from Fox News in 2023.



Until now, however, the right has generally had a harder time producing narrative television shows and films. These are more expensive to make than a radio or streaming talk show and thus have needed support from mainstream (read: liberal) gatekeepers. The Will Stancil Show reveals what can happen once narrative TV becomes cheap enough to make without buy-in from major studios. Compare The Will Stancil Show, for instance, with a sketch-comedy show that once ran during the Cartoon Network's Adult Swim block, called Million Dollar Extreme Presents: World Peace. MDE, as fans call it, is deliberately slapdash; assessing the actual talent of its creators, or saying with confidence whether what you're watching is good-bad or bad-bad, ironically racist or racist-racist, is difficult. (This same sort of plausible deniability is a defining characteristic of Trump's political style.) That ambiguity in turn becomes part of the bit. The show was canceled in 2016, after one season, when BuzzFeed revealed that the creator, Sam Hyde, had voiced support for conservative conspiracy theories such as Pizzagate, and that the show's racist jokes were less ironic than they had initially seemed. MDE returned to production this year, with help from funding by a private donor.

Read: What happens when people don't understand how AI works

Youcis, however, doesn't need to worry about getting kicked off the air by her employer, nor does she need substantial funds to make her show. Youcis told me that each Will Stancil Show episode costs $100 to $250 to animate. "Compared to a standard animated cartoon, which typically costs hundreds of thousands of dollars for even just a 10-minute-long piece," she said, "this is an extremely small budget." And although the creative process she describes is labor-intensive--Youcis told me that each episode takes her four or five days of work--it requires significantly less time and staffing than traditional animation, or a show, such as MDE, that employs live actors.

The Will Stancil Show also couldn't survive were it not distributed on the free-speech Thunderdome that is X under Musk. Thanks to Musk's removal of most of the policies that had prevented extremists from dominating the site, and to the noxiousness of Grok, unreconstructed Nazism runs rampant on the platform. The story here is similar in form, if not in content, to the rise of conservative talk radio, which likewise flourished in a time of loosening media standards. After the repeal of the Fairness Doctrine in 1987, broadcasters no longer had to offer balanced portrayals of controversial topics, which cleared the way for highly partisan political radio and TV shows. Another similarity: Youcis's audience includes people who don't share her politics. Just as Limbaugh seemed to count more than a few liberals among his regular listeners, The Will Stancil Show seems to have fans in the center and on the left. "The Will Stancil Show is pretty funny," the liberal pundit Noah Smith observed on X. He added that its style "shows that conservatives are starting to understand satire." Other posters who do not appear to endorse hard-right politics echoed versions of this assessment, describing it as being "light-hearted" or praising it for not being "hateful."

Indeed, The Will Stancil Show has plenty of red meat for bigots, but it cloaks its hate in just enough satire for non-bigots to think that the racism is a joke. As I watched, a few moments did make me laugh. "Nothing like getting some brewskis with a good friend after a long day fighting fascists on X.com," the animated Stancil says in the opening scene of the first episode. "It do be like that, Mr. Stancil," replies his Black friend Jamal, who listens patiently as Stancil drones on about housing policy. The show mostly relies on an on-the-nose screwball bigotry. But the "Mr. Stancil" line--which has become a meme on X--is one of Youcis's subtler jokes, playing as it does on the incongruity between Cartoon Stancil's progressive beliefs about racial justice and the fact that his Black "friend" (who, as far as I know, is not based on a real person) isn't comfortable calling him by his first name. The scene sends up a kind of liberal many people may recognize: cheerfully "anti-racist," yet frequently oblivious to the ways that they tokenize minorities, whom they treat less as peers and more as props in their own morality play.

Read: Is this the worst-ever era of American pop culture?

The episode goes on to follow Cartoon Stancil's attempts to improve the lot of Minneapolis's Black community, who are presented as 40-drinking, child-abandoning, street-fighting criminals. It ends with him and Jamal high-fiving on a hilltop, completely unaware that the city is burning down behind them. "Great to see that Black-studies degree put to work," Cartoon Stancil observes. (Real Stancil holds a master's degree in Reconstruction-era Black history but is nowhere near as buffoonishly "woke" as his cartoon doppelganger.) The provocation Youcis seems to imply here goes something like this: Yes, I'm a bigot, but so, too, are these paternalistic liberal do-gooders. At least I'm open and honest about it.

It's a provocation that she seems to want everyone to hear--not just her fellow white nationalists, but also people in the political mainstream. In a recent interview on The Backlash, an ultra-reactionary podcast, Youcis said that the goal of her show, which she calls "my propaganda," is to Trojan-horse far-right politics into the mainstream. "I'm memeing myself into power," she said, "and I'm memeing national socialism into the public."

Youcis's success at memeing her ideas into the public is the result of her ingenuity as a creator. It is also an example of the boundary-breaking possibilities of AI image-generation technology. Creators are already making animated music videos and short-form online shows that reference and build on The Will Stancil Show. One of these new cartoons lampoons the conservative writer and internet personality James Lindsay, who has drawn the ire of "America First" conservatives for his support of Israel, as well as for opposing racism and calling Nick Fuentes a "mad Nazi twink." Given how quickly Youcis's work has inspired imitators, it seems possible, even likely, that her series is merely the harbinger of a new entertainment landscape where extremist AI shows will jockey for our attention with more anodyne ones. Many people won't be able to tell the difference, will be too desensitized to care, or--and this is Youcis's wager--may start thinking that being a Nazi is no big deal.
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The DOJ's Cartels Memo Is Legal Quicksand

Factually bankrupt analysis doesn't make unlawful orders lawful.

by Paul Rosenzweig

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Military and intelligence personnel have an affirmative obligation to disobey manifestly illegal orders. But when a group of Democratic lawmakers, all of whom are veterans or former intelligence officers, released a video reminding their former colleagues of this obligation, President Donald Trump accused them of sedition and threatened them with death. The Pentagon has now announced that it is investigating one of those Democrats, Senator Mark Kelly, and could even court-martial him.

Though they weren't explicit, the Congress members seem likely to have been speaking about Trump's assault on the Venezuelan cartels. Are those assaults legal? A memo from the Justice Department argues yes on the legal grounds that the United States is in an armed conflict with the cartels. The memo, drafted by the Office of Legal Counsel and reported on by The New York Times, goes on to assure military members that they can rely on the OLC's legal conclusions and that they will be immune from prosecution if they follow the president's orders. In most cases, that would be enough: A lawyer's advice that an act is lawful can typically be used as a basis for arguing that someone did not think she was acting illegally. But in this case, the protective value of the OLC opinion may be no greater than the value of the paper it is written on.

Part of being a lawyer is giving formal legal opinions to one's clients. These opinions are intended to provide clarity as to a client's legal obligations in uncertain situations. Thus, clients often seek out such opinions in an effort to cover themselves down the road. If their actions are later questioned, they can say that they sought and followed the advice of an attorney. Doing so is not a bulletproof defense--their attorney may, after all, have been wrong. But it does offer powerful evidence that any violation of the law was not intentional.

Listen: Would U.S. generals obey illegal Trump orders?

Except, of course, if opinions are based on false factual premises; these typically carry no weight in court. The OLC memo may be just such an opinion, as it seems to be based on fraudulent claims about the nature of drug trafficking from Venezuela. Military officers who rely on an opinion that they reasonably should know is premised on a false set of claims do so at their own peril.

According to The New York Times, the memo is "said to open with a lengthy recitation of claims submitted by the White House, including that drug cartels are intentionally trying to kill Americans and destabilize the Western Hemisphere," and that, therefore, the cartels' ships are a legitimate military target. The memo then argues that the cartels' boats are lawful military targets because the narcotics on them are going to be sold for money that will be spent on military equipment--again, for the purpose of killing their American customers.

As support for the claim that the cartels intend to kill Americans, the memo relies on the assertion that the cartels are responsible for the deaths of tens of thousands of Americans a year. That might be a reference to the fentanyl trade; but fentanyl comes from labs in Mexico controlled by Mexican cartels, and the memo never makes a factual connection between those cartels and the South American groups whose boats are being destroyed. Nor does the memo ever declare, as least as far as is publicly known, that deaths from the cocaine that is purportedly on the targeted boats, and that is responsible for significantly fewer deaths annually in the U.S. than fentanyl, would justify the designation as a foreign terrorist organization. Also unclear is how boats in the Pacific (whose attack the memo is also said to authorize) might be in any way connected to South American cartels operating from a country with no Pacific coast.

The OLC opinion apparently is grounded in factual assertions that are not only in error but are widely known to be wrong--both by the general public and, more importantly, by the military officers whom it purports to protect.

Paul Rosenzweig: State of permanent fake emergency

The memo takes the unusual step of including a section identifying potential legal defenses if a prosecutor were ever to charge troops for crimes related to the killings--an implicit admission that the OLC knows the weakness of its views. They're so weak in fact that, if public reports are to be credited, a number of senior national-security lawyers who doubted the memo's conclusions have been fired or reassigned. In that sense, the assurance itself has a perverse effect: It serves only to emphasize that the OLC knows it is in legally treacherous waters.

If military personnel who are participating in the extrajudicial killing of foreign nationals are ever charged with violations of U.S. or international law, they will presumably argue that they were merely following orders and had relied on advice from the lawyers. But given the flimsy nature of the OLC's opinion, the orders they have received seem quite possibly unlawful. If they are, a prosecution could be brought against any individual (and most especially general officers) who purported to rely on this opinion to justify their actions if it can be proved that they knew or reasonably should have known that the factual assumptions of the opinion were false. And some in the military clearly do know about the problem. According to The Washington Post, an unknown number of junior officers "fearing potential legal exposure, asked military lawyers, known as judge advocates general, for written sign-off before taking part in strikes." They didn't get that reassurance.

Whether the next administration will want to bring these cases is a different question, but officers who are relying on Trump's opinion are risking a great deal on a foundation of sand. Factually bankrupt opinions don't make unlawful orders lawful.
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Today's Atlantic Trivia: Nap or Pie--Which Way, Turkey Eater?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 26, 2025.

A seminal mid-century paper by the psychologist George Miller asserted that the human brain can hold seven items in short-term memory, give or take a couple. A person can chunk--that is, group items together in sensible, memorable units--to get a bit more bang, but modern psychologists think the species can handle only about four of those.

None of the chunks in the great minestrone that is The Atlantic is going anywhere, though, so enjoy leisurely encoding them in your much more capacious long-term memory. Then dip into a little trivia to see what stuck.

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

Wednesday, November 26, 2025

	What amino acid that turkey meat contains (in modest amounts!) is most frequently credited for inducing post-Thanksgiving sleepiness?
 -- From Daniel Engber's "A War on Facts About Thanksgiving Dinner"
 	What virally popular pastry created in 2013 by the French chef Dominique Ansel has been described by one food writer as "a platonic torus of golden dough with a sugar-salt-fat ratio to please the gods"?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert's "The Culture War Comes to the Kitchen"
 	What is the variety of marijuana, bred to contain minimal THC, that remains federally legal (and can also be refined into paper, rope, clothing, and many other products)?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's "Pour One Out for Weed Seltzer"




And by the way, did you know that the existence of Thanksgiving in the United States is in large part the work of a 19th-century activist who also happened to be the author of "Mary Had a Little Lamb"?

The magazine editor and writer Sarah Josepha Hale had spent many years campaigning to nationalize Thanksgiving--already regionally popular--when, in September 1863, she sent one more letter on the subject to President Abraham Lincoln and his secretary of state. Correlation is not causation, of course, but within a week, the Thanksgiving Proclamation had been drafted.

This year, you might therefore honor Hale by putting off the Bing Crosby for one more day and sing instead of the animal whose fleece was white as snow.

Have a very happy holiday.



Answers: 

	Tryptophan. Except, well, tryptophan doesn't really make you sleepy, but the annual cycle of claims and debunkings sure is exhausting, Daniel writes. He says that "this is science--and this is science journalism--of the sort that only makes you dumber the more of it you read." Read more.
 	Cronut. The croissant-donut hybrid was emblematic of the social-media revolution that pushed food into new, hyper-visual territory, Sophie explains. And that quoted food writer, Ruby Tandoh, argues that social media has made us all "food people" now. So, Sophie wonders, how do we come together to fix eating? Read more.
 	Hemp. It's kind of an accident that you can drop in to a gas station and buy hemp products whose effects are basically indistinguishable from traditional weed's, Nicholas writes, but it doesn't look as though you'll be able to for much longer. 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 dazzling fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, November 25, 2025

	What political-science term is a combo of the last name of an early-19th-century vice president (first name: Elbridge) and the name of a common (and notably shaped) amphibian?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's "Welcome to the [REDACTED] Apocalypse"
 	Mark Twain once joked that a cauliflower is merely a college-educated version of what other vegetable that is among the cheapest vegetables one can buy?
 -- From Gilad Edelman's "Enough With the Brussels Sprouts Already"
 	What rap subgenre originating in Chicago (and sharing its name with a power tool) is known by its confrontational lyrics and its biggest breakout star, Ice Spice?
 -- From W. David Marx's "Make Culture Weird Again"




And by the way, did you know that another early-19th-century honcho--Timothy Pickering, secretary of state to George Washington and John Adams--tried to organize the secession of a handful of New England states after Thomas Jefferson became president?

Pickering, a Federalist, saw Jefferson and the Democratic-Republican Party's dramatic consolidation of power as the ultimate failure of the new Union (as Henry Cabot Lodge explained in the June 1878 edition of The Atlantic!). Pickering predicted tyranny, unchecked corruption, the air of Robespierre in America. So he determined that a Northern confederacy of Massachusetts and a few pals was the only remedy.

You may note that getting from D.C. to Boston doesn't require a passport, however much linguistic differences suggest it should; Pickering's plot--despite two separate tries--failed.



Answers: 

	Gerrymander. Thanks to partisan redistricting, America is rapidly becoming a political system bursting with red-state Democrats and blue-state Republicans who effectively lack congressional representation, Marc writes. And mostly, the incentives are to just keep going. Read more.
 	Cabbage. Gilad argues that the cliche of a "humble" vegetable is actually apt for cabbage and that its bad reputation (or at least boring one) is unearned. He would like to see this unassuming crucifer get its moment in the sun. Read more.
 	Drill. The subculture is one of few still operating in the old-school model of in-person artistic innovation, Marx writes, whereas most of the rest of "culture" has migrated online and oriented toward the mass market. A 21st-century cultural renaissance, he contends, requires allowing (and encouraging) artists to disappear into their own worlds for a spell. Read more.




Monday, November 24, 2025

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

	The venue that hosted a high-profile international conference last week caught fire--a pretty on-the-nose metaphor, considering that the summit was about what subject?
 -- From Peter Brannen's "Our Almost-Apocalyptic [REDACTED] Future"
 	The German theologian Martin Luther is credited with beginning the Reformation in 1517 when he published a collection of his arguments known by what numerical name?
 -- From George Packer's "An Anatomy of the MAGA Mind"
 	The moviemaking industry known as Nollywood is based in what country--the most populous of its continent?
 -- From Toluse Olorunnipa's "The Fantastical Storytelling of Nollywood Movies"




And by the way, did you know that in addition to Dollywood (very much not a filmmaking industry, unless you count the 2022 TV movie Dolly Parton's Mountain Magic Christmas), there is a Dhollywood and a Dhallywood?

The former is India's Gujarati-language industry, named for its frequent use of the drum known as a dhol. The latter is Bangladesh's movie industry, named for the country's capital, Dhaka. And the surrealist cinema of the early 20th century, such as Un Chien Andalou? Maybe ... Daliwood!



Answers: 

	Climate change. Brannen argues that such a fiery fate might await the whole world if society resigns itself to the "climate realism" argument that says a 3-degree rise should be the new do-not-pass line--because, realistically, do-not-pass lines often get passed. Read more.
 	The 95 theses. George argues that the United States' conservative political thought not so long ago was full of dramatic, rigorous ideas; he likens one writer's reasoned argument against Enlightenment liberalism to Luther's theses. But that writer, like so many others on the right, George says, has fallen into vulgarity. Read more.
 	Nigeria. In the Sunday culture edition of The Atlantic Daily (sign up here), Toluse reminisces on a childhood spent waiting for cousins in Nigeria to mail him physical media from the industry. Now anyone can catch Nollywood fare on streamers, where movie budgets have grown and the storytelling is as fantastical as ever. Read more.
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My Friend, Bill Buckley

Sam Tanenhaus on William F. Buckley Jr., his legacy, and his impact on the modern American conservative movement. Plus: David on the end of DOGE and the novel <em>Alice Adams</em> by Booth Tarkington.

by David Frum

Wed, 26 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 unceremonious end of the Department of Government Efficiency. He examines the legacy DOGE leaves behind, why it failed, and how it became yet another example of the Trump administration's drive to make America's government weaker and smaller.

David is then joined by the historian and biographer Sam Tanenhaus to discuss his sweeping new biography of William F. Buckley Jr., Buckley: The Life and the Revolution That Changed America. Frum and Tanenhaus reflect on the Buckley they both knew, exploring his strengths, his flaws, and his influence on the American conservative movement from the 1960s onward.

Finally, David closes with a discussion of Booth Tarkington's novel Alice Adams and the lessons we can still take from a once-celebrated, now often-derided work of American literature.

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 Sam Tanenhaus, author of the important biography of William F. Buckley, the founder of modern conservatism. This week, the last week of November, 2025, marks the 100th birthday of William Buckley. And Sam and I, on this occasion, will be discussing Sam's book, William Buckley's life, and [Buckley's] impact on the two of us because we both knew him and admired him very much. My book this week will be the novel Alice Adams, by Booth Tarkington, published also almost exactly 100 years ago.

Before the dialogue or the book, I want to open with a few preliminary thoughts about the expiry of the so-called Department of Government Efficiency, or DOGE. DOGE was never really a department of government. It had a kind of extralegal existence. It was a creature of the president. But in the opening months of the Trump presidency, it dominated the agenda. It created havoc across the U.S. government and across the lives of many, many government employees and many people who depend on the U.S. government for services. I think, as it expires now, almost at the end of the year 2025, I think it's fair to render the verdict that DOGE was an almost total fiasco. It failed to achieve its own stated goals of making any impact in government spending. The fiscal situation at the end of President [Donald] Trump's first year is much, much worse than it was under President [Joe] Biden. Total debt--not that these numbers mean anything anymore, they're so big--the total debt of the United States is now approaching $40 trillion and will continue to climb through the Trump presidency and beyond.

The root of the problem was that President Trump maintains very high levels of spending, is raising spending on defense, has made permanent the tax cuts that were supposed to be temporary when they were passed in 2025--sorry, 2017. They were now renewed in 2025, and they will last indefinitely. And DOGE and Trump's big plan to offset the impact of his spending and his tax cuts is his tariff regime, which, first, doesn't raise all that much money. Second, he's already spent the money multiple times over: He's promised to give the money to the farmers. He's promised to rebate the money to the American consumer. He's promised to rebate much more than the tariffs are collecting to the American consumer. And anyway, the tariffs are probably illegal and may well shrink or disappear very, very soon. So the DOGE failed entirely in its object. But I think it is worth thinking about why it failed and what legacy it leaves behind.

DOGE failed for three main reasons. The first was it was run by arrogant people who did not take the trouble to understand what they were doing. Elon Musk approached the problem of reducing government spending as a kind of coding error, a problem of computer engineering. You didn't need any subject-matter expertise. You didn't need to understand how health-care programs worked or how the Department of Defense worked. Just as a website is a website is a website, so he figured that solving the problems of overspending was solving the problems of overspending. You didn't need to know anything in particular--=; you just fired people and saw what happened later. So in their arrogance and in their high-handedness, they didn't bother to learn anything. And so they began cutting wires, metaphorically, and discovered that they were connected--those wires ran important machines.

But second, because they didn't understand how government worked, or understand their subject matter, what they were doing, they completely misdiagnosed the problem. Government does have fraud, of course, and it has inefficiency, of course. A lot of the inefficiency is there to prevent fraud; that's why there's so much paperwork, is to make it difficult for people to steal. But even with the certain undeniable amounts of fraud and inefficiency that there are in government, they're just not big drivers of the way the U.S. government spends. Most money flows out in direct payments to people, Social Security; or it flows out in direct payment to hospitals, Medicare and Medicaid; or it flows out to pay for the national defense. You have to wrestle with those problems, and the idea that you're going to find cases of obvious [duplication] of spending or spending that achieves nothing, especially when you don't know how anything works, that's just--because they were arrogant, they didn't study the problem. Because they didn't study the problem, they addressed the wrong problem. And because they addressed the wrong problem--looking for inefficiency and fraud--instead of actually having to reduce services to people and products, they failed.

But the last thing that they did, and this is maybe the most important, was they broke the law. Under the law of the United States, once the House approves an appropriation, once the Senate confirms the appropriation, once Congress agrees on a budget--or any kind of spending mechanism--and once the president signs it, the president's people cannot rescind that spending. What Trump was doing was claiming, through DOGE, a power to revoke government spending that Congress had passed and the president had signed. And that's just illegal. Now, there are some states that give the governor a line-item veto, where, when a budget is presented to him, he can strike this item or that item. And maybe that's a good idea, and maybe that's not a good idea. But the president doesn't have that power, and he certainly does not have the power to rescind the spending after he or his predecessor have signed the spending. So DOGE collapsed in the end because, again, they were too conceited to find out what they were doing; therefore, they did the wrong thing.

But DOGE does leave a legacy, and that is something we need to address. When you think about What did DOGE do?, the DOGE people were, on the nicest reading of what happened, were careless, or maybe something more sinister than careless, so that's one legacy.

The second is that DOGE did enduring harm to scientific and biomedical and climate research. The cuts made to the National Institutes of Health, the agencies that study the oceans and the air, those are difficult to undo. The people who worked in those jobs are very valuable people. Now, they've chosen public service either because that's what they wanted or because they liked the benefits or because it suited their family life. But once you dispense them from public service, they will find other work to do. And you can't simply blow a whistle and say, Okay, everybody come back. They have not been idling and collecting unemployment insurance; they've gone on to often more-lucrative jobs in the private sector. And it's going to be difficult to call them back. Or they'll be redirected from researching the kinds of things that National Institutes of Health do to the kinds of things that universities and other people do, and they're different. So there has been a deep and enduring damage to the scientific-research capabilities of the United States government.

A third enduring change has been damage to the voice and standing of the United States. Rebuilding the Voice of America and Radio Free Europe and other stations, rebuilding the public-diplomacy aspects of the State Department, again, that's going to be a big job. Many of the important people who had very specific language skills have been lost. The integrity of the service has been compromised. The relationship with listeners in unfree countries who turn to the Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, or other stations for information, that has been strained. And most important of all the public-information and public-appearance things that the United States does has been the attack on foreign aid.

The United States doesn't spend money abroad out of random charity or being a sucker or a dupe; it does so to advance the interests of the United States. And even when it acts in the most purely humanitarian way--when food arrives in a famine zone or flood relief after a disaster--it's building relationships with people whose governments may defame the United States, but who will remember, When I was in trouble, it was an agency of the United States government that helped me. And that may have some political impact. Tremendous damage has been done to that. Some have tried to estimate lives lost because of the interruption of the flow of aid. That may be trying to quantify something that can't be quantified. But there's no doubt that people have been hurt, people have been harmed, the reputation of the United States has been lowered, and this will be enduring.

The last thing, though, and one of the hardest to fix and one of the most immediately felt, has been what DOGE did do was dismantle a lot of the financial-enforcement apparatus of the United States. The Internal Revenue Service that collects revenue for the government, the Securities and Exchange Commission, those agencies were really ravaged. And maybe it wasn't a total coincidence that the head of DOGE had contentions and disagreements with the IRS and the SEC, and they're now much less able to enforce, that DOGE's damage to those agencies has been ratified by the recent government shutdown in the deal to end it. President Biden put about $40 billion over a decade into modernizing the IRS, both so that they would be more responsive to consumers, but also to improve the efficiency of their tax collections. A lot of the fraud in the United States is concentrated where the money is, on the high end. It's been estimated that a dollar put into IRS collections brings back maybe 10 times, maybe more, in revenue to the government. And all of that has been dismantled. It is much easier to cheat on your taxes. It's much easier to defraud your investors, if you're a publicly traded company, post-DOGE than it was before. And again, reclaiming that expertise--getting the IRS people back, getting the SEC people back, rebuilding those agencies from the ground--that's going to be the work of many, many years, and a lot will flow by in the interim. So DOGE did permanent damage in making it easier for the very wealthy to escape paying their taxes and, therefore, putting more of the onus of funding the government on people at the middle and the bottom.

You could think of DOGE, it seems to me, as a kind of decapitation strike against the executive functions of the United States government, that a lot of the government that runs on autopilot--as the Social Security system does--it continues to function in the way that, after a decapitation strike, the different branches of a military may continue, the cafeteria service may continue to work. But the brain's nerve that [operates] the system, those were really damaged in a profound way, and in a way that is felt immediately and will last a long time. It's an example of how the Trump administration, in its claim to make America great, is actually making America weak and little and pitiful. The reputation of the country is less. His ability to collect revenue is less. His ability to enforce its financial laws is less. Its ability to do research, to understand the universe, to protect Americans from diseases, all of that is less--less, less, less. But the deficit, the debt, the spending--more, more, more.

What a fiasco. After all the self-congratulation of the early months of this administration, it ends in, as so much of this administration does, in failure and disgrace.

And now my dialogue with Sam Tanenhaus.

[Music]

Frum: Journalist, editor, academic--the world best knows Sam Tanenhaus by two acclaimed biographies. He published his big book on Whittaker Chambers in 1997, to accolades and acclaim almost universally. He has, this year, followed his book on Whittaker Chambers with a massive biography of William F. Buckley Jr. Buckley chose Tanenhaus as his biographer in Buckley's lifetime and opened to Tanenhaus a massive trove of letters and papers.

I have known Sam as an incisive analyst of American life since, I think, the middle 1990s, and I've always admired and learned from him. I should mention that Sam wrote a short piece about me for GQ in 2017, and here we are together again.

Sam, welcome to the program.

Sam Tanenhaus: Great to be with you, David.

Frum: Sam, I'm going to do a bad interview thing--I'm just gonna do it--which is: This book has been so everywhere. You have been so acclaimed. There's so many interviews with you. You have so patiently led so many people through the basics of Bill Buckley's life. I'm gonna presume that anyone who is going to watch this interview after that point has watched at least one of those other programs before and knows who Bill Buckley is and why he's important. So I wanna delve into some deeper matters that perhaps--I cannot possibly have heard all of your podcasts, but that I didn't hear in the podcasts you did, if you agree.

Tanenhaus: Well, it's you, David, so I'm psyched to do this. (Laughs.)

Frum: Okay. I wanna start at the end of the story, with Bill Buckley's death in 2008 and his funeral in St. Patrick's Cathedral. I was there; I believe you were there as well.

Tanenhaus: Yes.
 
 Frum: And the mourners included Henry Kissinger, included Bill Buckley's son, Christopher Buckley. But there was kind of an incident where Rush Limbaugh had lobbied very hard to be the chief eulogist and had been turned down. And I don't know--I found something symbolic because Limbaugh was Buckley's heir as the most influential conservative voice in media, not his heir in many other ways. I wanna talk about that transition from one era to another and how you understand it and what you know that Bill Buckley thought about it.

Tanenhaus: Well, it's interesting you mention that, David. I would guess that it was Christopher Buckley who was very careful about that, about who the eulogists would be--it was just Henry Kissinger and Christopher himself. That's what his father wanted. Bill Buckley's relationship with Rush Limbaugh, you're right to get to that because it captures where the movement became something different from what it had been, because Bill Buckley was very much a sponsor of Rush Limbaugh, as you know. [President] Ronald Reagan liked him too. They thought, Well, here's a guy who understands how media works. He's good at going after the other side.

I remember asking Bill Buckley--and you and I both knew him, and we'll explain to listeners and viewers: This is not a presumptuous thing, to call him Bill; people who worked in the mail room at National Review called him Bill. And so, at one point, I asked him what he thought of the PBS debaters, who, in those years--we're going back a long time--were Mark Shields and David Gergen. And I was very impressed by Gergen, and Bill Buckley said, I don't like him so much. And I said, Why is that? [Buckley] said, He gives too much to the other side. And that surprised me a little bit because I thought that was part of the Buckley genius, was to give something to the other side. But part of him was drawn--this is a theme in the book, as you know--to the rougher, harsher, coarser characters in our political culture, in our lives.

Frum: So I'm gonna pull some rank here because I'm a character in the book. You have a reference to me. You know what--maybe we should just discuss that before I go on to make this point.

I figure in the book. So tell the story, and I'll give you my reaction to it, if I may.

Tanenhaus: I'm really glad you brought it up because I have found, among readers under, let's say, 45, that's the single most important passage in a very long book. If you look at some reviews, in The New York Review of Books and elsewhere, and you look at some of the unhappy responses to my book, David, it's all about those three or four sentences. I'm gonna tell you what they were.

In 1995, after a brilliant magazine called The Weekly Standard, which you were a prominent writer [for], as was David Brooks, began to cut into National Review's turf. It was Washington-based. It was much--you and I talked about it at the time--it was much more closely centered on politics and the Beltway, and National Review was starting to feel stale. Bill Buckley had an editor at the time, John O'Sullivan, who came from England, was kind of a Thatcherite, and Buckley knew he needed to do something to juice up his magazine. And I found--it wasn't even in Buckley's letters, David; it was in his friend Van Galbraith's documents. He gave me a box of material, Van Galbraith, [and] said, Bill told me you're writing this book. Have at it. There was an email Bill Buckley sent to his board in 1997 about a conversation he had with George Will. Bill had gone to Washington, and with your former boss's permission, Bill Kristol's permission, had been scouting the brilliant staff of The Weekly Standard to see who might make a next good editor for National Review. And two names emerged: One was David Brooks; I think we know him. Another was David Frum; I think we know him. And Bill Buckley wrote to Van Galbraith and the other members of the board--this is very close to verbatim: George Will agreed with me that the next editor of the magazine should be a believing Christian, and also, he shouldn't come from Canada. Well, why--

Frum: Which both David Brooks and I do.

Tanenhaus: Both of you do, right, and many forget that David Brooks was actually born in Toronto; nobody's forgotten that you're from Toronto. (Laughs.) Well, what was interesting to me about that, the response to that--see it was very cleverly phrased, in that Buckley manner. He says "believing Christians," so that that eliminates other Christians who might not be believing. But what really cinched this for me, and I will tell you--some very prominent young journalists in Washington told me they thought this clinched the argument against Bill Buckley's having rid the movement of the toxin of anti-Semitism--was the guy he chose instead. (Laughs.) It wasn't just that he didn't offer it to you or the other David, but he gave it instead to Rich Lowry, a believing Christian, who's taken the movement where he did. Now, this is a question I've been wanting so much to ask you and saving it for this podcast: Would you have accepted the job if it had been offered?

Frum: Okay. So first, I knew this. I was there, so this didn't come as any kind of revelation to me. I'd known Bill Buckley since 1982. I'd known Christopher Buckley even longer than that--I'd begun as a friend of Christopher's, and he's always been a good angel in my life and a source of so many kindnesses to me. And he introduced me to his father. And I met Bill Buckley in May or June of 1982, with Richard Brookhiser at the same time. And we developed a long relationship then, very cordial, a friendly relationship, and so many other people. And I knew I was in the mix in 1995. And I never believed it; I never believed it at the time. I was not in any way disappointed, because if Bill Buckley had asked me, I would've said, Bill, the editor of National Review needs to be a believing Christian. (Laughs.)

Tanenhaus: (Laughs.)

Frum: Because Christianity was--one of the things you say in the book is, Was Bill Buckley a great man? Was he a good man? So Christianity was more integral to Bill Buckley-- Catholic Christianity--than his politics.

And one of the things I remember so vividly is a brilliant interview he gave to Playboy magazine in 1970, which is gathered in one of his books, and I read it there [at] an early age. It made a huge, huge impression on me--this interview made more of an impression on me than anything else he ever wrote or said. But there's a brilliant interviewer, who gets Buckley to admit that every political truth is contingent. It all depends on the circumstances. It all depends on conditions. A lot of things that seem true in one era are not true in the other. And the interviewer said, Well, isn't that the nature of all truths? And Bill Buckley said, No, not all truths. And the interviewer--and this is the end of the interview--says, Tell me one truth that isn't contingent. And Buckley answered, "I know that my Redeemer liveth."

So that was the core of who he was. And National Review was a Catholic magazine. And when people ask me [about this], I said, Has Commentary ever had a Catholic editor? No. (Laughs.) Commentary's a Jewish magazine; the editor of Commentary's going to be Jewish. National Review was a Catholic magazine. So I never believed it was real, because I knew how important Catholic Christianity--Christianity in general, Catholic Christianity in particular--were to Bill. I thought it was a bona fide job qualification.

Tanenhaus: Yeah, I agree, though I will add that when Bill had fell into the great controversy, or provoked a great controversy, with Pope John XXIII over the famous encyclical published in 1961--I have just a brief discussion of that in the book, Mater et Magistra; I have a longer piece that I actually did in Commonweal magazine, so I now say I'm the first-ever Commonweal Jew, as far as I know. (Laughs.) But at that time, when Buckley came under attack for being disrespectful to the pope, came under attack from Catholic magazines--America and Commonweal, but particularly America, the Jesuit magazine--Buckley said, No, National Review's a Christian magazine; it's not a Catholic magazine. We're a lay publication. There were only two or three believing Catholics who were on their masthead. Two of them were converts: Willmoore Kendall and Brent Bozell. There were others who later converted, and as Garry Wills--who's really the best on this topic, as you know--said, Bill was just more comfortable with Catholics around him.

David Brooks told me, by the way--I'm sure you know this--he said when he worked briefly at National Review in the '80s, he said it was just filled with priests that were coming in and out all the time. And so you're right: It, culturally and spiritually and ethically, it was Catholic. And Bill Buckley, in a powerful statement at the time of the conflict with the Vatican, said to a reader, If there's ever a conflict between my Catholicism and my conservatism, Catholicism comes first--exactly what you've said.

Frum: So I want to go back to this moment of transition and, as you say, that Buckley nurtured Rush Limbaugh. But I think one of the things I learned from him was a Latin phrase he loved to use, as he loved to use many Latin phrases, and this, again, I've incorporated this into my thought, and it was "suaviter in modo, fortiter in re." And suaviter is where we get our English word suave from, but in Latin it means more--I guess suave means this too--but it means kind of "smoothly," "delicately": "delicately in the method, strongly in the thing itself." So I'm not surprised about his reaction to David Gergen. You can be gentle, yielding, accommodating, charming in your manner without relenting in your core beliefs--although Bill Buckley's beliefs did change over his lifetime: on race, on anti-Semitism. National Review, in its early days, had a lot. When I got to know Bill Buckley, my parents were quite horrified because if you had an article saying the Israelis were wrong to abduct [Adolf] Eichmann, and they should be good sports and let him go, National Review was the place you published that argument. No one else in America in 1962 would publish it, but National Review would and did.

Tanenhaus: It was the most pro-Eichmann, or anti-Eichmann-trial, publication in America, as Peter Novick pointed out in his book The Holocaust in American Life. And National Review not only objected to the trial, they did so quite coarsely and crudely, with caricatures, parodies of Upper West Side liberals: Goldie and Abey worried about Eichmann. It really feels like the old-style anti-Semitism.

Frum: But let's not forget--you know who else condemned the Eichmann trial? The United Nations. Because they thought it was a terrible violation of Argentine sovereignty for Israel to kidnap him. And one of the things I say to a lot of sort of concerned Jews who are very unhappy about the world today is one of the consolations--I'm now in my mid-60s--of getting old is when people say there was some other time when people were more broad-minded, , you know, I don't know; I've been there for quite a lot of the existence of the state, and the world has been pretty consistent that anything Israel does to defend itself or the interest of Jews from their murderers is wrong. It's always wrong. And why can't you Jews be better Christians and turn the other cheek when people try to kill you? That has been a recurrent theme.

Tanenhaus: Yeah, well, you may remember, David, it was the legendary Golda Meir who made the case for the trial in the United Nations, and then Buckley became one of her great admirers, went to Israel to interview her. And, of course, what turned Buckley around on Jews was the 1967 war, when he saw that they could be allies, war against communism. And as Novick points out in that book, even most Jews didn't want to talk about the Holocaust at the time Eichmann was tried. It was too recent a memory. There were questions about loyalties and Isn't the real war now against the Soviets? So those were complicated issues then, as they remain today.

Frum: Yeah. I remember, it was trauma. People did not want to talk about [it]. I came from a family that were not survivors, but were escapees. Of my father's extended family, like, 95 percent were murdered in Poland between 1939 and 1945. If his parents had made slightly different decisions, he would've been murdered around the time of his 11th or 12th birthday. My grandfather, to whom I was very close, my father's father, lost most of his siblings, both of his parents to murder. He never talked about it. And not because he was ashamed--he couldn't open that box.

But I want to go back to the--again, I'm starting at the end. One of the things--I think you and I talked about this when you were working on the book, is one of my suggestions to you--but one of the things I've always thought about is we need to see him much more as a creature of the 1960s literary world, like Truman Capote, like Gay Talese, when novelists still mattered in American life. That he was a literary figure, he was an intellectual figure, and he was there in the days when TV thought, We don't wanna just put on some goon; we wanna put on somebody who was on Broadway or was a professor somewhere. (Laughs.) And that one of the things that changed not just in the conservative world, was people [said], Well, why not just put on some goon? People like the goons. You don't have to have started your career on Broadway. You don't have to be a professor somewhere. We'll just put you on the air.

Tanenhaus: Yeah, and what was interesting too when Buckley did it--he started Firing Line in 1966, of course, after that brilliant performance in the mayoral debates. So here's something I wanna add about that, David, which is that you're absolutely right that Buckley came into his own as a literary figure in the days when [Norman] Mailer, Capote, [James] Baldwin, [Gore] Vidal--he knew them all--were on the cover of Time magazine, right, the thing that Trump still lusts for, and Buckley was on the cover of Time magazine. And so when he ran for mayor, he didn't want his literary friends to think he was taking it too seriously, so he played the kind of aristocrat. And it was just sensational, and that's how he got the television contract after that. He was a good debater too; he didn't always win, as we know. But he was deft; he was clever, good listener; he had lot of charm, never talked down to his audience.

Frum: I think one of the things that I take away from the experience of your book is--I don't think it's in any way true that the America of the 1950s and '60s was more literate than the American of today. Obviously, that can't be true. Many more people have concluded many more years of formal education. Much of our life is much more sophisticated and ironic. But there are two things. That world was very much still a text-based world, that people today make ironic references to songs and movies, but they don't really make them to books, and certainly not to major books. And second, it was a world of emulationism, where people wanted to be thought of as more literate than they were, whereas we live in a world, to coin a word that Bill Buckley would not approve of, of maybe de-emulationism, where people who are quite literate pretend to be less--they pour the bucket of shit over their own head before somebody pours the bucket of shit upon their head for them--and so you get this kind of false demotic culture. Whereas in Bill Buckley's time, Time magazine would put Vidal and the others on the cover, not because they thought you were going to read their books, but because they thought you should, and the purchaser would say, Yeah, I probably should. I'm not going to, but I feel like I should. And now nobody--No, I'm not gonna do any of those assignments. TL;DR: too long, didn't read.

Tanenhaus: The first major assignment Whittaker Chambers had at Time magazine when he was hired in 1939 was to write an analysis of [James] Joyce's Finnegans Wake. (Laughs.) And they said, My God, he actually has the languages to do it, you know? (Laughs.) He knew the six or seven languages. Yes. The term that was used a lot, David, when I worked at The [New York] Times, beginning in the late '90s, was aspirational, that this was the idea people looked toward--even Trump has a little of that with Buckley. Bob Costa, the great journalist Robert Costa, told me--people don't realize, or they forget, that Bob was originally a reporter at National Review, there for a couple of years.

Frum: Yeah, that's where I first met him.

Tanenhaus: Okay. And he said, Trump came by once, and he said, He talked about "Buckley the celebrity, Buckley the famous guy in New York." And Trump used to speak that way about Mailer and other literary figures. Had he read them? No. But they occupied a place in the culture that doesn't exist now.

Frum: One of the ways that the world has changed is--I mean, people are always the same, but different aspects of our common humanity move to the fore and move to the back at different periods in history. There are periods that are very moralistic, and there are periods where people are embarrassed of moralism. And so the '60s and '70s were a period when people were really sick and tired of moralism, and we are now in a very moralistic period. I suspect most of the reception you're getting, people who read those early chapters will have one question: "Was Bill Buckley a racist or not? Were the Buckley family racist or not?" And by today's definitions, yeah, for sure. They often could be quite individually kindly, and they certainly had good manners, but yeah, for sure. And I think a lot of our contemporary adage is, Well, I don't need to know any more than that.

Tanenhaus: That's it. End of story. Yeah.

Frum: End of story. And you think--there was a period when people would say, We remember the moralists of the 1840s and the 1870s, and now it's the 1960s, and we're embarrassed by them, and we think we need to know more. And you know what? It turns out that history is full of important and interesting people who did bad things. So I think we're a little out the other end of saying, I can't look at [Pablo] Picasso anymore because he was abusive to women. Can't look at [Pierre-Auguste] Renoir--he was on the wrong side of the Dreyfus affair. Can't listen to this musician, can't read this writer because they turn out to be [a] terrible human being. And most artists turn out to be pretty defective personalities. (Laughs.) That's probably what makes them artists in the first place. I think, if I maybe think of American culture as alternating between Puritan phases and post-Puritan phases, we were in a pretty accelerating Puritan phase from about 1990 to the early 2020s, and it does look like we're now heading into--I don't know how far we will go. In the 1960s, it went pretty far. I don't know how far we'll go in our post-Puritan phase, but I think we're heading in that direction.

I wanna talk about a very haunting question you ask at the end of the book, about: Was Bill Buckley a great man or not? Did you ever arrive at a settled conclusion in your mind about that?

Tanenhaus: I didn't. The surprise for me, David, was how complicated he turned out to be. I'd always thought the idea was: Whittaker Chambers is a complicated, tormented guy, and he's the hedgehog, and Bill Buckley is the kind of debonair fox, and he's got his nose in a million different things, and he's having fun all the time. And then I began to think something a little different: that there was something tormented in him. I had material on that that I now sometimes regret not including, so I'm gonna share a little bit of it with you.

One was an interview I did with the first widow of the great literary journalist John Leonard, who had been a protege of Buckley, had this amazing talent. Yes, he had help from Christopher, who discovered you and some others, but earlier, it was Buckley and his colleagues, Frank Meyer, who were finding these very gifted young writers, some of them still in college. One of them is John Leonard. Bill Buckley read something he'd written in a short-lived magazine called Ivy about Greenwich Village--this is 1959--and invites Leonard in to talk with him, and they have a wonderful exchange, which I describe somewhat in the book.

But when I interviewed his widow, the first of his two wives, [Christiana] Leonard, after John died--and I'd interviewed John for the book too--she described what it was like going out to Stanford, Connecticut, the house you knew and I knew, where Bill and Pat and Christopher Buckley lived those many years, where Christopher still lives, on the Long Island Sound: beautiful home, gated community. And so Tiana Leonard, who's very young--20, 21--she was a Radcliffe graduate; John Leonard had been kicked out of Harvard for not going to class. And she said, Being in the home was kind of magical. So I said, Well, what about Pat Buckley? What was she like? And she said, I never met her. She was never there. She was leading another life somewhere. She said, But at one point, young Christopher Buckley came in--and, David, you and I both know and esteem Christopher Buckley; we've had many conversations about all these things--and Tiana Leonard said, He was brought in by a nanny, by a nursemaid, he clearly adored his father, but, she said, there was something inexpressibly sad in his eyes. She said, He reminded me of Christopher Robin: The little boy retreats to his room, creates a universe. Christopher Buckley became the great Washington satirist of his time, or the Henry Adams, as a novelist of his time. We get there's a reward, there's a recompense for all this. But she said there was something very sad about it.

And then John Leonard, when I had an interview that one of my predecessors, John Judis, who wrote a very good book about Bill Buckley back in the '80s--John, he didn't include this in his book, but John generously gave me his tapes and transcripts. And John Leonard said, All those years, I thought I went on Bill Buckley's yacht. He said, But then I realized I never did. There was something instinctively that kept me away from it. He said, I don't think Bill realized the impact he had on the slightly younger people around him, what a force of nature he was. And he said, For Bill--and this is part of the Catholicism--he said, the abyss isn't there; he just doesn't seem to see it.

And I don't know if that's true or not. I think maybe it was true for his friend, and rival, as I discovered, Ronald Reagan; that relationship turned out to be much more fraught than I or, I think, anyone else had known. But is it really possible that Bill Buckley didn't look inside? One other guy said this too--this will interest you, David. Bill Rusher, the longtime publisher of National Review, said about Bill Buckley, he said, He is the least introspective person I've ever known. And I said, Did he keep a diary? I wonder what's in those diaries. Well, the answer is he wrote public diaries, which were published. His best book is Cruising Speed, I think, and that's a public diary. The private, interior life, was it sealed off from himself? Was he not able to bridge it? That's what, I think, maybe happened.

Frum: So no one as intelligent and profound and spiritual as Bill Buckley would not have an inner life, but people often decide to--some people have basements that are usable, and some people have basements that are sealed off. And I think that was true; I think he looked out. And, I think, the motion. But you say so many things there that I wanna build on.

I just wanna say something about Pat Buckley because one of my favorite quotations comes from her. We're both Canadians. She comes from Vancouver. I knew her Canadian-side family. I knew her brother, Austin, who was always a man of incredible kindness to me and to my family. She was for a long time the presiding genius--I don't know if she had a formal title--of the Metropolitan Ball, which was part of New York society as it used to be, i.e. not run by oligarchs and billionaires and Hollywood people; society with a capital S, but not people can afford to mount their own interplanetary expedition.

But in the 1990s or thereabouts, she handed over control to a new generation of women who were younger and much, much richer, and the thing became the Met Ball, became the flamboyant thing we know today. And a reporter from one of the newspapers in New York called Pat Buckley for a quote about this transition, and hoping to get something envious or spiteful (Laughs.) which--the natural reporter instinct. And there are a lot of reasons for that. So there are three or four rounds of fencing, where the reporter's asking for the quote, and Pat Buckley's withholding it, and finally, Pat Buckley says, impatiently, I know what you're looking for, ducky, and I'm not going to give it to you. And this has entered into our family lore. (Laughs.) Whenever you have an unwanted media query: I know what you're looking for, ducky, and I'm not going to give it to you. (Laughs.)

Tanenhaus: (Laughs.)

Frum: Love that. She was a funny and brilliant woman too.

But I wanna take a stab at your question about greatness. One of the reasons it's hard is--so Bill Buckley succeeded beyond all--if you had asked Bill Buckley, the young Bill Buckley of 1955, What would success look like in the year 2005?, and he would describe a transformation of the Republican Party into a conservative party; consistent political success of people who identify themselves as conservative; competition to be the most conservative; National Review, of course, surviving half a century. Okay, and the wishing genie would say, Granted. You got it all, everything you imagine in 1955 you wanted. Only, when you get there, it turns out that's not exactly what he had in mind. And I think that's one of the things he was wrestling with when he died in 2008, is he'd won, but it wasn't--he had imagined something that was more intellectual, more rarefied, where people like Rush Limbaugh would have their place, but the leadership would look more like people like Bill Buckley. And that's not what happened. And so it's this kind of complicated tangle of getting what you want, only to discover when you get it, it wasn't quite what you thought you had in mind.

And the other thing that is complicating your question about greatness is great men--in the capital G, capital M--usually not very nice men. Because usually, actually, the qualities of drive and determination and ruthlessness that it takes to achieve the things that are conventionally called "great" are not in accord with those gentle qualities of personality. And I think one of the things we're left struggling with is he was a good man; he was a really good man. And when I think about the impact on my life that he had, it is not really an intellectual influence at all. The influence--because I'm a much less generous person than he is, so I'll periodically get these appeals from various people earlier in their careers: Can I help them? Can I do something for them? And I react to that always with a certain inward--I'm going to confess this--inward feeling of tiredness, like, Oh, one more thing I have to do. Do I have to do it? And then I would think, Bill did it. Bill did it a thousand times more often than I did, and a thousand times more generously and kindly and enthusiastically than I. If he could do it, you know? And he did it for me, so I sort of owe it to him to be, in that way, more like him. He was a giving person. He was a kindly person. He was someone who always thought well of others. You don't climb Mount Everest with those qualities. But when you get to the top of Mount Everest, it's covered with garbage. (Laughs.)

Tanenhaus: Yeah. (Laughs.) No, that's so well put. Henry Kissinger said once--he may even have said it to me when I interviewed him--said the only president he'd known who was really kind of a good man, who wasn't crazy, I think is what he said, was Gerald Ford, the guy who never wanted the job, because that's the kind of person you have to be.

For a while, I would bristle a little bit at some of Ross Douthat's columns, when he would say, Well, the real problem with our cult of personality goes back to Barack Obama. It doesn't begin with Obama, but he's not entirely wrong to see that something was going on there that was not beneficial. And, in fact, as we know, the number of Democratic officeholders in Obama's years really shrank. The party was actually kind of hollowed out in some way by him.

But Bill was a movement-builder, and that's where you see the connection between the personal life and the public life. The favors he did for me--and I mention some of them in the book--really defied belief. And the one that stays with me the longest is when I could not get my intellectual idol at the time--and he still is in, in many respects--Garry Wills, to answer a letter I'd written him asking about his one meeting with Whittaker Chambers for the first biography because Wills mentions it in that wonderful little book Confessions of a Conservative, how he'd had a lunch with Chambers, a hilarious lunch with Chambers. And I wanted this for the book, and I also was hoping for an opportunity to talk to Wills.

Well, in those days, as you know all too well, David, the early 1990s, when you sent somebody a letter, you typed it and put it in an envelope and stuck it in the post and hoped you heard. And nothing came back. And I happened to mention this casually to Bill Buckley because he would phone me periodically to see how the book was coming along. He would initiate the phone call, which is remarkable because in the early 1990s, there was no more famous intellectual in America than Bill Buckley. And so I told him what had happened with Wills. And then, not long after, Bill calls and says, I hadn't spoken to Garry Wills in 20 years, but now he's waiting for your phone call. And I've been turning that incident over in my mind ever since: Why did he do it? And then I realized he didn't wanna be on bad terms with Garry Wills; I gave him an excuse. And also, the book, my book, at that moment mattered more to Bill Buckley than whether he and Garry Wills continued their spat.

Well, I found, time and time again, Wills and others would say to me, in effect, there were better writers than Bill Buckley. There were better thinkers. They wrote more lasting books. But Bill Buckley was, in the older term, a bigger man than they were. He's a bigger person than Joan Didion. He's a bigger person than John Leonard. The last time I saw Bill Buckley, three weeks before he died, he said to me, Is there anybody in your life that you're always chasing down because you never hear from them? And I said, Well, I don't know. There aren't really all that many people in my life and not many or ever chase me down. And he said, Well, I find this with John Leonard. He said, I always have to call him, and then all he does is talk about himself. And I thought, Bill Buckley, at the end of his life, is still hurt that this young apostate wasn't kinder to him, because Bill Buckley would never be that way. And I think one reason is he grew up, as I say in the book, the middlest of middle children: the sixth born of 10 children. And so he was surrounded by children who were more loved than he was or more taken care of than he was, and he felt lonely. He needed company. He liked to have people around him.



Frum: The last time I saw him would've been about 2005 or '06, shortly before his death. Danielle and I went up to Connecticut for dinner. It was a small dinner party with Pat Buckley and a friend of hers from New York who was in her world of fashion and the arts and Bill. And Bill was in great discomfort. You could just see that, that his body hurt. And he was as gracious as ever, but you can see the toll and the toil that went into being so gracious.

And I remember having this, as you [say], this tremendous insight. I knew I might see him again one more time; this may not be literally the last time I saw him, but certainly the last significant time. And some good angel whispered in my ear--and this is something that gives me great satisfaction when I think about this; maybe this is a good place to end the conversation. I thought of all the things he'd done for me since we first met in 1982, and all the kindnesses and all the interest he'd taken, and how he, as you said with John Leonard, he always--and partly because I didn't dare; how could I presume on his time--he always initiated. He always reached out to me. And I said, You know what? He's always giving. He never can get as much as he wants--I mean, we're all needy people. And so I spent a few minutes just talking about his life and what his life had meant to me, my admiration for him, his impact on me. And, as Danielle said, you could see his eyes light up like little candles, that you were giving him oxygen that he didn't get in sufficient supply. And I look back on that evening and say, I'm really glad I did that. (Laughs.) And we did not talk about me that evening; we talked about him and what he'd meant.

I sometimes think, with Christopher Hitchens, a friend of yours, a friend of Bill's, we are so lucky to have YouTube because people who knew Hitchens only through his writings would not know why he was so important. It was only if you watch him in action that you understand why he was so important. With Buckley, the writings and even the TV, which exists, don't--you have to talk to people who know him to know why he was important, because his influence, his importance was profoundly personal. He was a model of how to live, of the kind of person to be. And whatever you think of his politics and whatever you think of his writings and the novels--some of them are okay; some of them are not so okay. The TV appearances--what is more ephemeral than TV? But this impact of this generous, large person--I mean, there are going to be people for whom I did favors who will do favors to others, and at the end of the chain, no one will know it was because (Laughs.) I overcame my reluctant nature because of the memory of this big and good man.

Tanenhaus: And he was, as you've said, a man of feeling, really, more than intellect. The intellect was there and the enormous, almost comical, vocabulary and rococo syntax and all the rest. But he was very much a man of feeling. He felt at least as comfortable with my wife, Kathy, whom you know, as he did with me. And when he saw me come to his house alone, he'd say, Well, where's Kathy? His two closest siblings were his sister born before and his sister born after, and I know (Laughs.) One of my detractors has written about the feminization of American culture. Well, it wasn't really the worst thing that happened. Bill Buckley had a great deal of a kind of tender, what she would think of as feminine, solicitude towards the people around him.

Frum: Well, as I said, I warned people at the beginning this was not gonna be a biographical--if you wanna know the facts of this book, listen to the great Andrew Sullivan podcast, read the book itself. Although it's long--it's a two- or three-day read--it is just so lively and engaging, and there's so much about so many things and so many people from this long period of Bill Buckley's life. I thoroughly enjoyed the book. I heartily recommend it. Sam, what an achievement you have done. Thank you for taking the time. As I say, it was the graduate seminar, highly specialized and highly personal, rather than the undergraduate, all the facts and figures. But those are available. I recommend the book if you wanted to know every last detail.

Tanenhaus: Such a pleasure, David. I really enjoyed it.

Frum: Thank you so much, Sam. Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum:  Thanks so much to Sam Tanenhaus for joining me today on The David Frum [Show].

Now, it's not impossible that you have never heard of Booth Tarkington, but in his day, in the first 30 years of the 20th century, he was the most famous, the most admired, the most recognized in prizes--he won the Pulitzer Prize twice--and one of the most lavishly paid artists of any kind, and especially writers, in the United States.

I got interested in Booth Tarkington a long time ago because of my interest in the vagaries of literary reputation. How does somebody go from winning the Pulitzer Prize twice to being completely forgotten by almost all readers and insulted by literary critics? [Robert] Gottlieb, the former editor and critic, had an article about Booth Tarkington in The New Yorker in 2019, in which he wrote, "The harsh reality, though, is that the candidate for the Great American Novelist had dwindled into America's most distinguished hack."

Now, you may have seen some of the movies based on Booth Tarkington's novels. In 1942, Orson Welles released a film based on Tarkington's novel The Magnificent Ambersons, published in 1918, and Alice Adams, the book I will talk about today, was made into a movie in 1935, starring Katharine Hepburn. So you may have run into those. But the novels themselves, they did fade.

Now, Tarkington wrote a lot, and not everything is worthy of remembrance, but these two novels really are. But let's talk first about why they faded. Tarkington got himself on the wrong side of almost every culture war that was being fought in the 1930s. He was from Indiana, and although he went to school in Princeton, he stayed in the Midwest almost all of his life. At a time when the cultural life of the country was being more centered than ever in New York, he was a midwesterner. He was also, at a time when art was tending towards social criticism, he was not a social critic. He observed what he saw around him, and he mostly accepted what he saw around him. He was not a modernist. That is, although his novels are recognizably modern--when you read them, they will not feel old-fashioned to you the way a 19th-century novel would--there are no breakthroughs. There are no innovations. There's no [Ernest] Hemingway here. He doesn't make the novel different from what it was before it came into his hands. And not only were his artistic views, but his personal views were generally conservative and even reactionary.

Now, he was not an out-there like T. S. Eliot or Ezra Pound. He was not a fascist. He was not sympathetic to authoritarianism. He supported the U.S. war effort in both World War I and World War II. He was a believer in the League of Nations and the United Nations. But he was an opponent of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. He was a critic of the New Deal. He was very anti-socialist and anti-communist. And while he was not, by the standards of his day, a segregationist or Ku Kluxer, he accepts the racial attitudes of his time. And one of the things that makes Alice Adams, the book I'm going to talk about today, a little uncomfortable to read--or more than a little--is there's a comic scene in the middle, a dinner party that goes wrong. And a lot of the comic, or so-called comic or intended comic, energy comes about through racial stereotyping of the family's hired cook for the day. And that doesn't make very nice reading a century later. So that's all there. But here is what is also there and why Alice Adams is a book that, when I found it on a shelf a long time ago, it made an impression on me. And when I return to it at intervals, as I do, it continues to make an impression on me.

Alice Adams is a book written by a man about the ambitions and aspirations of a young woman. And this young woman, her family's sort of from the middle class of their Indiana town, but they're downwardly mobile. At a time when the town is growing and booming because of the industrialization of the First World War, and everybody around them is getting richer, they're getting poorer, and they're being pushed out of the social class in which they had spent most of their lives. And the family struggles to stay in that class with a lot of pretensions--that leads to the disastrous dinner party with the racist comedy scene. What they mostly look to is their daughter's marriage. Alice Adams is attractive and charming. And they hope if she makes an advantageous marriage that that can secure the family's position. And a lot of the energy of the book is about the effort to secure an advantageous marriage. But the thing that makes the book new and keeps it going is, in the end, the marriage project fails--Alice is very young; she's presumably going to marry somebody else--but this particular marriage project fails. And Alice decides that she has to make her own way in the world.

Now, I haven't read enough books to say this is the first time in American literature, literally the first time, that the problem of female ambition, or the fascination of female ambition, apart from marriage, apart from sexuality is studied by a novelist, and especially a male novelist--maybe someone else did it before. But this is one of the very first times, and it's really striking. The question of how women are to make their way in the world, how they are to combine their romantic and sexual lives with their other kinds of aspirations, that's something that mostly gets quite harsh and critical scrutiny. Tarkington, in Alice Adams, gives it sympathetic scrutiny. Alice has to make up her own mind, that she is responsible for her own life; it's going to be what she makes of it before she gets married. And marriage will not be the answer to her problems; work will be.

And I have always been very moved by how the novel ends. So Alice, one plan after another has fallen through. One set of illusions after another has fallen through. Attempts to hold on to gentility through bluff and bluster and marriage, those have all fallen through. The terrible dinner party scene, that has fallen through. Alice, as she walks around her town, regularly passes a secretarial school, and she looks up at it--and she always just shudders at it; she doesn't wanna do it. And at the end of the novel, she passes by the secretarial school, and this time, she makes a different decision. And I'd like to read this to you because, well, it moves me.

She sees the sign for the school. "Her pity for herself vanished more reluctantly; but she shook it off and tried to smile at it, and at her romantic recollections--at all of them.

She had something important to think of.

She passed the tobacconist's, and before her was that dark entrance to the wooden stairway leading up to Frincke's Business College--the very doorway she had always looked upon as the end of youth and the end of hope.

How often had she gone by there hating the dreary obscurity of that stairway; how often had she thought of this obscurity as something lying in weight to obliterate the footsteps of any girl who should ascend into the smokey darkness above! Never had she passed without those ominous imaginings of hers; pretty girls turning into old maids 'taking dictation'--old maids of a dozen different types, yet all looking a little like herself.

Well, she was here at last! She looked up and down the street quickly, and then, with a little heave of the shoulders, she went bravely in, under the sign, and began to climb the wooden steps. Half-way up the shadows were heaviest, but after that the place began to seem brighter. There was an open window overhead somewhere, she found; and the steps at the top were gay with sunshine."

I think it's a beautiful description of hopes and ambitions realized, and it's impressive that somebody would do that a hundred years ago about a young woman and not a young man. I think of that when I read about young women in the news who are being criticized for not managing their ambitions in ways that meet other people's understanding. It's a difficult destiny to be young, a difficult destiny to be young and female, and it's difficult to make your way in the world on your own, by yourself. Booth Tarkington thought about it a long time ago, and with all his flaws as a novelist, I don't know that anybody's thought about it better since, so Alice Adams, by Booth Tarkington.

Thanks so much for joining me on The David Frum Show today. Thanks so much for viewing or listening, whichever platform you use. I hope you will like and subscribe, share the program on the platforms you use. Remember, always, the best way to support the work of this podcast, if you're minded to do it, is to subscribe to The Atlantic. You can follow my work on The Atlantic by signing up for a David Frum alert on The Atlantic website. And to those of our listeners and viewers in the United States, I hope you will have a very happy Thanksgiving. And I look forward to seeing you next week back here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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The Great Mystery of Drumming

It's about the flow of Time, not just keeping the beat.

by James Parker

Wed, 26 Nov 2025


Dave Grohl of Nirvana and Foo Fighters, one of the few drummers to become a real rock star (Illustration by Liz Hart*)



Full disclosure: I play the drums. I play them every chance I get. Although my drumming career has served mainly as a steady education in my own shining mediocrity as a drummer, a reminder that I was put on this Earth for other things, I love hitting the goddamn drums. Left foot on the hi-hat pedal, right foot on the kick-drum pedal, left hand on the snare, right hand on the ride cymbal. When it starts to flow, you're like da Vinci's Vitruvian Man: You're in a holy circle of equilibrium, blissfully distributed, with consciousness diffused to your extremities.

How do you get better as a drummer? Well, you practice: You do the same thing over and over, slowly building muscle fiber while also experiencing, in your brain, the painless, clueless ache of a synapse trying to form. You get better by being in a band, by entering music as part of a volatile, multi-person, multi-addiction organism. And you get better, lastly, via the drummer's version of the grace of God--which is the jolt, the volt, the heavenly bolt, the electromotive impulse that flashes out from the playing of another, much greater drummer, and claims you.

John Lingan's superb Backbeats: A History of Rock and Roll in Fifteen Drummers is full of such moments. Moments of transmission--often via vinyl, occasionally in performance--when the creative spark zips and snaps across the pre-artistic darkness and some young drummer somewhere realizes that he's going to have to change his life. Dave Lombardo, pre-Slayer, listening in awe to Phil "Philthy Animal" Taylor pummeling through a relentless double-kick-drum pattern on the title track of Motorhead's Overkill. Jody Stephens, pre-Big Star, in the 17th row at a Led Zeppelin show in Memphis: John Bonham was "like a rocket, everyone else was just holding on." Tony Thompson, pre-Chic, watching the Mahavishnu Orchestra: "I saw Billy Cobham for the first time--and saw God ... It's still embedded in my soul seeing him play like that."

The drummer James Osterberg, before he became Iggy Pop, was infatuated with the bluesy playing of Sam Lay. (You can hear Lay's ghostly snare taps on Howlin' Wolf's "Little Red Rooster"; you can also hear him, four years later, tearing through the anarchic-ironic shuffle of Bob Dylan's "Highway 61 Revisited.") Osterberg made a young man's picaresque pilgrimage from Ann Arbor to Lay's house in Chicago. "His wife was very surprised that I was looking for him," he tells Legs McNeil and Gillian McCain in Please Kill Me: The Uncensored Oral History of Punk. "She said, 'Well, he's not here, but would you like some fried chicken?' "

My own little drum crisis/awakening came at the hands (and feet) of Dave Grohl, pre-Nirvana, when I saw him playing with the Washington, D.C., hardcore-punk band Scream. Grohl--skinny, 19 years old--was all attack, all emphasis. He drummed in italics. Simultaneously, there was something subliminal and almost unspeakable about his playing; as devastatingly correct as it was, he also seemed to be pulling information from a rhythmic grid more profound, more capacious, than the mere ticktocking of accurate time.

Because this is the great mystery of drumming: Time. Not just tempo, not just keeping the beat--the guitarist and the bassist can do that--but the drummer's musical relationship to the flow of Time itself. To the passing of all things, to the universe's rumble toward infinity. John Bonham's left foot on the hi-hat pedal--shick-shick-shick--has the cadence of Deep Time. It's Bonham's neurological signature: a lilt, an inflection, a swing that microscopically delays or distends the beat while also fulfilling it. Listen to "Whole Lotta Love," around 1:18, the start of the freak-out section. Listen to that hi-hat going up and down, up and down. Bonham, steady as he is, is not keeping time. He's releasing it.


John Bonham and Jimmy Page of the New Yardbirds perform in Denmark in September 1968, a month before the group was reborn as Led Zeppelin. (Jorgen Angel / Redferns)



His own rumble toward infinity was brief, fiery, and pocked with shadow. Lingan pairs him with the Who's Keith Moon: "Their drumming was an accurate reflection of each of their personalities--they were loud, they were destructive, they hurt and endangered people, and they both died young and violently from self-abuse." Here I think I might respectfully disagree. In both cases, the drumming, the art, transcended the personality.

Grohl and Bonham get a chapter each in Backbeats, as does--to my great delight--Earl Hudson from Bad Brains, a low-key powerhouse whose playing steered the shamanic flights of his brother, the band's front man, H.R., through the ether. The great session man Hal Blaine is also featured, and Clyde Stubblefield from James Brown's the J.B.'s, the author of the "Funky Drummer" beat that's since been looped through a thousand hip-hop tracks.

To nondrummers, many of these figures will be obscure. (One main counterexample is Grohl, who made himself a real rock star as the guitarist-vocalist of Foo Fighters.) This is largely the drummer's fate: to be felt but not seen. And this is the ambition of Lingan's book--to tell a story of rock-and-roll evolution from the back, from the bowels, from the under-realm of the creator-drummers. How have drummers responded to the increasing power and complexity of the music? How have they themselves increased that power and complexity? By the time we get to Dave Lombardo and Slayer's Reign in Blood, we are in a zone of Darwinian mutation, as Lombardo pulls off feats of speed and dexterity unimaginable--and probably terrifying--to his drumming forebears.

The sole female among Lingan's 15 selected drummers is Moe Tucker, of the Velvet Underground. Self-taught, self-willed--"I consciously, purposely, didn't learn more about drums because I didn't want to sound like anybody else"--Tucker fused steely minimalism with raw, repetitive impact. If any rock-and-roll drummer could be said to have made their drums drone, it's her. No crashing cymbals for Moe Tucker: not for her, the big-top vulgarity of those metallic exclamation points. And sometimes no downbeat--the ferocious shuffle she plays on "Run Run Run" is on the snare alone, its clattering, unmoored momentum working like a propellant on Lou Reed's storytelling. Ka-chunk-a-CHUNK-a-chunk-a-CHUNK ... The addicts are fiending around New York City, looking for a fix, a drag, a taste, anything. Maybe this was Tucker's special compact with Time--Time as narrative; Time as unfolding drama.


Moe Tucker of the Velvet Underground, known for fusing steely minimalism with raw impact to produce her signature drone (Gijsbert Hanekroot / Redferns)



And one last thing about Time: Of all the members of the band, it comes for the drummer first. Guitars get heavier as you get older, high notes harder to hit, but the drummer pays a private tax to mortality. The drummer's strength goes faster. Exactly how fast depends, to a degree, on the music. Metal drumming is famously punishing, and high-speed punk rock, as Lingan writes, "has always survived on heroic drumming. Someone has to sustain that pulse." But even the mid-tempo drummer will have their moments of naked endurance. A 2008 study of Blondie's Clem Burke revealed that, during live sets, he played with the stamina of an athlete, burning about 600 calories over the course of an 82-minute show. Many bands, when they re-form for their 20th- or 30th-anniversary tours, have a new man, younger and stronger, on drums.

From the November 2015 issue: James Parker on the twilight of the headbangers

So what's a jowly old superannuated drummer to do? How do you stay on that drum stool and keep playing that funky/punky/heavy/wicky-wacky whatever-it-is? Well, you stop thrashing. You move more precisely; you breathe more deeply; you manage your force more shrewdly. You measure the dosage of power in every stroke. You use, in a word, technique. It's like life.



* Lead-image source: Kevin Nixon / Classic Rock Magazine / Future Publishing / Getty

This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "Respect the Drummer."
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The Misunderstanding of Perfidia

In <em>One Battle After Another</em>,<em> </em>the character leans into--and away from--stereotype, to brash effect.

by Anna Holmes

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




This article contains light spoilers for One Battle After Another.

One of the most memorable images from One Battle After Another, Paul Thomas Anderson's film about the activities of a paramilitary vigilante group, comes early on, when we see a very pregnant woman standing in a field and taking target practice with an assault rifle.

It is also, as the Warner Bros. marketing department no doubt understands, one of the most provocative. There's, of course, that rifle. There's that abdomen, against which the butt of the rifle rests: a belly so swollen that the woman looks close to going into labor. And then there's the woman herself, Perfidia Beverly Hills (played by Teyana Taylor), a Black revolutionary who mixes politics and pleasure with brash abandon.

"Pussy ain't for fun. This is the fun. The guns is the fucking fun," she says to a female compatriot of the French 75, the armed leftist organization that they're members of, which is waging war against an authoritarian U.S. government and shadowy white-supremacist forces. She's deadly serious. Shortly after, we watch that same compatriot, the minidress-wearing "Junglepussy," as she stalks back and forth atop a counter in a bank that the French 75 is robbing to fund its efforts. "This is what power looks like!" she roars. A few seconds later, as if issuing a riposte to Stokely Carmichael's 1960s contention that the only position for women in the civil-rights movement is "prone," she makes the implicit explicit: "I am what Black power looks like!"

Read: A movie that touches one raw nerve after another

The French 75, from what we can see, is made up primarily of Black women, which means that members such as Perfidia are the most visible avatars of the group's revolution; their gender and race, their desires and idiosyncrasies, are inextricable from their capabilities and commitment to the cause. And their prominence in the film has prompted debate about whether they resurrect hoary tropes or complicate them. In truth, Perfidia and her comrades stretch beyond any easy interpretations of Black female sexuality--and maternity--on the big screen.

That their presence reads as provocation has to do with old and enduring stereotypes about aggressive Black women, which Anderson is definitely playing with. Perfidia, in particular, is very plainly aroused by power and authority--her own as well as other people's. Hers is the first face we encounter in what is a nearly three-hour film; when we meet her, she is in a love affair with a greasy-haired explosives expert, a seemingly reluctant revolutionary she calls "Ghetto Pat" (Leonardo DiCaprio).

Pat serves as a chronically bewildered Clyde to Perfidia's unshakable Bonnie, but his technical mastery, used in service of their political aims, appears to excite her. In one scene, we see her reclined on a couch, observing Pat as he fiddles with wires and explains the concept of a closed circuit, oblivious to the downward creep of her hand toward her crotch. Another evening, at twilight, Perfidia and Pat have planted a bomb at the base of a transmission tower somewhere in the desert. Perfidia pushes him against the rear of their getaway car and all but envelopes him, her overt desire an amusingly timed footnote to their vigilanteism. !Viva la revolucion!

Much less amusing is Perfidia's engagement with a far more malevolent depiction of white masculinity: a colonel named Steven J. Lockjaw (Sean Penn). Early in the film, Perfidia bursts into Lockjaw's trailer at the migrant-detention center he oversees near the U.S.-Mexico border, trains a gun on him, steals his hat, declares her intentions--"free borders, free bodies, free choices"--and demands that he get an erection before perp-walking him out into the night. (A self-professed connoisseur of "Black girls," Lockjaw seems more than happy to comply.)

Lockjaw soon becomes a man obsessed: Perfidia's humiliation of him appears to both enrage and excite him, and he vows to hunt her down. He keeps his word. Shortly after the French 75's breach of the detention center, Lockjaw surveils her from his car, peering at her through binoculars. In this scene, he's an aroused spectator, his gaze directed squarely at her ass and hips. The moment no doubt contributes to the interpretation by some that the camera "leers" at Perfidia, though, to me, the fetishization clearly seems to come from Lockjaw's perspective. (Or, as Taylor put it in a recent interview, "Is that not what Black women go through?")

The respectability politics that trail women of color--including the notion that Black women are angry--thread through One Battle After Another: Perfidia certainly does not mute herself in the service of making her actions more palatable, even at the expense of those around her. But the film's sexual politics are what seem like the real third rail: Some critics of the film have seized on the dynamic between Perfidia and Lockjaw as evidence of Anderson's fidelity to old ideas about Black female sexuality being all-encompassing, dangerous, or, as one writer suggested, jezebellian.

What Anderson has done--giving a measure of primacy to Perfidia's sex life and connecting it directly to her work as a revolutionary--is indeed risky. Black women have long been pathologized as insatiable and objects of sexual intrigue and fixation. And though Perfidia may not be defined by her sexuality, she is certainly animated by it, and its relationship to power. We are meant to understand that sex is not just a physical act for Perfidia, but also an intellectual exercise in the erotic, in what Audre Lorde described as "the lifeforce of women": an exploration of her own agency--as a Black woman, as a revolutionary, and, to a degree, as a means of reproduction.

The film, ultimately, does not seem to be saying one thing about Perfidia but many things, including that she wields her sexuality for influence and leverage, which she uses to save herself. A scene that shows Perfidia and Lockjaw in a hotel room is highly sexualized though also inconclusive--who is getting off on whom?--much like the relationship between the two characters throughout the movie. You could also say that Anderson, who often shoots Taylor from below, is drawing attention to how her character is navigating the very tropes that some have criticized the film for indulging.

Perfidia displays a measure of dominance that is usually reserved for white-male cinematic heroes. Indeed, late in the film, Lockjaw, who (spoiler!) we learn is actually the father of Perfidia's daughter, covers for his relationship with Perfidia by accusing her of assaulting him in order to have his child. "The enemy employed deception," Lockjaw tells a group of white supremacists whose secret society he is desperate to join. "I was drugged. And while unconscious, my brain was not working, but my power was, and I believe it was taken advantage of." That even Lockjaw's presumed lie places Perfidia in the domineering position highlights the ambiguous power plays embedded in their dynamic.

Taylor, in a recent interview with The Guardian, explained that even she isn't sure whether her character's relationship with Lockjaw is driven by lust, love, or manipulation. This fuzziness makes for an uncomfortable and maybe even confusing interpretation of her sexuality, but that's part of the point. After all, Perfidia explodes other archetypes, too--for instance, abdicating her roles as a mother and romantic partner to continue her work. "I'm not your mother," Perfidia tells Pat before she leaves him and her baby daughter behind. "You want your power over me for the same reason you want your power over the world. You and your crumbling male ego will never do this revolution like me."

Perfidia ups and leaves a second time too. Eventually in witness protection after being apprehended for the murder of a bank security guard and pressured to rat out her fellow comrades, she flees her safe house and is never seen on-screen again. This might be the development for which criticisms of Anderson's treatment of Perfidia ring most true: Except for a letter that Perfidia sends to her daughter, which we hear in voice-over--"Hello from the other side of the shadows," she writes--we have no sense of what has happened to a character whose deep urgency drives the story forward in the first place. Is she still abroad? Is she dead? ("I buried her," Lockjaw says in one scene, somewhat cryptically.) A woman who, in the beginning, was so embodied--in herself, in her politics, in her anger, in her sexuality--is made discarnate in the end.
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A War on Facts About Thanksgiving Dinner

We don't need to do this every year.

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




There's a fairy tale about Thanksgiving that gets refuted every fall. Does eating turkey really make you fall asleep? When science writers check in with the experts, they always get the same response: No, no, no, and no. Also no and no.

These holiday debunkers tell you what the science says: Turkey meat is not a sedative. They tell you what the studies show: Drumsticks don't produce fatigue. And then they take another step, however ill-advised: They lay out different reasons Thanksgiving dinner might be sleep inducing. Even as these stories bust the turkey-coma myth, they end up replacing it with other fables.

The trouble began nearly half a century ago. It started with warm milk--a sleep aid that was the subject of its own lightly flavored brand of science journalism. Was it true that a mug of milk could help you go to sleep? Yes, the experts said, because milk has tryptophan! This one amino acid worked something like a natural "sleeping pill," a psychiatry professor told The New York Times in 1983. "Once again," the Times said, "an old wives' tale, the one about warm milk before bedtime, has received scientific support."

Indeed, a tryptophanic fever was about to spread across America. By the end of the decade, tryptophan was being widely sold in supplements as a treatment for insomnia; an aid for beating jet leg; and also a fix for depression, PMS, and drug dependence. (Tryptophan was even talked about as a suicide preventive.) To explain its wondrous potency, scientists noted that when tryptophan made its way into the brain, it could be converted into the neurotransmitter serotonin. According to the thinking of the time, serotonin was the molecule of relaxation and well-being. Early studies seemed to show that it led to sleep.

Turkey, too, contains some tryptophan. Thus the sleepy-turkey myth was born. But even from the start, experts knew the theory had some complications. In the first place--as every Thanksgiving-myth-debunking article notes--turkey doesn't have a lot of tryptophan. In fact, almost every other kind of meat has more. One serving of turkey breast contains 244 milligrams of tryptophan; one serving of clams contains 243. You'll get less tryptophan from turkey, ounce for ounce, than you will from octopus or cheddar cheese. And in the second place, even taking high-dose tryptophan supplements doesn't seem to do so much for sleep. (In 2017, the American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommended against the use of tryptophan as a treatment for insomnia on account of its "absence of demonstrated efficacy.")

If only that could be the end of it. The early experts on the topic had laid out some other dietary theories of ensleepification. Tryptophan was soporific, the MIT neuroendocrinologist Richard Wurtman and his colleagues said, but its effects were limited by the degree to which it crossed the blood-brain barrier. Other nutrients from foods could get in its way. But Wurtman, who died in 2022, found that when you ingest a bunch of carbohydrates, the resulting spike of insulin can shunt away the amino acids that normally compete with tryptophan. As he saw it, carbs have a "sedating effect" in the human diet, by helping tryptophan to make its way from the gut into the brain. If it seemed as though a mug of warm, protein-rich milk was helping people get to sleep, that's because they must also have been eating cake.

Wurtman was already floating this idea--let's call it the sleepy-carbs hypothesis--in the early 1980s, and it has been repeated in the press ever since. Almost all articles about the turkey-coma myth now point at carbohydrate-heavy side dishes, the sweet potatoes and the pie, and claim that these Thanksgiving foods, not the turkey, really knock you out.

This merely swaps one highly suspect notion for another. Studies find that meals with lots of carbohydrates don't really make you sleepy. (They may have some small effects on how you sleep, such as an increase in the time you spend in REM, the dreaming phase.) More to the point, the old idea that serotonin is a simple, sleep-promoting signal in the brain is fully out of fashion; later research found that serotonin may also be a potent source of wakefulness, and that its function in the sleep-wake cycle is both complicated and diverse.

Nutritionists may now be more inclined to look at melatonin, a hormone that is synthesized (like serotonin) from dietary tryptophan. One line of research looks at whether sour cherries or beefsteak tomatoes might be useful as a sleep aid, because these foods are known to be rich in naturally occurring melatonin. When taken as a supplement, melatonin seems to have a small effect on sleep onset and sleep quality; when taken as a tomato, it may also have some benefits. That said, the American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommends against the use of melatonin as a treatment for insomnia for a similar reason that it recommends against tryptophan: insufficient evidence of clinically meaningful results.

In short, all the science here is pretty weak. Yet the turkey-myth debunkers pile on the speculations. The sleepy-carbs hypothesis is just the start. What accounts for post-Thanksgiving lethargy? Many experts blame the fact that we're consuming so much food, and overeating makes you tired on its own. (Some even cite the old-fashioned and unlikely notion that heavy digestion deprives your brain of oxygen.) But the evidence that people are more inclined to fall asleep, for any reason, after pigging out--that they experience what's known among the cognoscenti as "postprandial somnolence"--is equivocal, at best.

This is science--and this is science journalism--of the sort that only makes you dumber the more of it you read. Here are some other reasons you might feel tired after eating dinner on Thanksgiving: You have consumed some alcoholic beverages; you have traveled a long distance; you have gotten trapped in some exhausting conversation with your cousin's wife. Also maybe this: Dinner time is over, and the sky is dark, and a lot of time has passed since the last time you were sleeping.

And allow me to lay out one final possibility: What if Thanksgiving dinner doesn't even make you sleepy in the first place? Could the very basis for the turkey-coma myth, and for all of its debunkings, be a sham? I could find no data to suggest that the Thanksgiving-meal effect is real. "Nobody's tested this," Faris Zuraikat, a nutrition and sleep scientist at Columbia University, told me when I called him for this story. So here we are today, dressing up a folk belief about the holiday with pseudoscientific rationales. It's a pointless and exhausting project. We should be thankful if it ends.
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A Photo Appreciation of America's National Wildlife Refuges

Since 1903, the United States has established more than 580 National Wildlife Refuges, designating a diverse array of lands and waters as protected areas for plants and wildlife.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 26 Nov 2025


A bison walks through the Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge in Colorado, with the Denver skyline visible in the background. (Matt Dirksen / iStockphoto / Getty)




Snow geese take flight in the Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge in New Mexico in winter. (Vicki Jauron / Babylon and Beyond Photography / Getty)




Wild ponies drink and graze in the Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge on December 18, 2018, in Accomack County, Virginia. (Matt McClain / The Washington Post / Getty)




Fish gather around coral in the lagoon surrounding Rose Atoll Marine National Monument and National Wildlife Refuge, the easternmost island of American Samoa. (Ian Shive / Planet Pix / ZUMA Wire / Reuters)




Steep mountains rise above the Joshua Green River Valley in Alaska's Izembek National Wildlife Refuge. A group of tribal governments and environmental organizations filed several lawsuits this month against the Trump administration, trying to block recent actions that would allow a road to be built through the wildlife refuge. (Kristine Sowl / ZUMA Wire / Reuters)




An adult harbor seal watches over a pup as they lay out along the Newark Slough in the Don Edwards San Francisco Bay National Wildlife Refuge in Fremont, California. (Aric Crabb / Staff / ZUMA Wire / Reuters)




A black skimmer glides above the water in Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge in Florida on February 9, 2025. (Bruce Bennett / Getty)




A herd of elk grazes in the Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge, on the Missouri River in northern Montana. (John Morrison / Getty)




Blackbirds fly over Cibola National Wildlife Refuge in Yuma, Arizona, on February 22, 2023. (Qian Weizhong / VCG / Getty)




A view of the Hanalei National Wildlife Refuge, on the island of Kaua`i, Hawaii (Ingrid Land / 500px / Getty)




Green sea turtles come ashore to lay eggs in the Midway Atoll National Wildlife Refuge on Midway Atoll. (David Patte / Planet Pix / ZUMA Wire / Reuters)




A polar bear walks across snow in Alaska's Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. (Sylvain Cordier / Gamma-Rapho / Getty)




A pod of orcas swims through Uganik Bay in Alaska's Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge. (Laura Hedien / Getty)




A heron wades in shallow water in the Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge in Titusville, Florida. (Stan Honda / AFP / Getty)




Phill and Elizabeth Frias walk along the Cypress Swamp Boardwalk in the Arthur R. Marshall Loxahatchee National Wildlife Refuge in Palm Beach County, Florida. (Susan Stocker / South Florida Sun-Sentinel / Tribune News Service / Getty)




Canada geese swim in Lower Klamath Lake, with Mount Shasta in the distance, in California's Lower Klamath National Wildlife Refuge. (VW Pics / Universal Images Group / Getty)




A coyote hides in reeds while hunting in Seedskadee National Wildlife Refuge in Sweetwater County, Wyoming. (Tom Koerner / Planet Pix / ZUMA Wire / Reuters)




A snowy owl stands on a beach in Parker River National Wildlife Refuge on Plum Island in Massachusetts. (KenCanning / iStockphoto / Getty)




A manatee swims through Three Sisters Springs in the Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge in Citrus County, Florida. (James R. D. Scott / Getty)




A tree swallow takes flight from a red-hot-poker bloom in the Oregon Coast National Wildlife Refuge Complex near Eugene, Oregon. (Peter Pearsall / Planet Pix / ZUMA Wire / Reuters)




A woman watches snow geese fly over Loess Bluffs National Wildlife Refuge in Mound City, Missouri. (Charlie Riedel / AP)
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'Grandparenting on Eggshells'

Many parents are teaching their children that they don't owe their relatives hugs--which means new rules for everyone.

by Rheana Murray

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




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

When I was growing up, my family routinely told me to "give Grandma a kiss" or "hug your uncle goodbye." At the time, I never resisted these directions--or even thought all that much about them; to do so would have been impolite.

Many parents today, though, are taking a different approach: Hugs and kisses are not required. Neither is sitting on someone's lap, or being tickled, cuddled, or picked up when you don't want to be. These parents believe that kids don't owe anyone physical affection, and that they have the right to say no--or to offer a high five or fist bump instead.

By teaching children that they can choose whom they hug, parents hope to instill in them a sense of agency, and remind them that consent matters, both for themselves and for other people. But in some families, these new rules have caused friction--especially with grandparents.

Last year, the Washington Post advice columnist Carolyn Hax addressed a grandma who was hurt when her 7-year-old granddaughter began rebuffing her hugs. (Hax had little sympathy, telling the writer that forcing hugs should be "unthinkable.") On Reddit, parents vent about grandparents who insist on physical affection even when kids say no. The parents I spoke with told me about grandparents saying things like "I'm gonna steal a hug" and "Where's my huggy-huggy?" while their grandchildren recoiled from their open arms. Becky Kennedy, the psychologist and parenting influencer best known as "Dr. Becky," told me that she comes across this issue "all the time." Grandparents might interpret the rules as "rejecting or rude," she said, but parents are merely trying to teach kids that "connection and love do not require you to ignore your own needs." And that generational divide isn't always easy to overcome.





In the late 2010s, as the #MeToo movement brought discussions about sexual assault into the mainstream, conversations among parents about consent picked up momentum. Talking to kids about bodily autonomy is nothing new, but the cultural context gave the dialogue a new level of urgency. Andrea Bastiani Archibald, a psychologist and former Girl Scouts executive, told me that around that time, the Girl Scouts began fielding lots of questions regarding how to teach girls about agency, and wound up issuing guidance for parents. "  Telling your child that she owes someone a hug either just because she hasn't seen this person in a while or because they gave her a gift," the organization's website says, "can set the stage for her questioning whether she 'owes' another person any type of physical affection."

That line of thinking gained credence among more people as COVID highlighted the importance of asking before touching or getting close to someone. And it has continued to resonate with parents who embrace child-rearing philosophies that emphasize validating children's feelings. Much gentle-parenting advice, for example, explicitly recommends giving children choices--so asking whether a kid wants a hug or a high five naturally fits into that framework.

Read: The unspoken wedge between parents and grandparents

Still, putting this into practice with family members who grew up with different norms can be complicated. Grandparents might argue that urging a grandchild to hug them won't ruin that kid's childhood. (After all, they might say, I was told to hug my grandparents, and I turned out fine.) But there is truth to the idea that, as Archibald told me, over time, those "micro-moments" can teach kids that what they're feeling in their body doesn't matter. And, for some families, counteracting that message begins at home.

The goal isn't to discourage hugs--many parents I've spoken with say their kids are eager to embrace their friends and family. The children just want to do so on their own terms. Sometimes they need time to warm up to their grandparents after a long period apart. Jennifer Cannon, a grandmother in Harrison Township, New Jersey, said that her 2- and 5-year-old grandkids sometimes hesitate around her when she first comes to visit, but usually it takes only a day before "they're climbing all over me and we're snuggling." In other cases, grandparents might find they're getting fewer hugs and more high fives. But, as multiple grandparents told me, if the hugs do happen, they carry more weight--because, unlike the embraces of obligation doled out in earlier generations, these feel real.





To a certain degree, a little resistance to the new rules of family affection may be inevitable. Generational clashes in parenting are age-old, and some grandparents are bound to take any changes in caregiving patterns as a "criticism or an affront to how they did things," Kennedy told me. These clashes may be especially heated in the age of intensive parenting, in which some parents intently monitor not only their kids but also anyone who spends time with them--grandparents included.

The result in many families, Kerry Byrne, the founder of the Long Distance Grandparent, a business focused on helping grandparents build relationships with their grandchildren, told me, is a whole lot of rules for grandparents to follow. The strictures govern what gifts kids are allowed, the foods they can eat, the words to use around them (and those to avoid), the schedule to adhere to, screen-time limits (if screen time is allowed)--and, now, how to greet their grandchild. She said she worries that some parents have "gone wild with boundaries," and that many grandparents are "grandparenting on eggshells."

Parents can run the risk of overcorrection. Navigating so many rules can be confusing and "emotionally wearing" for grandparents, Byrne told me. And Anita Stewart, a psychologist and parenting expert, told me that focusing too much on consent and giving people space could hint to children that physical touch is something to avoid. She worries that repeatedly asking if kids want to hug someone could "create a problem that wouldn't have been there otherwise." Maybe the child does want to hug Grandma, she said, but now feels like that's the wrong choice. But as long as parents let kids take the lead, she told me, there doesn't seem to be a risk of children internalizing the wrong message.

Read: One obvious, underused child-care solution

Most grandparents want to do what's best for their grandkids, but they don't always know what that is. Parents aren't always the best at explaining the logic behind their rules, DeeDee Moore, the founder of the grandparenting website More Than Grand, told me. Moore said, for instance, that she once heard from a grandma who "felt like she was being asked to do something unnatural" in asking her grandchild for a hug. But when Moore told the grandma why it was important to respect children's bodily autonomy, the grandma's attitude changed. "That makes so much sense," she told Moore. "I wish my daughter had told me why."

Even when grandparents do understand the rules, it can take time to change old habits. When Wendy Leccese, a grandmother in Mooresville, North Carolina, heard from her daughter that she would need to start asking her grandson for hugs, she understood the reasoning right away. But actually following the rule took a bit of an adjustment, she said: Her husband would try to cajole their 3- and 5-year-old grandsons into giving hugs, and their daughter had to step in and remind him to not pressure them. Leccese herself still sometimes automatically goes in for a hug, but she's learned to back off when she feels her grandson's body tense up. Ultimately, she told me she's proud of her daughter's generation for teaching children that they have power over their own body, something she never felt as a girl.

Of course, the possibility of kids saying no might be painful for some grandparents. Byrne told me that a common reaction from the grandparents she counsels is: "Wow, it's really hard when the child chooses a high five over a hug." Some parents told me they struggled with a sense of rejection too. Hillary Lopes, a mom of 7-year-old triplets in New York's Hudson Valley region, said that when one of her sons said he didn't want to be kissed on the lips anymore, "it broke my heart in a small way." But alongside her tenderness was pride: She was happy he felt comfortable telling her that.
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The Fear Taking Hold Among Indiana Republicans

"I'd rather my house not get firebombed."

by Russell Berman

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




On Monday I spoke with a Republican member of Indiana's legislature who opposes President Donald Trump's push for the state to redraw its congressional map to gain two GOP seats and help the party hold its House majority in next year's midterm elections. Trump, with support from Indiana's Republican governor, Mike Braun, has vowed to back primary challengers against members of the GOP who are, for now, blocking the redistricting plan. The lawmaker I spoke with asked that I not publish his name. He isn't worried about Trump's political wrath; he doesn't plan to run for reelection. His fear of speaking out is much more personal: "I'd rather my house not get firebombed," he told me by phone.

Such a worry is not as far-fetched as it might sound--not in an America that has seen an eruption of political violence over the past few years, and not in Indiana over the past few weeks. Republicans in the state have faced a wave of "swatting" incidents, in which a false call to emergency services draws a police response, for not endorsing the redistricting plan. (Braun said he and his family have also received threats.)

Indiana lawmakers have reported other apparent attempts at intimidation, including at least one bomb threat, as well as subtler forms of harassment. Not all of them have been made public. Earlier this month, the Republican I interviewed was returning home from an evening walk and saw a Domino's Pizza car parked out front. The delivery was under his name, with his home address, but he had not ordered it. The phone number that was given to the delivery driver was not his. The confirmation that no one in his family ordered it came when he asked the driver what was on the pizza: sausage and pepperoni. "We don't eat meat," he told me with a laugh, "so none of us ordered that pizza." When the lawmaker later called the number affiliated with the order, it went to the state police in Indianapolis. Hoax pizza deliveries have been a favored tactic of MAGA supporters who have tried to enforce loyalty to Trump and his agenda. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia reported a similar incident before she abruptly announced her resignation from Congress. "The whole idea is, We know who you are. We know where you live," the Indiana lawmaker said. "They're trying to intimidate us."

So far, Trump's heavy-handed pressure campaign and the anonymous harassment directed toward Indiana Republicans have not worked. The White House wants the state legislature to adopt a new congressional map that would make Republicans the favorites to win the two House seats currently held by Democrats. (Republicans already have the other seven.) Although a majority of the GOP-controlled general assembly reportedly backs the idea, the state Senate has balked. The senate initially flouted Braun's move to call a special session of the legislature next month to consider redistricting. Its president pro tempore, Rodric Bray, opposes redistricting and has said the proposal lacks the votes to pass, but he announced on Tuesday that the senate would return next month to render "a final decision" on the idea.

Indiana is only the latest red state to resist Trump's demand that it join a gerrymandering arms race against Democratic-led states like California. The administration launched this campaign over the summer by leaning on Republicans in the Texas legislature to approve a map that could wipe out as many as five Democratic-held seats in the state's House delegation. GOP lawmakers in Missouri and North Carolina soon followed, but the redistricting effort has stalled elsewhere. Kansas Republicans announced earlier this month that they lacked the votes to enact a map that would eliminate a Democratic-leaning House seat in and around Kansas City.

In Ohio, Republicans struck a deal with Democrats that only marginally improves the GOP's chances of picking up two additional seats. Meanwhile, California voters earlier this month overwhelmingly approved a ballot measure to redraw the state's House map and hand Democrats as many as five new seats. Democrats in Virginia launched their own redistricting push that could yield the party multiple GOP-held seats. And last week, a federal judge ruled that the GOP's new Texas map was unconstitutional, throwing the party's biggest redistricting win into doubt. (The Supreme Court has paused the ruling while it considers whether to take the case.)

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans' 

Trump's drive to padlock the Republicans' House majority may be backfiring, and it could be Democrats who emerge from the gerrymandering war with more seats. As the administration's bravado has turned to desperation and anger, Trump has put even more pressure on Indiana Republicans to deliver. Vice President J. D. Vance traveled to the state last month to lobby lawmakers, and the president has been calling out individual legislators by name in his Truth Social feed.

Republicans hold a 40-10 supermajority in the Indiana Senate, so the aversion to Trump's push is not limited to a few renegade members. Several opponents have criticized the plan on the grounds that Indiana should not redraw its maps in the middle of the decade; the Constitution calls for reapportionment of representatives among the states to be done after the decennial Census. "I'm not inclined to ever redistrict mid-decade," the lawmaker told me. He said he voted with other Republicans to enact the state's current congressional map after the 2020 Census. "What has changed from the Census five years ago that would lead us to redistrict today?" the legislator asked. "Nothing has changed."

The president's purely political argument--"they could be depriving Republicans of a majority in the House," he wrote of the idea's GOP critics in Indiana--isn't persuasive to this legislator. "Other states need to do what they want to do, but I don't think it makes sense for them to do it either." The lawmaker said Republicans should be trying to win elections on the merits, not through gerrymandering: "If you're not confident enough in your policies that you think that it's going to have a negative impact on your politics, then maybe you need to be doing something different."

This lawmaker was hardly alone among Republican opponents of Trump's redistricting push in Indiana who were reluctant to speak publicly. None of the critics I contacted over the past week would agree to an on-the-record interview. Supporters of the president's plan, by contrast, were less reticent. "It's not unconstitutional, it's not illegal, and it's not immoral," Beau Baird, a GOP state representative, said of redistricting. Baird is also the Republican Party chair of Putnam County; his father, Jim Baird, has represented the area in Congress since 2019. The younger Baird told me that he wanted Republicans to draw a maximally favorable House map after the 2020 Census but that the party ended up favoring a less aggressive approach. He was initially hesitant to revisit the district lines in the middle of the decade, but he told me he came around to the idea pretty quickly. "I believe that it is important that we do it, and we do it now," Baird said.

Read: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

Indiana's entire GOP House delegation is publicly backing the redistricting effort, as is Senator Jim Banks. (The state's senior senator, Republican Todd Young, has said only that he "supports our state legislators and trusts their judgment" on the issue.) Representative Marlin Stutzman, a Republican in his second stint in Congress, justified the proposal to sweep Democrats entirely out of the state's delegation by pointing to New England, where not a single Republican across six states is serving in the House. "I would argue that the Democrats have been doing this much longer than Republicans have, and President Trump has just finally shown the Republican Party how to fight back and play the same game," Stutzman told me.

Baird told me that when he recently spoke to a group of about 100 Republican constituents, the crowd initially seemed opposed to redistricting but emerged supportive after he made his argument in favor. Stutzman predicted that if redistricting were put before the voters--as Democrats in California did earlier this month--Hoosiers would endorse the idea. Other Republicans, however, say public opinion is running in the opposite direction.

In a statement earlier this month, State Senator Kyle Walker said he informally surveyed his constituents and found that 93 percent were against redistricting, leading him to oppose the plan. The lawmaker I spoke with asked an aide to tally up the emails and voicemails his office had received from constituents expressing a view on redistricting over the past few months. (The office did not actively solicit opinions on the issue.) The results floored him. Out of a total of nearly 400 constituents who called and wrote, just eight voiced support for redistricting; the rest were opposed.

It might seem that such strong public backing would embolden a politician to take a more forthright stand against their own party--especially one who does not plan to be on the ballot again. But police are still patrolling the streets around his house and neighborhood. The threat has not yet passed, and an elected state legislator still does not feel safe in publicly crossing the president. "It's a sad testament to our politics right now," he told me.
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Welcome to the Slopverse

Generative AI isn't hallucinatory. It is multiversal.

by Ian Bogost

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Bill Lowery, a sales executive, is confused when a workmate asks where he should take a date out for dinosaur. "You're planning to take this girl out for dinosaur?" Lowery asks. "That's right," the colleague responds, totally nonchalant. Lowery presses him, agitated: "Wait a minute. You're saying dinosaur? What is this, some sort of new-wave expression or something--saying dinosaur instead of lunch?" When Lowery returns home later in the day, his wife reports on their sick son while buttering a slice of bread. "He's so pale and awfully congested--and he didn't touch his dinosaur when I took it in to him." The salesman loses it.



This is the premise of "Wordplay," an episode of the 1980s reboot of The Twilight Zone. As time progresses, people around Lowery begin speaking in an even more jumbled manner, using familiar words in unfamiliar ways. Eventually, Lowery resigns himself to relearning English from his son's ABC book. The last scene shows him running his hands over an illustration of a dog, underneath which is printed the word Wednesday.



"Wordplay" offers a lesson on the nature of error: Small and inconspicuous changes to the norm can be more disorienting and dangerous than larger, wholesale ones. For that reason, the episode also has something to teach about truth and falsehood in ChatGPT and other such generative-AI products. By now everyone knows that large language models--or LLMs, the systems underlying chatbots--tend to invent things. They make up legal cases and recommend nonexistent software. People call these "hallucinations," and that seems at first blush like a sensible metaphor: The chatbot appears to be delusional, confidently asserting the unreal as real.



But this is the wrong idea. Hallucination implies that a mistake is being made under a false belief. But an LLM doesn't believe the "false" information it presents to be true. It doesn't "believe" anything at all. Instead, an LLM predicts the next word in a sentence based on patterns that it has learned from consuming extremely large quantities of text. An LLM does not think, nor does it know. It interprets a new pattern based on its interpretation of a previous one. A chatbot is only ever chaining together credible guesses.

Read: The AI mirage

In "Wordplay," Lowery is driven mad not because he is being lied to--his colleague and wife really do think the word for lunch is dinosaur, just like a chatbot will sometimes assert that glue belongs on pizza. Lowery is driven mad because the world he inhabits is suddenly just a bit off, deeply familiar but jolted from time to time with nonsense that everyone else perceives as normal. Old words are fabricated with new meanings.



AI does invent things, but not in the sense of hallucinating, of seeing something that isn't there. Fabrication can mean "lying," or it can mean "construction." An LLM does the latter. It makes new prose from the statistical raw materials of old prose. The invented legal case and the made-up software are not actual things in the real universe but credible--even plausible--entities in an alternate universe. They are, in another word, fictional.



Chatbots are convincing because the fictional worlds they present are highly plausible. And they are plausible because the predictive work that an LLM does is extremely effective. This is true when chatbots make outright errors, and it's also true when they respond to imaginative prompts. This distinctive machinery demands a better metaphor: It is not hallucinatory but multiversal. When generative AI presents fabricated information, it opens a path to another reality for the user; it multiverses rather than hallucinates. The fictions that result, many so small and meaningless, can be accepted without much trouble.



The multiverse trope--which presents the idea of branching, alternate versions of reality--was once relegated to theoretical physics, esoteric science fiction, and fringe pop culture. But it became widespread in mass-market media. Multiverses are everywhere in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. Rick and Morty has one, as do Everything Everywhere All at Once and Dark Matter. The alternate universes depicted in fiction set the expectation that multiverses are spectacular, involving wormholes and portals into literal, physical parallel worlds. It seems we got stupid chatbots instead, though the basic idea is the same. The nonexistent legal case that AI suggests could exist in a very similar universe parallel to our own. So could the fictional software.



The multiversal nature of LLM-generated text is easy to see when you use chatbots to do conceptual blending, the novel fusion of disparate topics. I can ask ChatGPT to produce a Charles Bukowski poem about Labubu and it gives me lines like, "The clerk said, they call it art toy, / like that explained anything. / Thirty bucks for a goblin that grins / like it knows the world's already over." Even as I know with certainty that Buk never wrote such a poem, the result is plausible; I can imagine a possible world in which the poet and the goblin toy coexisted, and this material resulted from their encounter. But running such a gut check against every single sentence or reference an LLM offers would be overwhelming--especially given that increasing efficiency is a major reason to use an LLM. Chatbots flood the zone with possible worlds--"slopworlds," we might call them, together composing a slopverse.

Read: AI's real hallucination problem

The slopverse worsens the better the LLMs become. Think about it in terms of multiversal fiction: The most terrifying or uncanny alternate universes are the ones that appear extremely similar to the known world, with small changes. In "Wordplay," language is far more threatening to Bill Lowery because familiar words have shifted meanings, rather than English having been replaced by a totally different language. In Dark Matter, a parallel-universe version of Chicago as a desolate wasteland is more obviously counterfactual--and thus less uncanny--than a parallel universe in which the main character's wife had not given up her career as an artist to have children. Parallel universes that wildly diverge from accepted reality are easily processed as absurd or fantastical--like the universe in Everything Everywhere All at Once where people have fingers made of hot dogs--and familiar ones convey subtler lessons of contingency, possibility, and regret.



Near universes such as the one Lowery occupies in The Twilight Zone can create empathy and unease, the uncanny truth that life could be almost the same yet profoundly different. But the trick works only because the audience knows that those worlds are counterfactual (and they know because the stories tell them directly). Not so for AI chatbots, which leave the matter a puzzle. Worse, LLMs are functional rather than narrative multiverses--they produce ideas, symbols, and solutions that are actually put to use.



The internet already acclimated users to this state of affairs, even before LLMs came on the scene. When one searches for something on Google, the resulting websites are not necessarily the best or most accurate but the most popular (along with some that have paid to be promoted by the search engine). Their information might be correct, but it need not be in order to rise to the top. Searching for goods on Amazon or other online retailers yields results of a kind, but not necessarily the right ones. Likewise, social-media sites such as Facebook, X, and TikTok surface content that might be engaging but isn't necessarily correct in every, or any, way.



People were misled by media long before the internet, of course, but they have been even more since it arrived. For two decades now, almost everything people see online has been potentially incorrect, untrustworthy, or otherwise decoupled from reality. Every internet user has had to run a hand-rolled, probabilistic analysis of everything they've seen online, testing its plausibility for risks of deception or flimflam. The slopverse simply expands that situation--and massively, down to every utterance.



Faced with the problems a slopverse poses, AI proponents would likely make the same argument they do about hallucinations: that eventually, the data, training processes, and architecture will improve, increasing accuracy and reducing multiversal schism. Maybe so.



But another worse and perhaps more likely possibility exists: that no matter how much the technology improves, it will do so only asymptotically, making the many multiverses every chat interaction spawns more and more difficult to distinguish from the real world. The worst nightmares in multiversal fiction arrive when an alternate reality is exactly the same save for one thing, which might not matter, or which might change everything entirely.
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The Court Has an Easy Answer on the Fed

The Federal Reserve is best understood not as an administrative agency but as a federal corporation--and thus outside of Trump's control over the executive branch.

by Caitlin B. Tully

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Can the Supreme Court impede President Donald Trump from taking control of the Federal Reserve? Can the president remove Fed governors without cause? Since Trump's second inauguration, these questions have dominated the conversation about the Fed and the future of the American economy.

In its sweeping Trump v. Wilcox decision in May, the Court ruled that the president "may remove without cause" officials in administrative agencies--a decision grounded in the Court's ringing endorsement of the so-called unitary executive. An elementary application of the unitary-executive theory would allow the White House to interfere, unchecked, with the Fed--just as the Court has empowered Trump to gut every other federal agency. Evidently, though, the Court recognizes the potential catastrophe that awaits should Trump exercise absolute authority over the Fed: The Wilcox ruling carved out a singular exception for the Federal Reserve System, on the grounds that the Fed is "a uniquely structured, quasi-private entity that follows in the distinct historical tradition of the First and Second Banks of the United States."

Unfortunately, the Court's statement--vague on this history--is both misleading and not legally binding. The First and Second Banks were largely private institutions, beholden to their stockholders, with certain important public functions. The Fed, by contrast, is an independent government entity that supervises and regulates the practices and solvency of private commercial banks. On the face of it, these institutions bear little genetic similarity. Moreover, the Court's statement amounts to dicta--comments made in passing, addressing altogether different parties and facts than the case at issue. Legal experts remain unconvinced by the Court's rationale for distinguishing the Fed from other federal agencies.

The implications are extremely dangerous. What some have taken to calling the Court's "Federal Reserve exception"--or, put differently, "Fed exceptionalism"--currently amounts to nothing more than the justices' desire for an exception. It provides no substantive defense of the Fed's independence. Trump, meanwhile, appears intent on pressing this weakness. His effort to remove Fed Governor Lisa Cook--whose case the Court will hear in January--is only one facet of the matter. A bid for total presidential control over the Fed could yet be on the horizon: Project 2025 suggests that the Fed could be "effectively abolished." America's economic stability--indeed, the international economic order--may now depend on an exigent and legally dubious assertion by the Court.

Read: Trump is getting closer to having an 'infinite money pit'

Fortunately, there are very strong constitutional grounds for defending the Fed's independence that the Court has overlooked. Simply stated, the Federal Reserve is best understood not as an administrative agency but as a federal corporation. Under the Constitution, Congress, not the president, has the power to create federal corporations. The Fed thus falls outside the federal administrative law over which Trump has asserted absolute command under the unitary-executive theory. Recognizing the Fed as the federal corporation that it is would allow the Court to protect the Fed and escape from the corner it now finds itself in--one that the Court backed itself into thanks to its embrace of the unitary executive.

As a federal corporation, the Federal Reserve belongs to an area of law that is distinct from the administrative law that is currently so embattled. It is one of many bodies that take their legal form and authority from Congress's prerogative to charter corporations--a constitutional power dating back to the nation's founding that has receded into the background since the advent of the modern administrative state during the New Deal.

During the Constitutional Convention in 1787, the Framers discussed whether to authorize the new Congress to charter corporations. They decided not to include the word corporation in the Constitution, for obscure reasons primarily having to do with the politics of Pennsylvania. But the historical record shows unequivocally that legal experts at the time assumed that, regardless of the wording, the Framers had invested Congress with the power to charter corporations. Subsequent generations have used that power to significant effect.

A federal corporation is a company or entity created directly by an act of the U.S. Congress through statute or charter, rather than by state law. Along with the member banks of the Federal Reserve, these institutions include the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, and Amtrak. In some cases, such as the TVA, federal corporations are wholly owned by the federal government. Others have mixed ownership; member banks of the Federal Reserve hold the equivalent of restricted stock. In all cases, though, federal corporations have public functions but operate more like private entities--with the authority to generate revenue and, even occasionally, to manufacture goods. By contrast, federal administrative agencies are executive departments or independent commissions led by presidential appointees and funded almost entirely by Congress through the regular appropriations cycle.

When the Fed was created, in 1913, Congress did not invoke its constitutional power to create federal corporations. This is typical for Congress, which does not have to explicitly name its constitutional powers when it uses them. Congress instead referred to the Fed simply as "the Federal Reserve System." The Fed is constructed as a network of member banks, which together are directed by what is today the Board of Governors. This makes its structure more complex than some federal corporations; given what looks like a double layer of governance, one might think of it as something akin to a private corporation with multiple subsidiaries. Like large corporations, some of which are made up of smaller elements, neither the member banks nor the governing board functions without the other. The board is not a separate "regulatory agency"; it is the board of directors of an independent, self-governing organization.

There are several other reasons to think that Congress was creating a corporation, not an agency, when it created the Fed. To start with, from 1910 to the early 1930s, the federal corporate form was by far the more common of the two. Indeed, it was arguably the primary legal vehicle with which Congress achieved its public policies. For example, during and just after World War I, Congress created several federal corporations to deal with unstable commodity prices. Because many of the entities created around the same time as the Fed, such as the Sugar Equalization Board and the Emergency Fleet Corporation, no longer exist, it is tempting to view those that survive through the lens of the New Deal's creation of modern administrative law. But distorted history cannot turn a federal corporation into an administrative agency.

Along these lines, the Fed's size, prominence, and permanence may make it seem intuitively more like a prominent modern regulatory agency, such as the EPA, than a World War I-era federally backed sugar cooperative. But the growth of an organization does not change its fundamental institutional characteristics. The Fed's hybrid nature--engaging in both regulation and direct financial activity--marks it squarely as a corporation.

With their mixed public and private characteristics, federal corporations, as created by Congress, are governed by constitutional law; but when it comes to financial operations, they are also governed by private-business law. As federal entities, their public status is unalterable, whatever their hybrid character. In some ways, their public and private duties are fused. Some federal corporations, such as the Fed, have board members who are presidential appointees, confirmed by the Senate. This might seem to indicate that the Fed's Board of Governors is a federal agency, distinct from the 12 congressionally chartered Federal Reserve Banks; indeed, both the Fed itself and modern federal statutory law confusingly use the term agency with respect to the Fed's board. But these board members are not simply an extension of the executive branch as agency heads are. By assuming their board responsibilities, they are more akin to fiduciaries of the corporation, independent of the executive branch. The mere presence of presidentially appointed board members does not transform a federal corporation into an "agency." Amtrak's entire board, for example, is presidentially appointed, but its status as a federal corporation has never been in doubt.

Statutory or self-selected labels do not determine federal corporate status. Indeed, the landmark decision in Cherry Cotton Mills v. United States, written by the great mid-century Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black, requires the Court to look beyond such labels, largely because Congress has often used designations such as agency, instrumentality, and corporation haphazardly and even opportunistically in a bid to force the Court's hand as to which set of rules applies. In this case, the answer is clear: The Fed is a federal corporation, and thus it is outside the bounds of the president's lawful interference. All banks are federally chartered corporations, and the Fed is no exception. Federal corporations' unique charters, mixed public and private nature, and semi-autonomy set them apart categorically from administrative agencies, which is a designation created entirely by 20th-century administrative law. For these reasons, the Fed is immune, on strict constitutional grounds, from the sort of interference with administrative agencies that the Court has ruled lies within the president's authority.

Corporations chartered by Congress have a venerable past, undergirding American economic activity for more than 200 years. Their operations have encompassed a wide variety of activities, such as building the railroads (Union Pacific) and providing liquidity to the mortgage market (Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac). Indeed, both the First and Second Banks of the United States, to which the Court gestures, were federal corporations. That--not an imagined unique genetic similarity between the Banks and the Fed--is what binds the Banks and the Fed together.

Annie Lowrey: The markets won't save the Fed from Trump

The body of law governing federal corporations is distinct from the early instances of what would become modern corporate and administrative law, and it has its own profound lineage. Much of it was developed by no less a luminary than Chief Justice John Marshall--seen by many as the founding father of the Supreme Court and a personal hero of the current chief justice, John Roberts--in a series of landmark cases from 1819 to 1824.

The Court's ruling in one of these cases, Osborn v. Bank of the United States, written by Marshall himself in 1824, directly answered the question confronting the Court with respect to the Fed: Are officers of federal corporations independent from the executive branch? The Court said that they are, asserting that under the Constitution, the category of executive "officer" simply didn't exist within the federal corporate form. There are, to be sure, legitimate questions about the boundaries between executive and legislative power in modern administrative law. But the status of the Federal Reserve is not one of them. As Chief Justice Marshall made clear, federal corporations--like the Fed--are creatures of Congress. The president's power over them has always been limited to the terms set out in their charter.

In recent months, under the theory of the unitary executive, which says that the president should have total control of the executive branch, the Court has declined to enjoin the president from firing a variety of federal officials without cause. These cases have all involved administrative agencies, not federal corporations. As a federal corporation, the Fed is protected from the unitary-executive theory that has animated the attack on the agencies. By simply stating as much, the Court can protect the Federal Reserve without resorting to the contrived and unconvincing notion of Fed exceptionalism. And it can do so in a manner that both liberals and conservatives can respect, upholding long-established precedent that dates back to rulings by the Marshall Court from two centuries ago.
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'An Example MUST BE SET'

The pursuit of Mark Kelly in the military-justice system sends a clear message to service members and veterans.

by Missy Ryan, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Mark Kelly thought he was merely stating the obvious. Earlier this month, the Arizona senator joined five other congressional Democrats to film a message addressed to members of the military. "You can refuse illegal orders. You must refuse illegal orders," they said.

An ordinary president, Kelly told us on Tuesday afternoon, would have responded to the video by affirming that troops should of course follow lawful orders. "But not this guy," he added. "We basically said, 'Follow the law.' And he said, 'Kill them.'"

The video to service members was the second Kelly had recently released. The former Navy pilot and astronaut took to social media with a group of fellow Democrats last month to urge the public to peacefully resist President Donald Trump's placement of troops in U.S. cities and to "step up for the country we all love." Like so much else that members of Congress push online to connect with voters or stump for campaign funds, their video ahead of nationwide "No Kings" protests in October generated little national buzz.

Earlier this month, the group filmed its second message, amid U.S. strikes on alleged drug-smuggling boats in the Caribbean and eastern Pacific, a campaign of questionable legal validity. Like the first, the video message was intended as a "digital play" to generate views and support, according to two Democratic Senate staffers with knowledge of the matter. "It was supposed to be nothing more than that," one of the aides told us.

In the week since, it has become very much more than that. President Trump suggested trying and executing the lawmakers for sedition. A wave of violent threats against them followed. Then Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth launched a review of what he termed "serious allegations of misconduct" into Kelly, who retired as a naval captain in 2011. Kelly now faces the possibility of being recalled to active duty to be court-martialed for his statements. If convicted, he could be dismissed from the service, lose his pension, and possibly be imprisoned. (Kelly is the only lawmaker in the video who reached 20 years in the service, therefore making him an official military retiree eligible for recall.)

If the first 10 months of the second Trump administration showed how willing the president and his Cabinet were to use the criminal-justice system against their perceived enemies, the pursuit of Kelly extends that retribution campaign to the machinery of military justice in a potentially destructive way.

Experts in military law say Hegseth's gambit is unlikely to stand up in court, because Kelly's apparent transgression consisted of restating service members' oft-cited responsibility to act within the law, as defined by the Uniform Code of Military Justice, the services' equivalent of the U.S. criminal code.

But even if the pursuit of Kelly--who flew combat missions in the Gulf War and was later sent into space by NASA before becoming a U.S. senator--ultimately fails, the move sends a clear warning to other officers and military retirees who might want to speak up.

Before recording the two videos, the group, spearheaded by Elissa Slotkin, a Michigan senator and former CIA officer, had discussed what they could do to publicly push back as Trump pulled the military into new and, from their perspective, troubling missions, Kelly told us. The group also included Representatives Jason Crow of Colorado, Maggie Goodlander of New Hampshire, and Chrissy Houlahan and Chris Deluzio of Pennsylvania. Some of the lawmakers sat on committees with oversight of the military; they all wanted service members to know "that we have their backs," Kelly said.

The first suggestion that the latest video had found an audience--albeit a hostile one--was a Fox News appearance the following day by Stephen Miller, White House deputy chief of staff. He said the lawmakers' remarks amounted to an "insurrection" and a "general call for revolt."

"There is nothing graver that you could possibly say as a United States senator than encouraging, urging, directing members of the armed forces of the United States, or the clandestine services of the United States, to defy their president, defy their chain of command," Miller said.

By the next morning, the president, on Truth Social, blasted what he called "SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR AT THE HIGHEST LEVEL" and reposted suggestions that the lawmakers be hanged. "Each one of these traitors to our Country should be ARRESTED AND PUT ON TRIAL," Trump wrote. "An example MUST BE SET."

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt denied that Trump was threatening the Democrats with execution. But she called their statements "very, very dangerous" and perhaps illegal.

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

In his first term, Trump had considered recalling both retired Army General Stanley McChrystal and retired Admiral William H. McRaven to active duty so they could be court-martialed for perceived disloyalty, according to a 2022 memoir, A Sacred Oath, by former Defense Secretary Mark Esper. Esper wrote that he and former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley talked Trump out of it.

Hegseth had a different response. He initially posted a relatively muted message on his personal X account that said the video signified a case of "Stage 4 TDS," or Trump Derangement Syndrome. But the following evening, he amplified a White House social-media post that stamped the word seditious over the lawmakers' images in the video. And on Monday, he decried the "seditious six," labeling their circumvention of Trump's command authority "despicable, reckless, and false."

Earlier today, the Pentagon posted a memo in which Hegseth ordered the Navy to review Kelly's "potentially unlawful comments."

Hegseth argued that by citing his rank and Navy service in the video, Kelly was attempting to issue a pseudo-order to the troops. "Kelly's conduct brings discredit upon the armed forces and will be addressed appropriately," Hegseth wrote.

Kelly's office also has been notified of an FBI request to speak to the senator about the video, according to an aide. Other lawmakers involved received the same request, though where the FBI's interest lies remains unclear. Kelly has not spoken to federal authorities. But in interviews and on social media, he has said he would not be intimidated or "silenced by bullies who care more about their own power than protecting the Constitution."

Hegseth has clashed with Kelly before, as he has with most Democrats on the House and Senate Armed Services Committees. During Hegseth's confirmation process, in which the nominee forcefully denied allegations of sexual assault and alcohol abuse, Kelly questioned whether Hegseth had adequate experience for the job. Kelly retired at a higher rank than Hegseth, who was a major in the Army National Guard.

The statements by Trump and Hegseth appear to have unleashed a deluge of intimidation, including a bomb threat against Crow's Colorado office and hundreds of threats to Slotkin. Slotkin, who made multiple deployments with the CIA in Iraq, typically reports one or two higher-level threats to Capitol Police each month. Since Trump's threats, her office has reported more than 80, according to a Senate aide. The Michigan senator also began receiving Capitol Police protection after Trump's posts.

Threats against Kelly increased, too. He and his aides declined to elaborate, a stance Kelly and those close to him have taken in the years since his wife, former Representative Gabrielle Giffords, was shot in the head during a 2011 attempted assassination that left six dead and her and 12 others wounded. In recent years, Kelly was among the lawmakers who were spending more campaign funds on security-related expenses than nearly anyone else in Congress, according to an analysis by The Arizona Republic.

(In Arizona, Kelly is sometimes accompanied by security, although he relishes flying his small plane alone to far-flung events in the sprawling desert.)

"I'm not backing down. I'm not shutting up," Kelly told us. "If somebody in my situation was to do that, what is the message that sends to not only service members but government employees? How about to just U.S. citizens about what our First Amendment rights are?"

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

Arizona's other senator, Democrat Ruben Gallego, a Marine Corps veteran, said that Trump was weaponizing the military against one of its own. "He's trying to distract also from his problems right now," Gallego told us, citing tensions within the GOP, economic troubles, and the furor over the Epstein files.

Numerous Republican veterans in Congress joined the administration in condemning the Democrats' video. But Senator Lisa Murkowski of Alaska praised Kelly's military and NASA service on X. "To accuse him and other lawmakers of treason and sedition for rightfully pointing out that servicemembers can refuse illegal orders is reckless and flat-out wrong," she wrote. "The Department of Defense and FBI surely have more important priorities than this frivolous investigation."

Hegseth would have a difficult task crafting a viable case against Kelly, even if the Navy decides to recall him, according to experts in military justice. Before reaching a military court, the case against him would have to clear various pretrial hurdles.

Hegseth appeared to be making a case on social media to charge Kelly under Article 133 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, commonly known as "conduct unbecoming an officer and a gentleman," and Article 134, a wide-ranging statute that addresses conduct that harms good order and discipline or brings discredit to the unit. But for that "you need actual evidence--Hegseth saying it is so is not enough," Eric Carpenter, a professor of military law at Florida International University and a former Army lawyer, told us.

The Uniform Code of Military Justice also has provisions outlawing mutiny, sedition, and other crimes. But Carpenter explained that telling troops to follow the law shouldn't constitute any kind of offense. "While I was on active duty, I regularly briefed soldiers on this framework," he added. "I wasn't committing a crime, and neither was Senator or Captain Kelly."



Ashley Parker, Elaine Godfrey, and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.
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        Why Trump Pushed for Peace--Again
        Missy Ryan

        In the list of campaign promises from Donald Trump, the one about the war in Ukraine stood out for the number of times he repeated it--"I'll have that thing ended in 24 hours"--and for the undeniable way he failed to deliver. His self-imposed deadline, of course, passed in January, and the president has since admitted that the belligerents proved much harder to reconcile than he had expected. Still he continues to try. But his efforts have not resembled a peace process so much as a pendulum, swingi...

      

      
        Peace Through Bungling
        Eliot A. Cohen

        There are two ways to interpret the Trump administration's latest peace initiative in Ukraine. It may merely be, as some claim, the latest expression of its greed and stupidity, its urge to betray Ukraine, and its authoritarian lust for intimacy with the autocrat of Russia. Or it might be something altogether more complicated.Unquestionably, this is a corrupt administration, in which the offspring of the principals carve out multibillion-dollar deals in real estate and cryptocurrency while the pr...

      

      
        A Terrible and Avoidable Tragedy in D.C.
        Juliette Kayyem

        Before an Afghan refugee, Rahmanullah Lakanwal, yesterday shot and seriously injured two National Guard members who had been deployed by President Donald Trump to Washington, D.C., military commanders had warned that their deployment represented an easy "target of opportunity" for grievance-based violence. The troops, deployed in an effort to reduce crime, are untrained in law enforcement; their days are spent cleaning up trash and walking the streets in uniform. Commanders, in a memo that was in...

      

      
        The Limits of the Year's Most Heartbreaking Film
        David Sims

        Agnes Hathaway, the elusive heroine of the director Chloe Zhao's new film, Hamnet, seems happiest when in nature: retreating to the woods as often as she can, collecting mushrooms, tucking into tree hollows to sleep. She spends so much time outdoors that rumor spreads across her English village about her mother being a witch. It's a believable claim; Agnes, as played by the actress Jessie Buckley, is raw, brooding, and fundamentally enigmatic. The film's first stretch relishes her mystique, which...

      

      
        Donald Trump's War on Christmas
        Annie Lowrey

        President Donald Trump might not be ruining Christmas, but he's making it more expensive. American families are expected to spend $1 trillion on gifts and other goods this November and December, roughly 4 percent more than they spent last year. But they're paying more for everything--artificial trees, ornaments, toys, novelty sweaters. They have fewer options to choose from when they log on to Etsy and browse upscale boutiques. Some retailers have stopped shipping to the United States, and some ha...

      

      
        The Fear Taking Hold Among Indiana Republicans
        Russell Berman

        On Monday I spoke with a Republican member of Indiana's legislature who opposes President Donald Trump's push for the state to redraw its congressional map to gain two GOP seats and help the party hold its House majority in next year's midterm elections. Trump, with support from Indiana's Republican governor, Mike Braun, has vowed to back primary challengers against members of the GOP who are, for now, blocking the redistricting plan. The lawmaker I spoke with asked that I not publish his name. He isn't worried about Trump's political wrath;...

      

      
        Stranger Things Comes to an Exhausting End
        Sophie Gilbert

        In a recent article for The Atlantic, W. David Marx argued that culture as we know it today is a hoarder's paradise, a hopelessly cluttered landscape of rubbish. "Everyday life has never contained more stuff--an endless reel of words, ideas, games, songs, videos, memes, outrageous statements, celebrity meltdowns, life hacks, extremely talented animals," he writes. My 5-year-old's favorite song is a version of "Golden," the standout hit from Netflix's KPop Demon Hunters, meowed by fake cats. Her fa...

      

      
        A War on Facts About Thanksgiving Dinner
        Daniel Engber

        There's a fairy tale about Thanksgiving that gets refuted every fall. Does eating turkey really make you fall asleep? When science writers check in with the experts, they always get the same response: No, no, no, and no. Also no and no.These holiday debunkers tell you what the science says: Turkey meat is not a sedative. They tell you what the studies show: Drumsticks don't produce fatigue. And then they take another step, however ill-advised: They lay out different reasons Thanksgiving dinner mi...

      

      
        Who Would Win?
        Peter Sagal

        "Charlie and the Chocolate Factory?""No.""How about The Phantom Tollbooth? I love that book.""No," Elliott says. He holds out a slender volume: Who Would Win? Ultimate Pterosaur Rumble. "We just read that," I say, almost crying."I know," he says, with what passes for compassion in a 4-year-old boy. Before we start in on Pterosaur Rumble, he predicts with some confidence that Quetzalcoatlus will take the final prize, and for the 17th time since we bought the book three days ago, he will be right.M...

      

      
        The Biggest Problem With Air Travel: Pajamas?
        Alexandra Petri

        Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy wants us to return to the golden age of air travel, when nobody got into a punching match for reclining a seat into someone else's lap. He says this golden age starts with us, and he has a whole campaign prepared! I assume it will involve more humane accommodations for travelers--or less harrowing working conditions for the flight attendants charged with both crowd control and safety. Or modernizing air-traffic control to make it safer and more efficient.Now to ...

      

      
        How Alison Roman Does Thanksgiving
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe recipe that Alison Roman may be best known for today is her caramelized-shallot pasta, published in 2020 when she was a food writer for The New York Times. It became the defining recipe of the early pandemic in part because its ingredients--except for the anchovy fillets--are pretty basic. And there are only 10 of them, including the pasta and salt. For Roman, the mega-viral recipe came to embody her signature "Stone So...

      

      
        The Misunderstanding of Perfidia
        Anna Holmes

        This article contains light spoilers for One Battle After Another.One of the most memorable images from One Battle After Another, Paul Thomas Anderson's film about the activities of a paramilitary vigilante group, comes early on, when we see a very pregnant woman standing in a field and taking target practice with an assault rifle.It is also, as the Warner Bros. marketing department no doubt understands, one of the most provocative. There's, of course, that rifle. There's that abdomen, against wh...

      

      
        The Right Attitude to Gratitude
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Have you ever reflected on what an ungrateful wretch you are? Instead of being thankful that a delicious beverage awaits at your favorite coffee shop, you fume because the person ahead in line ordered a caramel macchiato frappe oatmeal horchata with a splash of macadamia milk, and is now paying for it in nickels.Your ingratitude is not your fault; it's probably evolution's. You have a negativity ...

      

      
        A Tragic Shooting in D.C.
        Graeme Wood

        This afternoon, blocks from the White House, a man sneaked up on two West Virginia National Guardsmen and shot them in the head with a handgun. Both soldiers are reportedly in critical condition. A motive has not been determined, but a recent Afghan immigrant named Rahmanullah Lakanwal is in custody, according to CBS News. Early photos of the suspect show a burly, bearded man being wheeled almost naked into an ambulance. Lakanwal entered the United States after the return of the Taliban in 2021, ...

      

      
        'Grandparenting on Eggshells'
        Rheana Murray

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When I was growing up, my family routinely told me to "give Grandma a kiss" or "hug your uncle goodbye." At the time, I never resisted these directions--or even thought all that much about them; to do so would have been impolite.Many parents today, though, are taking a different approach: Hugs and kisses are not required. Neither is sitting on someone's lap, or being tickled, cuddled, or picked up when you don...

      

      
        My Friend, Bill Buckley
        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 unceremonious end of the Department of Government Efficiency. He examines the legacy DOGE leaves behind, why it failed, and how it became yet another example of the Trump administration's drive to make America's government weaker and smaller.David is then joined by the historian and biographer Sam Tanenhaus to discuss his sweeping new biography of Will...

      

      
        Why Is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. So Convinced He's Right?
        Michael Scherer

        Photographs by Elinor CarucciThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Robert F. Kennedy Jr. somehow knew, even as a little boy, that fate can lead a person to terrible places. "I always had the feeling that we were all involved in some great crusade," Kennedy once wrote, "that the world was a battleground for good and evil, and that our lives would be consumed in that conflict." He was 9 years old when his uncle was assassinated and 14 when his fath...

      

      
        Senator Mark Kelly Is in the Wrong Job
        Tom Nichols

        Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth apparently thinks that Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona is in the wrong job. Kelly was one of six Democratic legislators who released a video reminding the officers and enlisted people of the U.S. military that they are bound by their oaths to disobey illegal orders. Now Hegseth wants to recall Kelly, a decorated combat veteran and former astronaut, back to active duty in the Navy so that Kelly can be court-martialed for what Hegseth sees as riling up the troops aga...

      

      
        Tossing a Bird That Does Not Fly Out of a Plane
        Annie Lowrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.YELLVILLE, Ark.--It is October in the Ozarks. The grass has dried out and the trees have bronzed and browned. Deer lie glaze-eyed in the back of camouflaged pickup trucks. High-school football helmets crack every Friday night. And seven days a week, workers in processing plants are helping to kill, gut, pluck, and truss turkeys for Thanksgiving tables around the country.Here in Yellville this cold and rainy we...

      

      
        Why Does Steve Witkoff Keep Taking Russia's Side?
        Anne Applebaum

        Pay attention to the dates, because the timing matters. Steve Witkoff spoke with Yuri Ushakov, a Russian official, on October 14. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky held a meeting with President Donald Trump in Washington, D.C., on October 17. Trump had been hinting that he would offer to sell Tomahawks, long-range cruise missiles, to the Ukrainian army. But he did not.Why not? Perhaps because Ushakov listened to Witkoff's advice and persuaded Russian President Vladimir Putin to call Trump on...

      

      
        The Racist, AI-Generated Future of Entertainment
        Tyler Austin Harper

        On September 28, 1.1 million Americans tuned in for the 37th season premiere of the groundbreaking animated sitcom The Simpsons. A little more than a week later, another groundbreaking animated sitcom had its season premiere: The Will Stancil Show debuted on X, where it accumulated 1.7 million views. Since then, three more episodes have been released, piling up more than 3.5 million additional views and generating seemingly as many memes. The show, which was created by a provocateur-cartoonist na...

      

      
        The DOJ's Cartels Memo Is Legal Quicksand
        Paul Rosenzweig

        Military and intelligence personnel have an affirmative obligation to disobey manifestly illegal orders. But when a group of Democratic lawmakers, all of whom are veterans or former intelligence officers, released a video reminding their former colleagues of this obligation, President Donald Trump accused them of sedition and threatened them with death. The Pentagon has now announced that it is investigating one of those Democrats, Senator Mark Kelly, and could even court-martial him.Though they ...

      

      
        Today's Atlantic Trivia: Nap or Pie--Which Way, Turkey Eater?
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 26, 2025.A seminal mid-century paper by the psychologist George Miller asserted that the human brain can hold seven items in short-term memory, give or take a couple. A person can chunk--that is, group items together in sensible, memorable units--to get a bit more bang, but modern psychologists think the species can handle only about four of those.None of the chunks in the great minestrone that is The Atlantic is going anywhere, though, so enjo...
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Why Trump Pushed for Peace--Again

The most consistent thing about Trump's 10-month search for an end to the war in Ukraine has been his inconsistency.

by Simon Shuster, Missy Ryan

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




In the list of campaign promises from Donald Trump, the one about the war in Ukraine stood out for the number of times he repeated it--"I'll have that thing ended in 24 hours"--and for the undeniable way he failed to deliver. His self-imposed deadline, of course, passed in January, and the president has since admitted that the belligerents proved much harder to reconcile than he had expected. Still he continues to try. But his efforts have not resembled a peace process so much as a pendulum, swinging between the Russian and Ukrainian positions, with occasional stops in the middle to express frustration over the whole affair.

The latest swing to the Russian side this month has been a doozy. Last week, the White House embraced a 28-point "peace plan" stuffed with the Kremlin's demands, and Trump gave Ukraine five days to accept it. The task of delivering the ultimatum fell to Dan Driscoll, the U.S. Army secretary, who arrived in Kyiv just as the plan leaked to the media. Its provisions looked to many Ukrainians like a set of demands for their capitulation. But their president, Volodymyr Zelensky, did not turn down the offer from his American guests. "We thought we were going to try to open the door, but the door was open," a U.S. official said of Driscoll's visit. "They were ready to talk."

So were the Americans. As they went over the details, Trump's Thanksgiving deadline fell away, as did several of the plan's most onerous provisions. Negotiators whittled the list down to 19 points during a round of talks this weekend in Geneva, and Trump is dispatching another one of his envoys to Moscow to present the amended version to Vladimir Putin. Its fate now depends on the willingness of the Russian president to compromise, and that is where Trump's peace efforts have so far hit a wall.

The Russians have signaled that they will not budge from their core demands, the same ones Putin spelled out to Trump during the August summit, in Alaska. If they hold firm, then the whole exercise will simply bring the peace process back to its default state of deadlock, leaving Ukrainians to wait once again for some respite from Russian attacks. Even as Driscoll made his pitch in Kyiv on November 19, a Russian strike on an apartment building in the western city of Ternopil killed at least 31 people, including six children, and wounded another 94. The attack brought the total death toll from Russia's long-range strikes to more than 550 so far this year.

Trump's latest attempt to end this carnage could be seen as a negotiating tactic, intended to wear away at Moscow's recalcitrance over time. But most of Trump's allies in Europe believe this strategy will fail unless the White House accepts two basic things about the war: First, Russia started it. And second, Ukraine and its allies need to force Russia to stop it. That's what the Europeans have spent the past three and a half years trying to do, and they're convinced that they can ultimately succeed. "We already had a sustainable plan," a senior European diplomat involved in implementing it told me. "We don't understand why the U.S. turned away from it. Clearly, somebody convinced Trump that Ukraine is losing."

Before the Ukrainians received Trump's latest ultimatum, they did not appear to be losing the war. On the contrary, fall brought a rare moment of optimism for Zelensky and his aides. Throughout the summer, Russian forces failed to make substantial gains along the front. Ukraine held the line through the mass deployment of combat drones, which forced the Russians to take enormous casualties in exchange for small chunks of territory.

Ukraine's impressive fleet of long-range drones also pounded Russian oil refineries throughout summer and fall, causing fuel shortages across the country. One of the Ukrainian officials behind this campaign of deep strikes into Russia described it as a key to winning the war. "We cannot defeat them on the front lines. That's true," he told me. "But we can defeat them in other ways. They have 40 refineries around the country. We know where they are. One at a time, we can turn out their lights."

Such theories of victory rely on a simple premise: Ukraine, with help from its allies, can win a war of attrition against its vastly larger and more powerful enemy. This belief requires an underlying faith in the frailty of the Russian economy, the Russian political system, or both. The available facts, however, do not suggest either one will collapse anytime soon.

Under the weight of intense sanctions imposed in 2022, Russia's economy contracted slightly but soon returned to growth, thanks largely to the dose of steroids administered by military spending, which is estimated to stand at more than $150 billion a year. That is roughly equivalent to the size of Ukraine's entire GDP before the full-scale invasion began. In Russia, "there are no signs that the worsening economy is capable of stopping the war," Oleg Itskhoki, a Harvard economics professor who studies Russia, concluded last month. "In principle this could go on for a long time," he told the New Times, one of Russia's last remaining independent news outlets.

Even Zelensky does not believe that, over the long term, Ukraine can outlast Russia in a war of attrition. But he sees no clear options other than to surrender or to continue fighting, and his people, exhausted as they are, have consistently made their preference clear. Although polls have shown a growing desire among Ukrainians to negotiate an end to the war, solid majorities continue to reject the idea of ceding large amounts of land to Russia in exchange for peace.

Public opinion has thus pressured Zelensky to find new ways to carry on the fight. In early September, he announced that Ukraine's expanding military industry now produces more than half of the weapons used at the front. Even if the United States cut off military aid, Ukraine's armed forces could use these weapons to hold back the enemy. The risk of such a cutoff seemed remote this fall. Support for Ukraine has grown stronger across the U.S. political spectrum; nearly three-quarters of Republicans who participated in a Harvard/Harris poll last month said that they want the U.S. to continue sending weapons to Ukraine; 86 percent said that they want to impose more sanctions on Russia to force an end to the war.

As Russian advances stalled along the front line, morale inside Zelensky's circle rose to a level his team had not seen in more than a year. "He's come alive again with the hope that we can really win the war," one of his closest aides told me in late September. "And yes, he's infected the team with this idea."

He also seemed to infect Trump. On the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly, Zelensky made his case that Trump should unleash a fresh wave of U.S. sanctions that might force the Russians to negotiate. According to one person briefed on the meeting, Zelensky took out a map of the battlefield and pointed to the region of Donetsk. He claimed that Ukrainian forces were on the verge of encircling a large group of Russian soldiers in that region, near the frontline city of Pokrovsk. Such a rout would humiliate the Kremlin, demoralize the Russian military, and, Zelensky argued, deepen the war fatigue among Moscow's elites.

The presentation struck a chord. In a post on social media, Trump declared that Ukrainians may be able to "take back their Country in its original form and, who knows, maybe even go further than that!" The prediction went well beyond even the rosiest forecasts of military experts, because it would entail Ukraine retaking all of its occupied territory, including Crimea, and then potentially conquering chunks of Russia itself. Such an outcome would be possible, Trump suggested, once the Russian people "find out what is really going on with this War."

Less than an hour after the post hit Truth Social, Zelensky gathered a group of reporters in a windowless meeting room beneath the UN headquarters in New York City. We all wanted to know how he had changed Trump's mind, but Zelensky declined to discuss the details. He only expressed relief that his arguments had swayed his most important ally. "This post is a big shift," he said. "Trump is a game changer."

The meeting in New York marked a high point in the relationship between Trump and Zelensky. But the good vibes did not last. The White House shifted attention later that week to the war in the Middle East. After months of negotiations, the U.S. persuaded Israel to accept a 20-point plan to end the war in Gaza. Steve Witkoff, the special envoy, led those negotiations alongside Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner.

The Gaza deal, which took effect on October 9, did not earn Trump the Nobel Peace Prize that he had coveted; it was awarded the following day to a dissident in Venezuela. But Israelis celebrated Trump as a peacemaker. During a speech at the Knesset on October 13, Trump promised that Witkoff and Kushner would soon turn their attention to ending the war in Ukraine. "I thought it would be easily settled," Trump said. "But this came first, and we'll get that one."

In reality, Witkoff had been trying for months to negotiate with Russia, and he had shown himself to be among Putin's most eager listeners. When Witkoff first visited the Kremlin, in the spring, Trump expected the talks to be brief. "Steve had no idea about Russia, had no idea about Putin," Trump recalled in his speech at the Knesset. "Didn't know too much about politics, wasn't that interested." The meeting went on for five hours. "That's a talent," Trump said.

From his seat in the audience, Witkoff beamed. The following day, he held a phone call with Putin's chief adviser on foreign affairs, Yuri Ushakov, and proposed a way for the Russians to change Trump's mind about Ukraine. "I'm even thinking that maybe we set out like a 20-point peace proposal, just like we did in Gaza," Witkoff told the Kremlin official, according to the transcript published by Bloomberg.

The two envoys agreed that their presidents should speak on the phone in the next couple of days, before Zelensky's planned visit to Washington, D.C., at the end of that week. Putin and Trump held a phone call on October 16, and they agreed to organize a summit in Budapest to work toward a deal.

Read: Zelensky's blind spot

When Zelensky arrived the next day at the Oval Office, he found Trump in no mood for his ideas of victory. The promised encirclement of Russian troops around Pokrovsk had not materialized. Instead, the Russians had continued advancing, sending small groups of soldiers to infiltrate the town and set up firing positions. Zelensky brought along another set of maps to explain the state of the fighting in that area, but Trump showed little interest. "It is time to stop the killing, and make a DEAL!" he wrote on Truth Social after that meeting. "No more shooting, no more Death, no more vast and unsustainable sums of money spent."

The change in tone upset the Ukrainian delegates but did not surprise them. They had experienced such swings in Trump's position before. The first Oval Office meeting between Trump and Zelensky, at the end of February, had descended into a shouting match, leading the U.S. to suspend all military aid to Ukraine. About 10 days later, after Zelensky reaffirmed his desire to end the war, the White House resumed the flow of aid, and relations got back on track.

The experience led the Ukrainians to adopt a new rule in their diplomacy: Never allow Trump to see Kyiv as an impediment to peace. "We'll go anywhere," the close aide to Zelensky said, affirming the president's willingness to hold peace talks in whatever format Trump prefers. "Trilateral, bilateral, any proposals for a cease-fire rather than capitulation, we'll accept it." They also noticed a pattern in Trump's attitude on Ukraine: It varied widely depending on which of his advisers were in the room. "Trump is like a weather vane. Whoever blows in his ear today, that's the direction he turns," the aide told me. "If he's with Vance and Witkoff, it's a different Trump."

Vice President J. D. Vance was fixated on making a deal to end the war at any cost, and he was especially keen to get it done before the midterm elections. But he was forced to share the Ukraine portfolio with Secretary of State Marco Rubio. Since his days in the Senate, Rubio has taken a hard line on the need to limit the global influence of Russia and China, and he seemed far less trusting of his interlocutors in the Kremlin. For a peace deal to work, he believed that the U.S. needed to test Russia's willingness to abide by the terms. He was more willing than others in the White House to solicit input from Zelensky's team and ensure their consent to any agreement with the Russians.

The Ukrainians were relieved to learn that Rubio had been put in charge of arranging Trump's summit with Putin in Budapest. As part of the preparations, Rubio held a call on October 20 with his Russian counterpart, Sergei Lavrov, who rattled off a list of the Kremlin's demands. The demands were so extreme that Rubio advised Trump not to move forward with the Budapest summit, and the White House canceled the trip. "I didn't want to have a wasted meeting," Trump told reporters in the Oval Office. "I didn't want to have a waste of time."

The next day, the U.S. Treasury Department imposed sanctions on Russia's two largest oil companies, Lukoil and Rosneft. Their main customers in China and India began to curtail their imports of Russian crude, threatening the Kremlin's ability to finance its war in Ukraine. For Zelensky and his European allies, the decision marked a breakthrough. It gave them hope that, over time, the U.S. would continue pressuring Russia to negotiate in good faith rather than trying to force the Ukrainians to accept a deal on onerous terms.

"We do believe that Russia's ability to continue the war will slowly erode," the close aide to Zelensky told me. "Their production, their military budget, their economy as a whole--it's losing strength," he continued. "Now we need to find the strength with our allies, for them to hold us up when we falter, with sanctions, with supplies, with everything."

The pendulum was about to swing again. In response to the U.S. sanctions, the Kremlin dispatched one of its envoys, Kirill Dmitriev, an alumnus of Harvard and Goldman Sachs who had worked hard to build a rapport with Witkoff in particular. When they met for dinner at a hotel in Miami, Witkoff brought along Kushner, and the three of them continued their talks the next day at Witkoff's home.

A few days later, Dmitriev reported back to his boss in the Kremlin, Yuri Ushakov. The Americans, he said, wanted to see a list of Russian demands for ending the war. According to the transcript published by Bloomberg, Ushakov wanted to send the "maximum" conditions, adding, "Otherwise what's the point." Dmitriev agreed, promising that his contacts in the White House would likely accept whatever they received. "Let them make it like their own," Dmitriev said. "I think they will not take our version entirely, but at least maximally close to it."

The document they drafted appears to have formed the basis for the 28-point plan, which Axios published on November 20, setting off a furious effort among Ukraine's allies in Europe to understand its origins.

Read: A DMZ for Ukraine

One of the most odious terms in the plan concerned the eastern region of Donetsk, which Russia has tried and failed to conquer for years. The document states that this region "will be recognized as de facto Russian, including by the United States." Witkoff has long called for Ukraine to give up its claim to this region and others that Russia occupies. "The Russians are de facto in control of these territories," Witkoff told Tucker Carlson in March, after his first official visit to the Kremlin. "The question is: Will the world acknowledge that those are Russian territories?"

Witkoff raised the issue again in his talks with Dmitriev last month. "I know what it's going to take to get a peace deal done," he said, according to the transcript published by Bloomberg. "Donetsk and maybe a land swap somewhere."

Trump's allies on Capitol Hill were outraged to find this suggestion in the 28-point plan. They pointed out that such an outcome would set a dangerous precedent by rewarding the aggressor. "Ukraine should not be forced to give up its lands to one of the world's most flagrant war criminals in Vladimir Putin," GOP Senator Roger Wicker of Mississippi, chair of the Armed Services Committee, said in a statement. "Any assurances provided to Putin should not reward his malign behavior or undermine the security of the United States or allies."

Vance, who played a pivotal role in pushing Zelensky to accept the 28-point plan, lashed out at its critics. "The political class is really angry that the Trump administration may finally bring a four year conflict in Eastern Europe to a close," Vance said in a social-media post. "It disgusts me."

Another provision in the plan directly contradicted the efforts of European nations to pressure Russia. They have tried for months to use the $300 billion in frozen Russian assets to help Ukraine sustain the war effort and repair the damage from Russian attacks. Instead, the plan called for $100 billion to be "invested in US-led efforts to rebuild and invest in Ukraine." Half of the profits from these investments would go to the United States, and Europe would unfreeze some of the other assets to be used for a "separate US-Russian investment vehicle that will implement joint projects in specific areas."

Such provisions led some of Ukraine's allies to suspect that the Russians had used the promise of financial gain to win over the Trump administration. The senior European diplomat told us that it looked like a "sausage in front of the American nose."

But Trump's willingness to embrace the document had more to do with Ukraine's weakness at the time. On November 10, investigators in Ukraine announced one of the biggest anti-corruption cases in the country's history. Although Zelensky was not implicated in the scandal, Vance and other officials in the White House believed that it would leave the Ukrainians in no position to resist a peace deal.

Driscoll's visit to Kyiv was originally planned for December. But the White House asked him to go earlier, and with a different mission. He needed to gauge the Ukrainian readiness to grant concessions in the peace process. By the time he sat down with Zelensky in the presidential compound, the 28-point plan had been published online, and many Ukrainians were outraged by its terms. A typical headline in the Kyiv Independent described the proposal as pushing Ukraine toward "capitulation" in the war.

After his talks with Zelensky on November 19, Driscoll briefed a group of European diplomats gathered at the U.S. ambassador's residence. The meeting was tense, if cordial. One of the diplomats demanded to know why the United States had changed course so abruptly, scuttling the effort to pressure Russia through sanctions. The answer, according to a U.S. and a European official, was that other means of ending the war had failed. Any further delays would cost Ukraine more lives and territory, Driscoll said, and Trump wanted to take a new approach.

After a few more days of talks, negotiators from the U.S. and Ukraine came close to giving Trump what he wanted. Their talks in Geneva stripped out several of Russia's long-standing demands. The next round of talks, in Abu Dhabi, ended with an announcement from Zelensky's national security adviser, Rustem Umerov: The two sides had reached a "common understanding on the core terms of the agreement." A U.S. official went further, declaring, "The Ukrainians have agreed to the peace deal. There are some minor details to be sorted out, but they have agreed to a peace deal."

Read: Ukraine's underground generation

One of these "minor details," according to one person involved in the negotiations, happens to be the one that Zelensky would find hardest to accept. The provision would require Ukraine to withdraw its forces from the parts of the Donetsk region that it still controls, including Pokrovsk and the other eastern-bastion towns, which serve as a fortified wall against Russian advances. Giving up that territory would be tantamount to political suicide for Zelensky. "If he gives up one square kilometer," his close aide told us, "that'll be the main issue in any elections. Every opponent will hammer him for it until he cracks."

Even Witkoff seemed to recognize this problem all the way back in March, after his first visit to the Kremlin as a peace negotiator. He said in his interview with Carlson at the time that Zelensky would need to acknowledge the loss of territory in eastern and southern Ukraine as part of any deal to end the war. "Can Zelensky survive politically if he acknowledges this?" Witkoff asked. "This is the central issue in the conflict."

Over the coming days, as Zelensky pushes for another meeting with Trump, he will again need to balance two priorities that look ever harder to reconcile. He will need to respect the wishes of his people not to trade away land they have already made incalculable sacrifices to defend. At the same time, he will need to show Trump that Russia, not Ukraine, remains the obstacle to peace.

The Kremlin's behavior may help Zelensky. Throughout the latest push to end the war, the Russian armed forces have bombarded Ukrainian cities-- the latest barrage killed at least seven people in Kyiv on Tuesday. These attacks could result in yet another swing of the pendulum, bringing Trump back around to the argument that his European allies have been making all along: The Russians are the aggressors in this war, and they must be pressured to end it. As he sends his envoy to Moscow next week, Trump will get another chance to apply that kind of pressure, and Putin will get another chance to talk him out of it.

Vivian Salama contributed to this report.
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Peace Through Bungling

By its own efforts, despite the bungles and cowardice of its friends, Ukraine may have at least bought a chance for the freedom it is due.

by Eliot A. Cohen

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




There are two ways to interpret the Trump administration's latest peace initiative in Ukraine. It may merely be, as some claim, the latest expression of its greed and stupidity, its urge to betray Ukraine, and its authoritarian lust for intimacy with the autocrat of Russia. Or it might be something altogether more complicated.

Unquestionably, this is a corrupt administration, in which the offspring of the principals carve out multibillion-dollar deals in real estate and cryptocurrency while the president slathers gold leaf on anything made of stone or wood and indulges in various side hustles of his own. Unquestionably, too, Donald Trump dislikes Volodymyr Zelensky, retains a sneaking respect for Vladimir Putin as a fellow tough guy, and thinks Russia is gradually grinding the life out of Ukraine. But that is far from the full story.

For those who care about Ukraine, it is the main focus of their thoughts. Not so for Trump, who presides over a coalition showing increasing cracks as various factions--tech bros, small-government fanatics, Jew-haters, anti-vaccine quacks, Christian nationalists, xenophobes, isolationists, anti-immigration monomaniacs, covert normie Republicans, and garden-variety populists--have begun to pick fights with one another and even, cautiously, with the White House. The courts have thwarted Trump's pursuit of vengeance against his enemies, and worse may lie ahead if the Supreme Court strikes down his tariff policies.

Anne Applebaum: Why does Steve Witkoff keep taking Russia's side?

Prices have been rising, and Trump's approval rating has been declining--and in an admittedly limited set of off-year elections, his party was crushed. He is contemplating the approach of 2026, which will bring his 80th birthday and the midterm elections, and he may see his party surrender control of the House. Beyond that, the creeping enfeeblement of a lame-duck administration awaits. Meanwhile, he may be coming to the realization that he has boxed himself into either a humiliating climbdown from confrontation with Venezuela or a much more problematic war of which the American people, and even a docile Congress, would disapprove.

Is it any wonder that a Russia-Ukraine deal is attractive to a man who is musing uneasily about his own mortality and who has, like most unpopular presidents, taken refuge in travel abroad and foreign triumphs? Ending the Gaza war was a success, but this would be considerably bigger.

Moreover, the outlines of a reasonable cessation of hostilities are there. From Ukraine's perspective, it will be a much worse deal than was possible in the first two years of the war. The timidity of the Biden administration in arming Ukraine and the incapacity of a self-disarmed Europe have cost Ukraine its best opportunity to reclaim by force most of its invaded territory. The unwillingness of the United States and Europe alike to wage serious economic war, by confiscating Russian sovereign assets and clamping down on Russia's oil exports (which, to its credit, the Trump administration has done more on than its predecessor) has so far prevented Russia from feeling truly dire economic consequences.

A plausible cease-fire would freeze territorial control more or less along current lines, with provisions for Ukraine's economic reconstruction, the repatriation of its citizens from occupied lands, entry into the European Union, and long-term military support from the West, including at least a rotational NATO military presence. Above all, it would need to include recognition by all parties of Ukraine's sovereignty and right to choose its own destiny.

The time may well be ripe for such a deal. Russia, particularly in its dealings with the Trump administration, has been brilliant in concealing its own weaknesses, which include an oil industry squeezed by sanctions and Ukrainian missile and drone strikes, the consequences of losing millions of men to battlefield death and injury or to emigration, the distortion of an economy crippled by war production, and the fallout of mortgaging its future to a predatory China. But those weaknesses exist.

The problem is the American bunglers who are trying to make the deal. The worst of the lot is the real-estate guy Steve Witkoff, who has sweetly expressed his confidence in Putin's candor; who pals around with Kirill Dmitriev, a Moscow hood in financier's fancy clothing; and whose latest escapade includes giving candid advice to his Russian interlocutors on how to manipulate his own president. Amateur diplomats have been known to succeed, but this one is a disaster: He is ill-informed, credulous, and utterly unfamiliar with the history and character of those he deals with.

But the pathologies of the administration go far deeper. There is no foreign-policy process to speak of: no dull hammering-out of positions and action plans in stuffy conference rooms, no agreed-upon statements of conclusions, no use of trusted diplomats to bring on board allies and relevant neutrals. A sensible process, for example, would have had a single negotiator shuttling back and forth between Moscow and Kyiv and a common American position agreed upon before the latest initiative. That did not happen.

Rather, shortly after the initial U.S. 28-point plan was leaked, Senators Angus King and Mike Rounds reported to the press that Secretary of State Marco Rubio had told them that it represented the Russian, not the American, position. Rubio later denied that. Trump erupted on Truth Social, "UKRAINE 'LEADERSHIP' HAS EXPRESSED ZERO GRATITUDE FOR OUR EFFORTS, AND EUROPE CONTINUES TO BUY OIL FROM RUSSIA. THE USA CONTINUES TO SELL MASSIVE $AMOUNTS OF WEAPONS TO NATO, FOR DISTRIBUTION TO UKRAINE," a combination of falsehoods and half- or quarter-truths. European states, which had not been consulted, balked and proposed their own 24-point peace plan. The secretary of state flew to Kyiv. Witkoff flew to Abu Dhabi. The secretary of the Army (a new participant in this game) flew to Kyiv. An ultimatum to Ukraine with a hard deadline of a deal by Thanksgiving evaporated. It was political comic opera.

The Trump administration has a fatal proclivity for forgetting that other actors in the world have agency--in this case, the much-disparaged Europeans, whose own security is at stake and who (admittedly after Trump's prodding) are doing much more for their own and Ukraine's defense than is often realized. And because the stakes for Ukraine are literally survival, Ukrainians have not folded in the past and will not here.

Thomas Wright: A self-defeating reversal on Ukraine

Putin may simply refuse the basic deal on offer. But even if he accepts it, more perils await. Promises of nonaggression from Putin's Russia, a regime built on revanchism and lies, are meaningless. So, too, in this administration, are U.S. guarantees. Russia's reentry into international institutions and the lifting of sanctions will strengthen it, and the lure of Trumpian self-enrichment and Vancian isolationism will diminish such American commitment to Ukraine as currently exists. Should Russia violate commitments such as to freedom of navigation of the Dnipro River from Ukraine to the Black Sea, one may reasonably doubt whether a Trump administration would bring down the hammer.

Still, if even a Ukraine severed from the Donbas and Crimea--in theory, only temporarily; in reality, probably permanently--can maintain its sovereignty, consolidate its democratic institutions, be assured of entry into the EU, acquire the arms it needs to defend itself bolstered by the intermittent presence of Western armies and air forces, it has a chance. It deserved so much better. But its own efforts, despite the bungles and cowardice of its friends, have at least bought it a chance for the freedom it is due. As for the Trump administration, it may crow or throw tantrums or stalk off in a huff. But it is also just barely conceivable that it may bring an end--in all likelihood, alas, a temporary one--to Europe's most hideous and unjust war since 1945.
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A Terrible and Avoidable Tragedy in D.C.

Trump was warned that members of the military could be attacked.

by Juliette Kayyem

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




Before an Afghan refugee, Rahmanullah Lakanwal, yesterday shot and seriously injured two National Guard members who had been deployed by President Donald Trump to Washington, D.C., military commanders had warned that their deployment represented an easy "target of opportunity" for grievance-based violence. The troops, deployed in an effort to reduce crime, are untrained in law enforcement; their days are spent cleaning up trash and walking the streets in uniform. Commanders, in a memo that was included in litigation challenging the high-visibility mission in D.C., argued that this could put them in danger. The Justice Department countered that the risk was merely "speculative." It wasn't. There are costs to performatively deploying members of the military--one of which is the risk of endangering them.

Lakanwal's exact motives are still unknown; he worked for the CIA during the Afghan War. He is now in custody but apparently refusing to speak. Trump offered a predictable response to the shooting: pausing immigration for anyone from Afghanistan, a move that conveniently ignored how Lakanwal had gotten to the United States. He came as part of Operation Allies Welcome, admitted for his assistance to U.S. troops, and was reportedly granted asylum status after vetting by the Trump administration earlier this year.

Trump yesterday also ordered additional troops to D.C., on the theory that more troops are always better than fewer ones, even though a federal judge had ruled just last week that the entire deployment would have to be halted because it was probably illegal.

More troops is not the answer. The National Guard has been deployed as part of the White House's political attacks on cities run by Democrats, and the Guard members are vulnerable because politics is not a military mission. The military spends a lot of time thinking about "readiness": the need for troops to be trained and prepared for what may be asked of them, and for them to be protected while doing it. The problem of mission readiness does not get solved by deploying more soldiers. It gets solved by having a clear mission.

Even if the deployments to D.C. were legal, they lack a clear mandate and metrics of success, and have vague rules of engagement and ill-defined operating procedures. And morale is low among part-time volunteer soldiers, who have had to leave home to patrol the streets of an American city that Trump doesn't like.

Trump's use of the military began as a so-called public-safety emergency, though crime was already down in D.C. before the deployment. The D.C. National Guard falls under the command of the federal government--unlike a state's National Guard--so the district was an easy choice for Trump's first target. Governors from red states gladly volunteered their troops for the mission, although the Pentagon was struggling to find one. It began to publish information regarding the troops' trash-cleanup and landscaping successes, calling the initiative Task Force Beautification. Uniformed troops patrolled streets in "high visibility" efforts, fully decked out, though any visitor to D.C. could see they were just waiting around.

The military is fully aware of the lack of support for this deployment both among the public it serves and among those performing the mission. The National Guard has been sending out news releases describing its progress, with updates such as: "cleared 906 bags of trash, spread 744 cubic yards of mulch, removed five truckloads of plant waste, cleared 3.2 miles of roadway and painted 270 feet of fencing." Sounds nice, but that says nothing about why this is a job for the National Guard.

Ironically, deploying more National Guardsmen to increase the force protection for National Guardsmen is a very Afghanistan-style military error. The sunk-cost fallacy describes a phenomenon whereby individuals irrationally decide to continue investing in a flawed decision as a way to try to justify the original bad decision. We sent more and more troops to Afghanistan because we had already lost troops there, instead of pausing to reassess the war itself.

We are not at war now. But Trump's use of the National Guard suggests that he thinks we are not at peace either. The National Guard is stranded somewhere on this battlefield of partisan politics. They are not ready for this arena, and we should never have asked them to be.
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The Limits of the Year's Most Heartbreaking Film

<em>Hamnet </em>imagines the inspiration for <em>Hamlet</em> as a tragic, punishing love story.

by David Sims

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




Agnes Hathaway, the elusive heroine of the director Chloe Zhao's new film, Hamnet, seems happiest when in nature: retreating to the woods as often as she can, collecting mushrooms, tucking into tree hollows to sleep. She spends so much time outdoors that rumor spreads across her English village about her mother being a witch. It's a believable claim; Agnes, as played by the actress Jessie Buckley, is raw, brooding, and fundamentally enigmatic. The film's first stretch relishes her mystique, which attracts a suitor better known than practically anybody in the 16th century: William Shakespeare.

When Agnes meets him, Shakespeare (played by Paul Mescal) is a similarly wayward creature in Stratford-upon-Avon. He's soon beguiled by her, unaware that she's the woman he'll go on to marry and have three children with. As historical fiction, Hamnet has little else to work off: Archival records reveal only the basic facts about their relationship. Shakespeare married Agnes, also known as Anne, in 1582, when he was 18 years old and she 26. They had three children, first a daughter and then boy-and-girl twins; their son, Hamnet, died in 1596 of unknown causes. The movie draws on the writer Maggie O'Farrell's 2020 novel, a speculative work that imagines the grief Shakespeare and his wife felt after losing their son. O'Farrell's story is based upon a theory that the play Hamlet is a reflection of that grief--a secret poured into maybe the most famous dramatic work ever written.

Read: The stubborn myth of the literary genius

Zhao's adaptation, at its best, embraces the unknowability of this premise. An epigraph offers an observation from Shakespeare's time--that the names Hamnet and Hamlet were considered interchangeable. From there, Hamnet embraces the poetry of that spooky coincidence. Zhao depicts Shakespeare as a moody auteur. His wife, by contrast, is a free spirit somewhat tempered by love, marriage, parenthood, and ultimately woe. Lots and lots of woe.

Hamnet is a somber watch, much more nakedly sentimental and weepy than Zhao's other films (including the wonderful neo-Western The Rider, the Oscar-winning drama Nomadland, and the Marvel curio Eternals). Buckley shoulders intense on-screen distress without losing grasp of her character's humanity, and Mescal lets his wan charm melt into something more haunted as Shakespeare ages and wrestles with loss. But the movie can also feel punishing, and I struggled to connect with both the primary conceit--that Hamlet is a quiet confession of personal torment by its author--and the central partnership. In its first, most romantic act, Hamnet is enchanting and fanciful; Agnes traipses through the lush forests of Warwickshire, embarking upon a sweet, awkward courtship with Shakespeare. After Agnes becomes pregnant, however, the couple's families begrudgingly bless their union, and the newlyweds march through an endless stream of suffering to get to the story's hammer blow of a finale.

Read: The everyday genius of Shakespeare in Love

Much of Hamnet consists of either agonizing scenes of childbirth or far more agonizing scenes of child illness. Hamnet (Jacobi Jupe), who in reality died at the age of 11, is taken by what seems to be the plague; his twin sister catches it too, although she survives. Their parents' emotional connection, which initially powered the film, is largely set aside as they bear their children's misery. The traumatic episode locks the characters into small, dark rooms for an extended period of time, creating a sense of relentless claustrophobia. There's a point to that specific discomfort: Agnes, following her son's death, comes to realize she's been trapped in domesticity. Meanwhile, her husband flits in and out of town plying his opaque trade. Yet this is the 16th century, and the viewer knows that his trade is being William Shakespeare; the context of his legacy is hard to ignore, even though the movie doesn't lean into it. Buckley plays Agnes's unhappiness at being cooped up very well, and effectively conveys the extraordinary heartbreak over her son. There's just no nuance to her misery--it seems to be mostly a signpost en route to the film's denouement.

The ending is undeniably hard to shake. Zhao beautifully re-creates the era's theatrical conventions when Agnes attends a performance of Hamlet. A rapt Agnes interprets the deeper meaning in her husband's play that no one else can spot. Even in cinema, there's nothing like watching a Shakespeare play performed engagingly onstage, and no better ruminations on mortality than the soliloquies of Hamlet itself. The score, by the pianist Max Richter, also swells with feeling; Zhao uses his best-known tune, "On the Nature of Daylight," which has appeared in a variety of great films, including Arrival and Shutter Island. For all its powerful elements, though, Hamnet rings a bit hollow at its core. Perhaps the grand tragedies are just too overwhelming for some viewers to see beyond. I cried, yes, but in the end, I felt no closer to the mysterious bard--let alone to the people he loved, all those hundreds of years ago.
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Donald Trump's War on Christmas

It's a bad year for shoppers. It's a terrible year for small-business owners.

by Annie Lowrey

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




President Donald Trump might not be ruining Christmas, but he's making it more expensive. American families are expected to spend $1 trillion on gifts and other goods this November and December, roughly 4 percent more than they spent last year. But they're paying more for everything--artificial trees, ornaments, toys, novelty sweaters. They have fewer options to choose from when they log on to Etsy and browse upscale boutiques. Some retailers have stopped shipping to the United States, and some have gone out of business--all thanks to Trump's globe-engulfing and pointless trade war.

Holiday shoppers might not notice that things are a little less merry and bright than they would have been otherwise. The average family is expected to spend $132 more this year because of tariffs--not nothing, but not enough to break the bank, either. But wage growth has been cooling. The unemployment rate has been rising. Consumer confidence has been falling sharply. Rent, co-pays, mortgages, car payments, and utilities remain brutal for average families to afford--and health insurance is about to get radically more expensive. In recent weeks, customers have started shopping at cheaper outlets, buying fewer items, and putting off major expenses.

Shoppers are looking for deals, but it has not been easy for stores to provide them. When Trump kicked off the trade war early this year, the White House argued that foreign exporters would pay the fees slapped on goods from nearly every American trading partner. Instead, the government has collected $118 billion and counting from domestic importers.

Big companies have managed to dodge and shuffle in response: pressing their suppliers for discounts, stocking up and storing products to get ahead of the tariffs, rerouting their supply lines, buying merchandise from lightly tariffed countries. Retailers including Walmart have managed to keep their sales figures up and hold costs down, for the most part. Yet many companies have run out of warehoused items, leaving them no choice but to raise sticker prices or cut into their profits.

Small companies have had fewer options. Many small-scale businesses lack the time, bandwidth, or travel budget to find new overseas suppliers--especially when big importers are doing so too. Boutiques don't have the bargaining power to press manufacturers and shipping companies for discounts. Single-person firms cannot take out loans to buy up stock and move it to the United States before a trade levy hits. Many small firms cannot change their product lines, either.

As a result, the trade war has helped large companies squeeze out their smaller competitors. Many small firms have closed down, fired workers, watched their sales fall apart, or worse. In a new survey, 71 percent of small-business owners said they expect the trade war to depress their revenue this holiday season. Only 5 percent said they were hiring and expanding their business.

The holiday season "is our Super Bowl," Nichole MacDonald told me. "This is when we're supposed to make all of our money." MacDonald runs the Sash Bag, a company that manufactures and sells specialty handbags. Like many retailers, the Sash Bag generates an outsize share of its annual sales and profits leading up to Christmas. But this year, she said, she is "literally terrified." Batches of her bags are stuck in two warehouses in India because she cannot produce the $430,000 needed to cover the import tariffs on the goods. "That product is done," she said. "It's sewn. It's perfectly saleable--beautiful leather, beautiful Sash bags, sitting in India for months because I don't have the budget to bring it here."

In addition, she has let go some of her employees, raised prices by 10 to 15 percent, canceled special orders, and considered finding new suppliers. But "people don't understand" how hard that is to do, MacDonald told me, when you have "your own proprietary product, not something a manufacturer has already invented or already created."

Struggling firms aren't the economy's only problem. The government shutdown has depressed the Washington, D.C., metro economy. Concerns about artificial intelligence and the growth outlook have led businesses of all sizes to quit hiring, and some have started firing workers too. Households have noticed those changes and are limiting their spending. Yet companies don't have much room to win back customers by cutting prices, in many cases--because of the tariffs, which are at their highest effective rate in close to a century. The country is in a stagflationary, queasy state as the year comes to a close, and it's not doing much for anyone's holiday spirit.

"Are they literally trying to make it impossible to run a business?" MacDonald asked me. Because "that's how it feels."
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The Fear Taking Hold Among Indiana Republicans

"I'd rather my house not get firebombed."

by Russell Berman

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




On Monday I spoke with a Republican member of Indiana's legislature who opposes President Donald Trump's push for the state to redraw its congressional map to gain two GOP seats and help the party hold its House majority in next year's midterm elections. Trump, with support from Indiana's Republican governor, Mike Braun, has vowed to back primary challengers against members of the GOP who are, for now, blocking the redistricting plan. The lawmaker I spoke with asked that I not publish his name. He isn't worried about Trump's political wrath; he doesn't plan to run for reelection. His fear of speaking out is much more personal: "I'd rather my house not get firebombed," he told me by phone.

Such a worry is not as far-fetched as it might sound--not in an America that has seen an eruption of political violence over the past few years, and not in Indiana over the past few weeks. Republicans in the state have faced a wave of "swatting" incidents, in which a false call to emergency services draws a police response, for not endorsing the redistricting plan. (Braun said he and his family have also received threats.)

Indiana lawmakers have reported other apparent attempts at intimidation, including at least one bomb threat, as well as subtler forms of harassment. Not all of them have been made public. Earlier this month, the Republican I interviewed was returning home from an evening walk and saw a Domino's Pizza car parked out front. The delivery was under his name, with his home address, but he had not ordered it. The phone number that was given to the delivery driver was not his. The confirmation that no one in his family ordered it came when he asked the driver what was on the pizza: sausage and pepperoni. "We don't eat meat," he told me with a laugh, "so none of us ordered that pizza." When the lawmaker later called the number affiliated with the order, it went to the state police in Indianapolis. Hoax pizza deliveries have been a favored tactic of MAGA supporters who have tried to enforce loyalty to Trump and his agenda. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia reported a similar incident before she abruptly announced her resignation from Congress. "The whole idea is, We know who you are. We know where you live," the Indiana lawmaker said. "They're trying to intimidate us."

So far, Trump's heavy-handed pressure campaign and the anonymous harassment directed toward Indiana Republicans have not worked. The White House wants the state legislature to adopt a new congressional map that would make Republicans the favorites to win the two House seats currently held by Democrats. (Republicans already have the other seven.) Although a majority of the GOP-controlled general assembly reportedly backs the idea, the state Senate has balked. The senate initially flouted Braun's move to call a special session of the legislature next month to consider redistricting. Its president pro tempore, Rodric Bray, opposes redistricting and has said the proposal lacks the votes to pass, but he announced on Tuesday that the senate would return next month to render "a final decision" on the idea.

Indiana is only the latest red state to resist Trump's demand that it join a gerrymandering arms race against Democratic-led states like California. The administration launched this campaign over the summer by leaning on Republicans in the Texas legislature to approve a map that could wipe out as many as five Democratic-held seats in the state's House delegation. GOP lawmakers in Missouri and North Carolina soon followed, but the redistricting effort has stalled elsewhere. Kansas Republicans announced earlier this month that they lacked the votes to enact a map that would eliminate a Democratic-leaning House seat in and around Kansas City.

In Ohio, Republicans struck a deal with Democrats that only marginally improves the GOP's chances of picking up two additional seats. Meanwhile, California voters earlier this month overwhelmingly approved a ballot measure to redraw the state's House map and hand Democrats as many as five new seats. Democrats in Virginia launched their own redistricting push that could yield the party multiple GOP-held seats. And last week, a federal judge ruled that the GOP's new Texas map was unconstitutional, throwing the party's biggest redistricting win into doubt. (The Supreme Court has paused the ruling while it considers whether to take the case.)

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans' 

Trump's drive to padlock the Republicans' House majority may be backfiring, and it could be Democrats who emerge from the gerrymandering war with more seats. As the administration's bravado has turned to desperation and anger, Trump has put even more pressure on Indiana Republicans to deliver. Vice President J. D. Vance traveled to the state last month to lobby lawmakers, and the president has been calling out individual legislators by name in his Truth Social feed.

Republicans hold a 40-10 supermajority in the Indiana Senate, so the aversion to Trump's push is not limited to a few renegade members. Several opponents have criticized the plan on the grounds that Indiana should not redraw its maps in the middle of the decade; the Constitution calls for reapportionment of representatives among the states to be done after the decennial Census. "I'm not inclined to ever redistrict mid-decade," the lawmaker told me. He said he voted with other Republicans to enact the state's current congressional map after the 2020 Census. "What has changed from the Census five years ago that would lead us to redistrict today?" the legislator asked. "Nothing has changed."

The president's purely political argument--"they could be depriving Republicans of a majority in the House," he wrote of the idea's GOP critics in Indiana--isn't persuasive to this legislator. "Other states need to do what they want to do, but I don't think it makes sense for them to do it either." The lawmaker said Republicans should be trying to win elections on the merits, not through gerrymandering: "If you're not confident enough in your policies that you think that it's going to have a negative impact on your politics, then maybe you need to be doing something different."

This lawmaker was hardly alone among Republican opponents of Trump's redistricting push in Indiana who were reluctant to speak publicly. None of the critics I contacted over the past week would agree to an on-the-record interview. Supporters of the president's plan, by contrast, were less reticent. "It's not unconstitutional, it's not illegal, and it's not immoral," Beau Baird, a GOP state representative, said of redistricting. Baird is also the Republican Party chair of Putnam County; his father, Jim Baird, has represented the area in Congress since 2019. The younger Baird told me that he wanted Republicans to draw a maximally favorable House map after the 2020 Census but that the party ended up favoring a less aggressive approach. He was initially hesitant to revisit the district lines in the middle of the decade, but he told me he came around to the idea pretty quickly. "I believe that it is important that we do it, and we do it now," Baird said.

Read: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

Indiana's entire GOP House delegation is publicly backing the redistricting effort, as is Senator Jim Banks. (The state's senior senator, Republican Todd Young, has said only that he "supports our state legislators and trusts their judgment" on the issue.) Representative Marlin Stutzman, a Republican in his second stint in Congress, justified the proposal to sweep Democrats entirely out of the state's delegation by pointing to New England, where not a single Republican across six states is serving in the House. "I would argue that the Democrats have been doing this much longer than Republicans have, and President Trump has just finally shown the Republican Party how to fight back and play the same game," Stutzman told me.

Baird told me that when he recently spoke to a group of about 100 Republican constituents, the crowd initially seemed opposed to redistricting but emerged supportive after he made his argument in favor. Stutzman predicted that if redistricting were put before the voters--as Democrats in California did earlier this month--Hoosiers would endorse the idea. Other Republicans, however, say public opinion is running in the opposite direction.

In a statement earlier this month, State Senator Kyle Walker said he informally surveyed his constituents and found that 93 percent were against redistricting, leading him to oppose the plan. The lawmaker I spoke with asked an aide to tally up the emails and voicemails his office had received from constituents expressing a view on redistricting over the past few months. (The office did not actively solicit opinions on the issue.) The results floored him. Out of a total of nearly 400 constituents who called and wrote, just eight voiced support for redistricting; the rest were opposed.

It might seem that such strong public backing would embolden a politician to take a more forthright stand against their own party--especially one who does not plan to be on the ballot again. But police are still patrolling the streets around his house and neighborhood. The threat has not yet passed, and an elected state legislator still does not feel safe in publicly crossing the president. "It's a sad testament to our politics right now," he told me.
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<em>Stranger Things</em> Comes to an Exhausting End

The Netflix show is back for a final season, but its brand is forever.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




In a recent article for The Atlantic, W. David Marx argued that culture as we know it today is a hoarder's paradise, a hopelessly cluttered landscape of rubbish. "Everyday life has never contained more stuff--an endless reel of words, ideas, games, songs, videos, memes, outrageous statements, celebrity meltdowns, life hacks, extremely talented animals," he writes. My 5-year-old's favorite song is a version of "Golden," the standout hit from Netflix's KPop Demon Hunters, meowed by fake cats. Her favorite TV show is Is It Cake?, a Netflix baking competition seemingly inspired by a viral TikTok trend that involved making trompe l'oeil cakes disguised as random objects. Everything in popular culture feels recycled or reanimated or patched together out of preexisting elements. The dominant art form of the 21st century is the remix.

Stranger Things got there first. When the show debuted nine years ago, at the tail end of Barack Obama's presidency, what was most astonishing about it was how unabashedly it pillaged the Blockbuster Video archives, borrowing from Spielberg and Hughes and Cameron to produce a pop-cultural behemoth that managed to both gratify audience nostalgia and create fresh intellectual property. Matt and Ross Duffer, its genial creators, were able to sell Stranger Things as a sincere homage, a love letter to 1980s media born out of admiration, not a cynical cash grab in an era of supercuts and sequels. Thanks to them, even in its fifth and final season, the series still has a pure heart. In the background, though, are product-placement deals featuring more than 100 carefully selected brands, a curated Spotify "experience", influencer tie-ins, and prime Demogorgon placement inside the new Netflix House at the King of Prussia mall, in Pennsylvania--the latter truly a potent postmodern symbol of art becoming consumption. "Who wouldn't want an $80 cookie house modeled after Vecna's death mansion?" Fast Company's Jeff Beer wondered recently about the show's branded partnership with Williams Sonoma.

Read: Stranger Things isn't TV. It's something else.

It would be hard for any show to carry the weight of all this late-capitalist ambition, and the series's last season embodies all the best and worst aspects of the Stranger Things decade. (The first four episodes were made available for review, and are streaming today.) It's been almost three and a half years since Season 4, during which time the once-tweenage actors have hit drinking age (or, in Millie Bobby Brown's case, become a parent); the teenagers have entered their 30s; and David Harbour's beard has reached Rip Van Winkle proportions. I struggled to remember the specific plot nuances from a time before Sabrina Carpenter's adult-pop era, but the story doesn't really require thoughtful comprehension. At the end of Season 4, Vecna (Jamie Campbell Bower)--the antagonist who possessed and murdered victims after manipulating their minds--was revealed to be the ruler of the Upside Down, the parallel dimension Will Byers (Noah Schnapp) was transported to after being kidnapped in the first season. Once a sadistic child with telekinetic abilities named Henry Creel, Vecna was experimented on in the same government lab as the show's heroine, Eleven (Brown); this allowed him to control the gruesome creatures of the Upside Down in service of a larger plan, and to create a rupture between the two dimensions.

Season 5 jumps forward in time 18 months to November 1987. Hawkins, Indiana, is under military quarantine, surrounded by metal fencing. Robin (Maya Hawke) and Steve (Joe Keery) are broadcasting a radio show that periodically roasts the occupying forces and delivers coded messages to the core characters--Chief Hopper, Joyce, Eleven, Nancy, Mike, Will, Dustin, Lucas--who occasionally try to infiltrate the Upside Down to conduct sweeps in search of Vecna. Winona Ryder's Joyce and David Harbour's Hopper are still technically together, albeit with apparently minimal interest on the part of the writers. Eleven is wanted by the military and so mostly spends her time doing drills with Hopper, whose overprotectiveness as a parent is matched only by Joyce's constant fretting over Will.

Read: Stranger Things won't save Netflix

When everyone is a fan favorite, no one is expendable, which is why the cast has sprawled out to such an unmanageable extent. There's no time for characterization--not when Mike has to purchase a Coke from an ostentatiously branded vending machine, or a group breakfast has to be written in to showcase Mrs. Butterworth's pancake syrup and Sunny Delight. The first episode is largely devoted to catching viewers up; everything that comes after follows the formulaic grooves of previous seasons--propulsive set pieces, meme-able moments, heavy allusions to a pop-cultural touchstone that will likely be important (in previous seasons, the show has nodded directly to Wes Craven and Stephen King; this time, the crucial text is Madeleine L'Engle's A Wrinkle in Time). The violence seems brutal for a series so heavily invested in childhood; the characters barely get to relate to one another; the capers are slapdash and illogical; and for some reason Murray, the grating conspiracy theorist, seems to get more screen time than Eleven, the ostensible star of the show.

All of this might change in the episodes still to come. (Not the violence--the Duffers have acknowledged that the final season features one of the most gruesome deaths yet.) I found the first four episodes largely joyless and grim, right up until a moment that seemed to reset the show, or at least to capture some of the connection and spirit that used to make it so compelling. At its best, Stranger Things has been a show about the triumph of underdogs, outcasts, and aliens--not an original concept, sure, but a winning one even now, as the government posts propagandistic imagery celebrating white heritage and children are snatched not by fictional monsters but by masked officers. If Stranger Things can locate more of that humanity in its last few episodes, it'll be much easier to swallow everything else it's trying to sell us.
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A War on Facts About Thanksgiving Dinner

We don't need to do this every year.

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




There's a fairy tale about Thanksgiving that gets refuted every fall. Does eating turkey really make you fall asleep? When science writers check in with the experts, they always get the same response: No, no, no, and no. Also no and no.

These holiday debunkers tell you what the science says: Turkey meat is not a sedative. They tell you what the studies show: Drumsticks don't produce fatigue. And then they take another step, however ill-advised: They lay out different reasons Thanksgiving dinner might be sleep inducing. Even as these stories bust the turkey-coma myth, they end up replacing it with other fables.

The trouble began nearly half a century ago. It started with warm milk--a sleep aid that was the subject of its own lightly flavored brand of science journalism. Was it true that a mug of milk could help you go to sleep? Yes, the experts said, because milk has tryptophan! This one amino acid worked something like a natural "sleeping pill," a psychiatry professor told The New York Times in 1983. "Once again," the Times said, "an old wives' tale, the one about warm milk before bedtime, has received scientific support."

Indeed, a tryptophanic fever was about to spread across America. By the end of the decade, tryptophan was being widely sold in supplements as a treatment for insomnia; an aid for beating jet leg; and also a fix for depression, PMS, and drug dependence. (Tryptophan was even talked about as a suicide preventive.) To explain its wondrous potency, scientists noted that when tryptophan made its way into the brain, it could be converted into the neurotransmitter serotonin. According to the thinking of the time, serotonin was the molecule of relaxation and well-being. Early studies seemed to show that it led to sleep.

Turkey, too, contains some tryptophan. Thus the sleepy-turkey myth was born. But even from the start, experts knew the theory had some complications. In the first place--as every Thanksgiving-myth-debunking article notes--turkey doesn't have a lot of tryptophan. In fact, almost every other kind of meat has more. One serving of turkey breast contains 244 milligrams of tryptophan; one serving of clams contains 243. You'll get less tryptophan from turkey, ounce for ounce, than you will from octopus or cheddar cheese. And in the second place, even taking high-dose tryptophan supplements doesn't seem to do so much for sleep. (In 2017, the American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommended against the use of tryptophan as a treatment for insomnia on account of its "absence of demonstrated efficacy.")

If only that could be the end of it. The early experts on the topic had laid out some other dietary theories of ensleepification. Tryptophan was soporific, the MIT neuroendocrinologist Richard Wurtman and his colleagues said, but its effects were limited by the degree to which it crossed the blood-brain barrier. Other nutrients from foods could get in its way. But Wurtman, who died in 2022, found that when you ingest a bunch of carbohydrates, the resulting spike of insulin can shunt away the amino acids that normally compete with tryptophan. As he saw it, carbs have a "sedating effect" in the human diet, by helping tryptophan to make its way from the gut into the brain. If it seemed as though a mug of warm, protein-rich milk was helping people get to sleep, that's because they must also have been eating cake.

Wurtman was already floating this idea--let's call it the sleepy-carbs hypothesis--in the early 1980s, and it has been repeated in the press ever since. Almost all articles about the turkey-coma myth now point at carbohydrate-heavy side dishes, the sweet potatoes and the pie, and claim that these Thanksgiving foods, not the turkey, really knock you out.

This merely swaps one highly suspect notion for another. Studies find that meals with lots of carbohydrates don't really make you sleepy. (They may have some small effects on how you sleep, such as an increase in the time you spend in REM, the dreaming phase.) More to the point, the old idea that serotonin is a simple, sleep-promoting signal in the brain is fully out of fashion; later research found that serotonin may also be a potent source of wakefulness, and that its function in the sleep-wake cycle is both complicated and diverse.

Nutritionists may now be more inclined to look at melatonin, a hormone that is synthesized (like serotonin) from dietary tryptophan. One line of research looks at whether sour cherries or beefsteak tomatoes might be useful as a sleep aid, because these foods are known to be rich in naturally occurring melatonin. When taken as a supplement, melatonin seems to have a small effect on sleep onset and sleep quality; when taken as a tomato, it may also have some benefits. That said, the American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommends against the use of melatonin as a treatment for insomnia for a similar reason that it recommends against tryptophan: insufficient evidence of clinically meaningful results.

In short, all the science here is pretty weak. Yet the turkey-myth debunkers pile on the speculations. The sleepy-carbs hypothesis is just the start. What accounts for post-Thanksgiving lethargy? Many experts blame the fact that we're consuming so much food, and overeating makes you tired on its own. (Some even cite the old-fashioned and unlikely notion that heavy digestion deprives your brain of oxygen.) But the evidence that people are more inclined to fall asleep, for any reason, after pigging out--that they experience what's known among the cognoscenti as "postprandial somnolence"--is equivocal, at best.

This is science--and this is science journalism--of the sort that only makes you dumber the more of it you read. Here are some other reasons you might feel tired after eating dinner on Thanksgiving: You have consumed some alcoholic beverages; you have traveled a long distance; you have gotten trapped in some exhausting conversation with your cousin's wife. Also maybe this: Dinner time is over, and the sky is dark, and a lot of time has passed since the last time you were sleeping.

And allow me to lay out one final possibility: What if Thanksgiving dinner doesn't even make you sleepy in the first place? Could the very basis for the turkey-coma myth, and for all of its debunkings, be a sham? I could find no data to suggest that the Thanksgiving-meal effect is real. "Nobody's tested this," Faris Zuraikat, a nutrition and sleep scientist at Columbia University, told me when I called him for this story. So here we are today, dressing up a folk belief about the holiday with pseudoscientific rationales. It's a pointless and exhausting project. We should be thankful if it ends.
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Who Would Win?

Why kids can't get enough of these battles to the death

by Peter Sagal

Thu, 27 Nov 2025

"Charlie and the Chocolate Factory?"

"No."

"How about The Phantom Tollbooth? I love that book."

"No," Elliott says. He holds out a slender volume: Who Would Win? Ultimate Pterosaur Rumble. 

"We just read that," I say, almost crying.

"I know," he says, with what passes for compassion in a 4-year-old boy. Before we start in on Pterosaur Rumble, he predicts with some confidence that Quetzalcoatlus will take the final prize, and for the 17th time since we bought the book three days ago, he will be right.

My son Elliott came across the Who Would Win? books a year ago on a spinning rack at a nearby library. Since then, they have accounted for more than half of the reading we do together, and a good part of the "reading" he does by himself. Even though we've read all 31 books in the series (so far), Elliott keeps demanding we go back to the library, as if they might grow on the rack like combative fruit.

Most of the books are slim paperbacks with more pictures than text. They pit various animals against each other: Killer Whale vs. Great White Shark; Lion vs. Tiger; Grizzly Bear vs. Polar Bear. Each describes its fighters in simple but scientifically accurate terms, and then hypothesizes an encounter in the wild that inevitably, sigh, leads to conflict.

Read: Why kids aren't falling in love with reading

There's also the Ultimate Rumble subseries, in which 16 animals in the same habitat or of the same species--ocean creatures; pterosaurs--fight in a single-elimination tournament until only one is left. Where did the author come up with that?

"I was watching the Sweet 16 tournament in a bar," Jerry Pallotta told me.

I had doubted that "Jerry Pallotta" existed. The books follow such a uniform format, so carefully calibrated to the interest of little boys like Elliott, that I at first thought "Jerry Pallotta," like "Franklin W. Dixon" of the Hardy Boys novels, must be a pseudonym, slapped on whatever overeducated wretch had been contracted to write the latest entry. But as Elliott and I read and reread the books, I started noticing little quirks, such as a consistent awe at the deadly majesty of the saltwater crocodile ("Salty," as we loyal readers know him), and references to what sounded like an actual boyhood spent playing sports and exploring near the sea. So I Googled Jerry Pallotta, found his website, sent him an email, and got a call from him that day. His books are combative, but the man is not.

Pallotta is 72, a Boston native with a thrillingly legitimate accent who spent his summers on the water in Scituate, lobstering and clamming and hanging with whichever of his six siblings or 71 first cousins happened to be nearby, and, by his own admission, not reading anything at all. He played sports at his Catholic high school and got a Catholic college education in business, married young (and for life), started a family, and went into the insurance business. He probably would have continued on to a happy, affluent obscurity if he hadn't one day been reading one of those A Is For ... alphabet books to his kids and, in that particular moment of inspiration responsible for launching the career of so many artists, said to himself, I could do better than this.

Pallotta wrote, designed, published, and distributed his first book, The Ocean Alphabet Book, himself, recruiting one of those 71 cousins to illustrate it. (From the start, the author's preoccupations were evident: B Is for Bluefish: "Their teeth are very, very sharp, so don't ever put your fingers in their mouths.") And then he really got to work. He had read that "Jay Leno would perform 300 nights a year, so why shouldn't I treat my career the same way?" he told me. He started visiting schools, bringing books, talking to kids--and he came away with ideas for more alphabet books: Birds! Beetles! Skulls! Icky bugs! He thinks he's spoken to at least 2 million schoolchildren over the past 30 years. As he learned at Georgetown, a good businessman has to know his market.

For some artists--the ones who have a shot at passing into greatness--another moment comes when they realize that they want to see something in the world that does not yet exist. When Pallotta, stuck at the Atlanta airport during a thunderstorm in 2009, opened his notebook to write down "Killer Whale vs. Orca," then "Lion vs. Tiger," then "Grizzly Bear vs. Polar Bear," he was creating something for a little boy who loved sports and fishing and running around the beach--but hated reading.

"I don't wanna pick on anybody," that little boy said to me, some six decades later, "but if a teacher said, 'Hey, I want you to read a book about Betsy Ross making the first flag,' but then, on the next desk, there's a book with a python swallowing an alligator, I mean, which one is the kid gonna go for, you know what I mean?"

Pallotta paused. Then he said, "I'm not making fun of Betsy Ross."

From the beginning, it was to be a series, with the title Who Would Win? on each cover in a typeface that Pallotta had designed himself, based on the Everlast boxing-glove logo. The combatants would be posed beneath in profile, like Ali and Frazier at a weigh-in, glaring, claws--or paws, or fangs, or tusks--at the ready. When he brought the proposal to his publisher and mentor at Scholastic, Judy Newman, some of her colleagues were concerned. The company sells most of its books through school book fairs, run by teachers. Would they want their charges, unruly as they already were, reading about conflict? Would the kids act out the fights? Goodness, would there be betting?

Newman told me, "My editorial director said, 'Teachers aren't going to like fighting.' And I said, 'I trust Jerry.'"

The first books sold well in the book fairs, but poorly in bookstores, until Newman thought to bundle five or six books into omnibus editions--Ultimate Showdown; Extreme Animal Rumble--and they started flying off the shelves. Pallotta added more battles--Green Ants vs. Army Ants, Walrus vs. Elephant Seal. Many were inspired by suggestions from his avid young readers ("I've had kids write to me with 80 matches they want--that's 160 different animals--and they write on the bottom, 'Please do these this week and get them to me.'") or by visits to the Harvard Museum of Natural History.

He can see almost any animal he likes there, he told me, "except a panda." Stuffed pandas are vanishingly rare, because China will let zoos take the animals for only a number of years before returning them. "It's an interesting fact." Which is why, I suppose, there is no Who Would Win? Giant Panda vs. Sloth. Yet.

Today, 21.7 million copies of Who Would Win? books are in print. That doesn't include the countless homemade Who Would Win? books that schoolkids across the country create with crayons and computers and paint, because they, too, have something they want to see in the world.

Why are the books so popular? All animals eat, nest, and migrate, which is all well and good, but if an animal fights another animal, suddenly there are stakes, drama, suspense, and, occasionally, surprises. Pallotta let slip that in his first Who Would Win? book, he let the lion defeat the tiger, even though obviously a tiger would take down a lion. He wanted to provoke dissent.

Read: What parents lose when they don't read to their kids

As a young girl of my acquaintance once said to me, dismissively: "All boys are like, 'Blah, blah, blah, violent stuff, violent stuff, blah, blah, blah.'" As per her insight, I had assumed that the books were popular mainly among boys. But girls have taken to them, too. The books, Pallotta told me, "are 99 percent facts," with a fight at the end. Each animal is described as a character who has a home and habits and likes and dislikes, and some of the animals are--dare I say it--cute. All kids love stories and suspense, and if you think girls would shy away from battles to the death, may I introduce you to some KPop Demon Hunters?

"A little girl wrote to me," Pallotta said, "asking me to do a Who Would Win? book with a bunny. And then she underlines, twice, Do not kill the bunny."

Elliott will not want to read and reread his Who Would Win? books forever--at least, I hope not. But right now, he loves to wrestle and roughhouse. And he also knows an awful lot about pterosaurs. And sharks, and birds, and killer whales, and insects, and blue whales, and wolverines. The natural world, as Tennyson wrote, and as Pallotta demonstrated, is red in tooth and claw. That's part of what makes it fascinating.

And if the books do rely on the cheap thrill of violence, who cares? So does The Iliad. Kids in elementary schools all over the country are forgetting about screens and reading these slender works of natural science, trading them like playing cards, and arguing over the results--and maybe, somewhere, one of those kids is thinking to herself, I could do better than this.
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The Biggest Problem With Air Travel: Pajamas?

The transportation secretary seems to think that fashion will solve flying's problems.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy wants us to return to the golden age of air travel, when nobody got into a punching match for reclining a seat into someone else's lap. He says this golden age starts with us, and he has a whole campaign prepared! I assume it will involve more humane accommodations for travelers--or less harrowing working conditions for the flight attendants charged with both crowd control and safety. Or modernizing air-traffic control to make it safer and more efficient.

Now to lower my tray table, take a sip from my tiny plastic cup dangerously overfilled with cranberry juice, and see what he has recommended. There's a video with footage of air travel seemingly from the 1960s? He is in a suit? And he wants us to dress "with respect," and "go back to an era when we didn't wear pajamas to the airport"?

Sometimes I wish I did not know the difference between correlation and causation. I think I would be happier. I would certainly have a lot more suggestions for solving problems. And I could tell people, with a straight face, to wear suits to the airport to usher back in a golden age.

If somebody forced me to identify the problem with air travel today (this happened to lots of comics in the 1980s!), the dress code would be the last thing I would suggest. To recover the conviviality of a time when you had enough elbow room to eat a meal on board the plane, you need the elbow room. You do not need the elbow pads.

Simply putting on the garments of an era when sardines did not walk around the plane and mock your travel conditions ("Look at that loser!" "Packed like that and not even in a tasty, aromatic oil!") is not enough. If anything, you will be more enraged than before because you are in a suit and you don't understand what the change of outfit is supposed to accomplish, like my baby whenever I try to put him in a festive hat.

Even if you believe that clothes inspire civility, that is true only up to a point. Look at the 1950s, when everyone was in a suit. Was it really better? One etiquette guide for travelers from the 1950s and 1960s also warned against taking off your shoes, drinking, flirting with the flight attendants, and getting mad about delays. So maybe there wasn't even a golden age of civility then! The only thing that was different was that you were wearing a suit while you harassed the flight attendant. And perhaps William Shatner was there to see a gremlin on the wing.

No, the age of suits was not the golden age of air civility! To find it, we must go back earlier still! Then you will see a trend: men in top hats, women in hoop skirts, and absolutely no fighting on airplanes at all. Indeed, the earlier you go, the fewer aviation-related incidents there are. And this was surely because of the quality of the attire available! The more old-fashioned the outfit, the less fighting on airplanes.

The absolutely best thing to wear to the airport is a toga. They are comfortable, and if you look at the annals of ancient Rome, you will notice zero airport fight-incidents. Julius Caesar did get stabbed by a bunch of senators once, but that was unrelated to air travel.

Alternatively, we could view this from a more practical angle. You know what kind of clothes will guarantee civility? A full suit of armor. Good luck to anyone who tries to recline onto that! Now all you need to do is get it through security.
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How Alison Roman Does Thanksgiving

A conversation with the chef about her new book, <em>Something From Nothing</em>

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




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

The recipe that Alison Roman may be best known for today is her caramelized-shallot pasta, published in 2020 when she was a food writer for The New York Times. It became the defining recipe of the early pandemic in part because its ingredients--except for the anchovy fillets--are pretty basic. And there are only 10 of them, including the pasta and salt. For Roman, the mega-viral recipe came to embody her signature "Stone Soup style": familiar ingredients magically transformed. For many amateur home chefs, the recipe is still bound up with tiny relief from pandemic desperation, having made us feel less alone and a little creative at home. It's also a relic of an age when food media was coherent enough that a recipe could go mega-viral.

Since then, Roman has had a couple of internet dust-ups, made a cooking show, gotten married, and had a baby. Recently she published a new cookbook, Something From Nothing, which continues the tradition of using the existing pantry as its primary inspiration. This episode of Radio Atlantic is a live conversation with Alison Roman, recorded at Sixth & I in Washington, D.C. We talk about her family Thanksgiving, why she makes her own baby food, and what's wrong with quinoa. We also discuss food trends, and what life is like for her as a solo creator. "I'd say the hardest part of that is: Nobody is gonna give me an assignment," she told me. "I am so busy all the time, and nobody told me to be busy." We also put the cookbook's philosophy of simplicity to the test. I bring items from my own pantry onto the stage; Alison chooses three, blindly, and has to create a dinner on the spot.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: Hey, friends. This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. And we have a treat for you today, today being Thanksgiving.

Recently, I interviewed chef and cookbook author Alison Roman onstage in D.C. at Sixth & I. And since many of us are thinking about food this week, we decided to share that conversation.

Even if you don't know Roman, it's likely you've eaten one of her recipes, especially her megaviral one for caramelized-shallot pasta. And one of the reasons that dish was so ubiquitous was because of how few ingredients it called for.

Her new book, Something From Nothing, uses that same minimalist approach, relying mostly on pantry staples.

I gave Roman a test onstage: I had her pick items from my pantry out of a bag, blind, and see what dinner she could make up on the spot. I also asked her some questions sent in by you, the listeners, about how food is changing, how food media is changing, and whether you should switch up the Thanksgiving staples.

Here's our conversation--

The big controversy over the last couple of years is go traditional or go salmon Wellington or--

Alison Roman: Absolutely not.

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: And if anybody here is thinking about doing salmon Wellington, please call me--

Rosin: Please leave.

Roman: --and I'll come over.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Roman: No, no, I wanna help you--I wanna call you in. I don't wanna push you away, because we gotta fix that.

I don't think it's an either/or situation. I am a big fan of additive rather than burn it all down. Because Thanksgiving is also famously not just about you, right? It's about the people that you're eating with and giving thanks. (Laughs.) Unless you are doing Thanksgiving for one, which is cool, and then you can do Wellington everything if you would like.

Rosin: So you mean you make a traditional turkey?

Roman: Yes.

Rosin: Traditional pie?

Roman: Pie, I do galette. I have my Thanksgiving menu, which is also the problem with doing Thanksgiving publicly, is that my personal Thanksgiving preferences don't really change that much.

I do one regular, classic turkey--full turkey, let's call it--and then I do turkey, the slow-cooked legs and the thighs, because it's so much better tasting than a regular turkey, but without the pomp and circumstance of a beautiful bird in front, I feel like I'm missing something. So I do understand the attachment, at least visually, to the full turkey.

Rosin: And what do you add? [Are] you saying, every year, you feel pressure to add something--something new, something interesting?

Roman: And in 20 years, it'll be, like, 18 things on the table. No, I consider it to be like, okay, the stuffing and the turkey and the gravy and the cranberries never really change for me; it is what it is. And then, one year, it's green beans. One year, it's Brussels sprouts. One year, it's squash. One year, it's carrots.

Rosin: That's still pretty basic.

Roman: Yeah, but, like, it's a vegetable. And then I put a salad.

So it's like, you kind of rotate in these things, but if there's somebody at your table that's like, If I don't have X, Y, and Z dish, I'll simply die, then just make it. That's not the time to say no; it's time to say yes.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: Yeah.

Rosin: If somebody comes to your house for dinner, and they wanna make a side or bring something, do you allow it?

Roman: God. (Sighs.)

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: Do you mean at Thanksgiving, or generally speaking?

Rosin: You decide. (Laughs.)

Roman: Here's what I'll say: I think that it's okay if you're like, I made everything, and I just need a bowl and a plate to plate it, and I'm like, Great. But if they're like, Where's your skillet? I'm like, Nope, shut it down. Do not cook in my kitchen. Bring something--but I feel that way about other people too. I would never do that to you. I would never come over and cook in your kitchen.

Rosin: But you evaded the easy way out, which is what if someone just wants to bring something?

Roman: (Laughs.) Sure.

Rosin: Really?

Roman: Yeah.

Rosin: Okay. (Laughs.)

Roman: Sure. Although, I--

Rosin: Probably, it doesn't happen to you, 'cause people are intimidated.

Roman: It doesn't. People wouldn't dare.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: I also think that potlucks are the worst thing that's ever happened to us. (Laughs.)

[Audience cheers and applause]

Roman: Because that's how you end up with just a menu that does not go--it doesn't go.

Rosin: Okay. We have a question from Meredith: "After the holidays, when we're sick of eating, what are some of your go-to recipes to get back into eating on the lighter side, but also stay cozy?" It's very specific.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: Yeah. I'm gonna go with--that's gotta be soup; it's soup. And soup is kind of always the answer, if you're wondering.

But I feel like you make the broth with the bones from the turkey. You have some vegetables you can throw in. You can also just sip turkey stock. You can do a lot with that. I feel like that is the on-ramp to doing it all over again.

Rosin: People in the audience, people out in the world sent us a lot of questions in a lot of different formats, and I'm gonna sprinkle them throughout.

From Robyn: "What enabled you to break free and set yourself apart in the crowded world of food bloggers and cooking shows? Were there distinct things you did or did not do?"

Roman: Mm, okay, Robin. Yeah, I think that, for me, I started cooking in restaurant kitchens, and I just wanted to be a cook, and that was my goal. I started cooking before iPhones existed, before Instagram existed. I didn't start cooking with the goal of being, like, a blogger or on the internet in any capacity.

And so I think that knowing that, even as the internet and Instagram and social media became a part of my life just as a product of being a person in the world--it kind of doesn't matter what your profession is; it's something that you kind of partake in--and I think just knowing that the whole time, having that be my north star, of like, Well, I'm a cook, and I cook, and that's what I do.

And then, I think--it's funny 'cause it is crowded, and sometimes even I am like, Well, how am I different? Okay, you all write recipes, and you all have a YouTube channel, and you all have a newsletter. You all duh, duh, duh. It's like, okay, it does become a bit more of a struggle.

And I think that the only answer remains--and as cheesy as it is--is being yourself, because there's only one of you, and there could be a hundred YouTube channels, but there's only one of you and your personality.

And so the more you can double down on being yourself and infusing your recipes--and that means the title of the recipe, the ingredients you use, and the way that you write instructions--the more personality and individualism that you can infuse into those things, I think that is the answer.

Rosin: Although I do think you also have an uncanny ability to figure out what people actually wanna cook, as opposed to just your own--the world of Alison. It's what actually translates into people's kitchens. I don't know what that is--

Roman: I don't know what that is either.

Rosin: --but you have a good radar for it.

Roman: Yeah, I don't know. I think it's an authenticity when it comes to developing because I'm living in the same timeline, where I'm like, Oh, the weather is this, and I feel like this, and you all do too at that time.

It's a bit different for a cookbook because, obviously, you're sort of picking things and investing in recipes that are living as a collection, versus like, This is coming out this week, and you're all gonna make this this week.

Rosin: Yeah, yeah.We have a question from Danny: "What do you see as the biggest misconception in food media right now, and how do you think creators should respond to it?"

Roman: Mm. I think that the misconception is that it's dead entirely, because I do think that it has died, but I do think it will come back.

Rosin: What is "it"--food media?

Roman: Food media, yeah.

Rosin: Interesting. Okay.

Roman: Because there's already people doing it. There's already people that I know that are starting up a thing or kind of returning to, Let's rebuild what was kind of taken away.

When I started working at Bon Appetit in, like, 2011, there were, I wanna say, eight other food magazines. And you could work at any of them, and it was sort of like, Which magazine are you at? And you would go to an event, and you'd be like, Oh, there's so-and-so from Food & Wine and so-and-so from Real Simple, and there was, like, a community of people that were editors or writers--people that worked within the concept of food media.

And now there is not that. It is: There's people that work at a magazine. There's magazines that have food sections, newspapers, etc. And then there's people that create food on the internet.

Rosin: Right, they're influencers.

Roman: Exactly. It's completely all over the place. And I think that there are people that are really interested and invested in kind of regaining what it means to be a journalist in the food space and sort of tell stories of culture and cooking and food that aren't just these sort of entertainment narratives that are, like, content creators. And so I'm optimistic about it.

Rosin: That's so interesting because food, it does take experience--to write a cookbook, to figure out, Okay, now I have a concept big enough for a cookbook, so--

Roman: You would think it does.

Rosin: --I don't know how you get from creator to that.

Roman: Well--

Rosin: You have to cook a lot; you have to have experience in kitchens--or, at least, that's the way it's been.

Roman: You don't, is the sad part. But I think it's also because a lot of people don't write their own cookbooks, like ...

Rosin: (Exclaims.) What? No, I'm just kidding. I knew that.

Roman: In the same way that a lot of people don't write their own books, or ghostwriter is an occupation, and people do it--I know them; I know people who do it. And I think that it is a different skill set.

Rosin: Who wrote this book?

Roman: Me. I do everything. You can tell 'cause there's typos.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: 'Ccause things are messed up--that's how you know it's me. Yeah.

Rosin: You started out working in institutions, like BuzzFeed, The New York Times; now you're independent. Can you compare pluses and minuses--what's better about one; what's worse about the other?

Roman: Yeah.

[Audience, Roman, and Rosin laughter]

Roman: You know what I will say? I really miss working with other people. I really miss collaboration, and I really miss being--some of my editors would say that this is not true--but I actually really do miss being edited.

And I don't mean my writing specifically or the style of recipes, but I mean the push and pull of getting somebody to make the writing tighter, to sort of ask you a question that you hadn't maybe explored, really making sure something is as well thought-out among people as possible. And that doesn't always make for a better recipe, but it does make, I think, for better writing, to have a great editor.

Rosin: Less lonely. It's less lonely.

Roman: Yeah, I think working for yourself can be pretty lonely. I think, more recently, I've started--and during book time, there's a lot more collaboration that goes into it. And that's why I love making books, because you get to work with photographers; you get to work with artists and designers. And then comes the promotion of it and the tour. It becomes more community-based.

And when you're not in a book-writing season, it is a little bit more you, and I'd say the hardest part of that is nobody is gonna give me an assignment. I am so busy all the time, and nobody told me to be busy.

Rosin: Right.

Roman: Nobody's giving me a deadline. Nobody's demanding anything from me. Nobody's asking me to, like, launch a tomato sauce. But I'm like, I'm gonna do this thing, and then I'm like, I'm so stressed out with this job that I just made myself do.

Rosin: For myself, yeah. (Laughs.)

Roman: I'm like, Oh, maybe I should stop giving myself so much work.

But there is an element of like, What am I doing this for? Even though I know the answer to that, but it's so much easier to work with people and be like, Ope, I have an assignment. I have an assignment. And that's why I really love things like Thanksgiving, because that, to me, is the ultimate assignment. It's like you know what you're doing, and you're coloring in the lines a bit, and--I don't know.

Rosin: Since you wrote your last book, you had a baby. He's very cute. I'm sure you guys have seen pictures. You told New York magazine that you make your own baby food. Do you actually make your own baby food?

Roman: Yeah, I do. But I'm not making baby food; I'm making food that he can eat--which I feel like there's a distinction there. I make lentils, and I eat lentils, and so does he. I'll roast squash and eat some, and then he eats roasted squash.

I'm not making--I don't--I think I have a hard time admitting that I'm making baby food, so I'm really talking around it.

[Audience laughter]

Rosin: (Laughs.) I'm being silent on purpose just to make you defensive, yeah. (Laughs.)

Roman: I'm like, No, I don't make baby food;I make food for the baby. (Laughs.)

Rosin: I don't--I swear. I'm not trying to start a war.

Roman: Yeah. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Roman: But, yeah, I thought that that would never be me, but--and it won't last forever. It's lasting right now because he eats so little, and the things that he does eat are very simple.

When it comes time to be making, like, fish sticks from--like, No, thank you. Pass. I don't think that that's me. But right now, it feels doable.

Rosin: How many people here made the caramelized-shallot pasta?

[Audience cheers and applause]

Rosin: Probably everyone.

Did you ever figure out why that one went viral, in all these years of thinking about it? I recently looked back at the recipe--it's so simple. The only complicated ingredient is anchovies. But other than that, it's so basic.

Roman: It's complicated emotionally for people, but anchovies in and of itself is not a complicated ingredient.

I think that it was sort of right time, right place. I don't think recipes can happen in that way anymore. I think that it was very zeitgeisty moment where Instagram was just like--I think there's, statistically speaking--I looked this up; I forgot the actual numbers--but I wanna say the way that it's grown from five years ago, the amount of users on Instagram, is just an unfathomable number and--

Rosin: Because there's no unified thread of popularity, so--

Roman: Correct.

Rosin: --it just can't be one thing that goes viral that way, yeah.

Roman: Exactly. So either things aren't going viral, or so many things are going viral that we sort of don't notice anymore, but it feels like it was a very special place and time. But I also think that it's really delicious pasta--

Rosin: Yeah, totally.

Roman: --and every person who made it told five people to make it, and those people told five people to make it. And it wasn't a product of the internet; it was a product of people actually cooking it and eating it and being like, Oh, my God, I have to make this again. I have to have this. And it's also, like, five ingredients.

And I think that that, in and of itself, is fascinating--to me, anyway. And I find that with music and art and movies and even getting dressed or something; I'm like, Oh, sometimes paring back and simplicity is the best choice.

And it's not a result of something being easier or lazy or a consolation prize. Sometimes the easiest or most simple thing is the best, and you can just be like, You know what--like, that pasta doesn't have cheese on it, because it doesn't need it. I'm sure we've all put cheese on it; it's okay.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: I'm okay with that. But it doesn't need it, and I think that that's really important to remember.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we put her new cookbook's approach of making "something from nothing" to the test.

[Break]

Rosin: I've never done this onstage, but we're gonna try it: We're gonna play a little game with Alison.

But first, I want you to read something in your book, which I thought was so--

Roman: Oh, I've never done that either.

Rosin: Really? It's so lovely. It's the thing I--I'm sorry I wrote in your book. I hope that doesn't bother you.

Roman: No.

Rosin: It's that little purple part.

This is what Alison wrote about her husband, because she also recently got married, and I thought it was really beautiful.

Roman: Just do it all at once, guys. It's honestly great.

Rosin: Yeah.

Roman: Okay, this is so--I've literally never done this before.

Rosin: You can do it.

Roman: And when people hear that I'm going on a book tour, they're like, What do you do? Do you just read from your cookbook?

[Audience laughter]

Roman: And I'm like, No. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Just get onstage and cook?

Roman: Exactly. Yeah, exactly. Okay.

"In his vows, he told me that his favorite nights at home were when we didn't--"

Rosin: Slow down.

Roman: Okay. Fuck.

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Rosin: Like, way down.

Roman: Okay. Well, I'm nervous. (Laughs.) You really put me on the spot. Okay.

"In his vows, he told me that his favorite nights at home were when we didn't have time to go grocery shopping and I made something of what we had in the pantry, because it was in those thrown-together moments that he got to see how my imagination worked."

Rosin: I thought that was really lovely.

[Audience applause]

Roman: Thank you, Max. Thank you.

Rosin: This is really weird, but just bear with me.

[Audience laughter]

Rosin: I brought a bag that's made up from the pantry of me and my partner, and Alison has to go in and pick out three things from the bag and then tell us what she would cook from it. And if it works, we'll do it twice.

[Audience laughter]

Rosin: If it's boring and weird, we'll just do it once.

Roman: And this is my fantasy, by the way. I am really into it.

Okay, so, I'm just picking it up and--

Rosin: You just have to pick up three things, and you can't really look, but just go in and pick up three things--this is also merch from The Atlantic, just--

Roman: Yeah.

Rosin: And you have to say what they are, 'cause people in the audience can't see.

Roman: One potato.

[Audience laughter and applause]

Roman: Okay, let me ask: Am I only allowed the quantity of which I pick up?

Rosin: No, no, no, no, no. This is a--

Roman: Okay, so potato as a--

Rosin: It's a conceptual potato. It's a conceptual potato.

Roman: Symbolic potato.

Rosin: Symbolic.

Roman: One symbolic potato. Okay--

Rosin: And you can add things that normal people would have in their house. You can be additive.

Roman: Garbanzo beans, organic.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: And to clarify as well, does everything have to go together?

Rosin: They have to--this is your meal.

Roman: Okay. You're taking this very literally.

Rosin: They don't have to be in one dish.

Roman: Okay.

Rosin: You have to make us--this is your husband's concept here. It's like we didn't go grocery shopping.

Roman: Sour cream.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: To what do I owe the pleasure? Okay.

Rosin: We didn't go grocery shopping; this is what we got. That's the idea here.

Roman: Okay.

Rosin: Okay, so bring it. What are we having for dinner, honey?

Roman: Well, I gotta say, it's gotta be some sort of potato soup. We're going sour cream and potato together. The sour cream doesn't have to go inside of it, but it should go on top of it. Bonus points if you have onion, garlic, leek, shallot--oh, you don't.

Rosin: No, you do. That's fine. That's normal stuff--

Roman: Oh, great, okay--

Rosin: Yeah, totally. That's fine--

Roman: I was like, We all do. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Everybody does, yeah.

Roman: Okay, so, yeah. And the reason that that soup is good, or a soup like that, is because you don't have to have a shallot if you have an onion. You don't need a leek if you have a shallot. You know what I'm saying?

Rosin: Yeah.

Roman: So allium, potato, broth--Better Than Bouillon if you don't have broth.

[Audience cheers]

Roman: That's right.

Okay, so potato-leek soup, or potato soup of some sort, with this. No blender--we're not blending. No, we're not making baby food.

Rosin: Okay.

Roman: But my baby does like potato soup.

Rosin: Okay, good.

Roman: In a chunky form.

Rosin: That is baby food.

Roman: For adults.

Rosin: Yeah.

Roman: And then if we're doing this in the same meal, perhaps there's some sort of, like, chickpea-salad situation, but, like, a frizzled chickpea, because a raw chickpea outta the can is never gonna hit the same. But if you had some greens, you could put it over the greens--like, toss it with that. And, I mean, you could even put a little sour cream in the bottom of that if you wanted. But I think just on the soup is good.

Rosin: Okay.

Roman: It's a weird meal; I'm not gonna lie. Really, to me, the soup would be the meal, and then I would say, Well, I'm gonna put these back for another time.

[Rosin and audience laughter.]

Roman: But if I'm trying to play the game here--

Rosin: That's not how the game works. Okay. (Laughs.)

Should we do one more?

[Audience cheers]

Roman: Okay.

Rosin: Okay. Great. Okay.

Sorry, Alison. One more.

Roman: Okay, so I can't use any of these anymore. Okay. These are--

Rosin: You cannot use those.

Roman: Okay. It's like, I can tell what the cans are.

Rosin: I know. I know. I couldn't fix that.

Roman: Oh! Oh, no.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Roman: Quinoa?

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: Boo! There's not one quinoa recipe in this book--I'll save you the time, if you're looking.

Panang curry paste. Okay. Gluten free, that's good. And--

Rosin: We're a healthy home.

Roman: I'm, like, really hoping this is coconut milk. Oh, fuck.

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: Black-eyed peas, no salt added?

[Rosin laughter and audience applause]

Roman: I do wanna take this time to say, unless it's for health reasons, I genuinely think that you should avoid the no-salt-added legumes in a can because, like cooking pasta in salted water, it's so hard to season any sort of bean or pea that has not been seasoned from the beginning. You can add so much salt to these, and you're always gonna be like, Why do they taste like this? And it's because they were not treated with love and care and salinity from the beginning.

Rosin: All right, so we're having kind of a crap dinner tonight, but--

Roman: We're having an interesting--

Rosin: It's raining, so we're not going shopping. So what do we got?

Roman: Okay. Ah, fuck.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: Well, I guess what we'll do is we'll make some sort of, ugh, like, a salad with the black-eyed peas and the quinoa. I'm gonna make the quinoa. It's gonna be mid, per uzh.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Roman: But we're gonna make it taste good with some grated garlic and olive oil, lemon juice, and we're gonna add the black-eyed peas. We're gonna let it sit. If you had something like lots of parsley or a cucumber, you could do a tabouleh-esque situation.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Roman: With black-eyed peas, which, as we know, are high in protein, which we love. Okay.

And then if you have curry paste, let's pray you have a can of coconut milk and, like, one zucchini or whatever, or we're allowed to use more potato. You could kind of make a quick sort of curry with that and call it a day.

[Audience laughter and applause]

Roman: Thank you. That was hard. Thank you.

[Audience applause]

Roman: Thank you. I'm so brave. (Laughs.) Thank you.

Rosin: Okay. This one's a little serious, so we're taking a serious turn.

This is from Jordan: "Having grown up in a diet-obsessed culture, how have you maintained a loving relationship with both your body, and with food and cooking?"

Roman: Mm, well, Jordan.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Roman: That is extremely hard. It's hard every day. I don't wanna gender it and say that it's specific to women, but I think that any person in the public eye, where you're looking at photos or videos of yourself at a clip that no human should--it's not healthy for anybody's brain to do it--you become really self-judgmental and really hard on yourself.

And that's in addition to where we are culturally, where we see photos of what--people say, Oh, well, that's good, or That is aspirational. And I don't know--you're like, I see bones. Like, I see your bones. So I don't know that that is aspirational. But we are in a place right now where, I think, things are so skewed because everybody is looking at themselves constantly. And--

Rosin: Right. And you're supposed to love food. You're--

Roman: Exactly.

Rosin: --you're trying to convey a love of food, a love of making food, a love of eating.

Roman: And also, to be successful, you also have to be hot and young forever. And so you have to love food and love eating, but also look a certain way and never age and be a mom, but don't talk about it.

There's all these sort of things that you're supposed to adhere to in order to achieve success that seem completely out of line with actually cooking and eating and living. And I think about it every day, and trying to square it, and it's really challenging.

Rosin: So what do you--

Roman: I don't know. I think that you--I don't know. I don't know. I don't know the answer.

I feel like the work begins in yourself. You have to love yourself and etc., etc., platitude, platitude, but it's true. Body positivity and all this stuff that kind of ebbs and flows culturally, I don't think you can trust it. You can't wait for the culture to change to make it feel like you're doing the right thing.

Rosin: Yeah, yeah. I was thinking, maybe the culture has opened up to a wide variety of people in cooking--like, a lot more, maybe, than when you started out.

Roman: Yeah, absolutely.

Rosin: So that's hopeful.

Roman: Yeah. I think the democratization that the internet provides, where everybody kind of has the opportunity to create their own space and their own niche, is really great, and there is truly something for everybody.

Rosin: I'm having a really hard time transitioning to the next question, and you'll understand why after this profound conversation. (Laughs.)

Okay, here goes. From James: "I've been distressed for many years at how bland chicken has become."

[Audience laughter]

Roman: That's a you problem, James. I don't think we're having that problem.

Rosin: Whoa--"Fifty years ago, chicken was amazingly flavorful," etc., etc. "What can we do?"

Is this true, or--

Roman: I'm not 50. I don't know.

[Rosin and audience laughter]

Roman: But I think that a lot of our foods are not as good in the farming and the this, that and the other. I think what you can do is you can buy chicken from a farm, and that means going to your farmers' market. I don't suggest you, like, leave your home and go to the farm, but there are ways for the farm to come to you--almost every city has a farmers' market--and those chickens are almost always significantly better tasting. They have more fat. They have more flavor.

When it comes to things like chicken, meat, or fish, and I would call it, like, specialty vegetables, I do think that seeking them out from smaller farms makes a huge, huge difference.

Rosin: It's true.

Roman: It's like a tomato: When you get a beautiful tomato from the market in the middle of August, you're like, Well, this is delicious. And then you get a tomato at the supermarket in February, you're like, Well, this tastes like shit. It's not the same food, but it is, so it's not really the tomato's fault; it's what we've done to the tomato.

And same for the chicken. If you're getting your chicken in a place where they're feeding it, like, ground-up gravel or whatever, and they're living in a horrible place, they're not gonna taste very good.

And so you have to take that into consideration, of when you eat meat or fish, especially, you're eating what they're eating, so I think about that a lot when I'm purchasing my protein.

Rosin: Yes, yes, yes.

Okay. Sarah: "What are some of your all-time favorite cookbooks? How did they inspire you as you conceptualized your cookbooks?"

Roman: Hmm. A lot of my all-time favorite cookbooks were ones that I started reading after I started writing cookbooks. And--

Rosin: That's intimidating.

Roman: Yeah, well, I kind of went in pretty blind to writing my first book. I wasn't a person who consumed a lot of food media or read a lot of cookbooks, and my parents didn't have any cookbooks, really. My mom always just cooked from her brain. It was never a recipe household, same with my dad. I never really even saw recipes in my house. And it was a lot of like, Oh, this is how your grandmother makes her brisket, and it was bad; we didn't need to remember it.

[Audience laughter]

Roman: But it was sort of lore. It was talked about. It was passed down verbally. It wasn't a recipe thing.

So I would say that, after the first one that I wrote, I started looking to other books just to sort of--because the books that I was reading were, like, memoirs, and they were sort of longer form, like the Alice Waters biography and Judith Jones's The Tenth Muse and books like that, that really inspired me to write about food.

Because I felt like the recipes I had nailed, in terms of I knew what I was cooking, and I knew what I wanted to cook, but getting the inspiration to figure out, well, how did I wanna say it? Like, Laurie Colwin-style: Okay, we're not writing recipes, but we're talking about food in a way that gets you excited to cook.

So I feel like those were the most inspirational to me and have shaped my career more than a book of recipes.

Rosin: Okay. Last one--this is kind of an ender question: "Do you experience cooking burnout, and how do you stay inspired or get back in the groove after a rut?"

I think this is relevant to a lot of people, who feel like, Ah, I'm doing the same thing, cooking dinner every night. What do you do?

Roman: Yeah. I experience that, also, and I think a lot of people maybe assume that I don't or that I just have--if you do it for a living, maybe there's the fantasy that you have this endless spring of inspiration. But I don't.

And oftentimes, I think, to be totally honest, that's how this book was born, was just going more simple and falling back in love with how good it can taste to cook, like, five ingredients together in a pot and be like, Wow, this doesn't actually need anything else. And paring back and just kind of reminding yourself that, like, a chickpea cooked from dried in a bath of olive oil and garlic and herbs and chili for, like, three and a half hours in the oven is gonna blow your mind.

And when you're always looking for something to excite you, you overlook those things, and you kind of think of that as maybe not as good or a consolation prize. Or you open up your pantry, and you're like, Ugh, all I have are can of tomatoes and some lentils, and it's like, Well, you can make the best tomato soup of your life with that, if you want. And kind of reframing and reminding yourself that you don't actually need that much to do something really fabulous is a good way to get out of a rut.

Rosin: Well, thank you for sharing that all with us, and thank you guys for being amazing audience.

Roman: Yeah, thank you so much.

[Audience applause]

[Music]

Rosin: Thank you to Alison Roman. And also thank you to our hosts at Sixth & I, a center for arts, entertainment, ideas, and Jewish life in Washington, D.C.

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

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/listener. Or--it's holiday times--you can buy someone a gift subscription.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Misunderstanding of Perfidia

In <em>One Battle After Another</em>,<em> </em>the character leans into--and away from--stereotype, to brash effect.

by Anna Holmes

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




This article contains light spoilers for One Battle After Another.

One of the most memorable images from One Battle After Another, Paul Thomas Anderson's film about the activities of a paramilitary vigilante group, comes early on, when we see a very pregnant woman standing in a field and taking target practice with an assault rifle.

It is also, as the Warner Bros. marketing department no doubt understands, one of the most provocative. There's, of course, that rifle. There's that abdomen, against which the butt of the rifle rests: a belly so swollen that the woman looks close to going into labor. And then there's the woman herself, Perfidia Beverly Hills (played by Teyana Taylor), a Black revolutionary who mixes politics and pleasure with brash abandon.

"Pussy ain't for fun. This is the fun. The guns is the fucking fun," she says to a female compatriot of the French 75, the armed leftist organization that they're members of, which is waging war against an authoritarian U.S. government and shadowy white-supremacist forces. She's deadly serious. Shortly after, we watch that same compatriot, the minidress-wearing "Junglepussy," as she stalks back and forth atop a counter in a bank that the French 75 is robbing to fund its efforts. "This is what power looks like!" she roars. A few seconds later, as if issuing a riposte to Stokely Carmichael's 1960s contention that the only position for women in the civil-rights movement is "prone," she makes the implicit explicit: "I am what Black power looks like!"

Read: A movie that touches one raw nerve after another

The French 75, from what we can see, is made up primarily of Black women, which means that members such as Perfidia are the most visible avatars of the group's revolution; their gender and race, their desires and idiosyncrasies, are inextricable from their capabilities and commitment to the cause. And their prominence in the film has prompted debate about whether they resurrect hoary tropes or complicate them. In truth, Perfidia and her comrades stretch beyond any easy interpretations of Black female sexuality--and maternity--on the big screen.

That their presence reads as provocation has to do with old and enduring stereotypes about aggressive Black women, which Anderson is definitely playing with. Perfidia, in particular, is very plainly aroused by power and authority--her own as well as other people's. Hers is the first face we encounter in what is a nearly three-hour film; when we meet her, she is in a love affair with a greasy-haired explosives expert, a seemingly reluctant revolutionary she calls "Ghetto Pat" (Leonardo DiCaprio).

Pat serves as a chronically bewildered Clyde to Perfidia's unshakable Bonnie, but his technical mastery, used in service of their political aims, appears to excite her. In one scene, we see her reclined on a couch, observing Pat as he fiddles with wires and explains the concept of a closed circuit, oblivious to the downward creep of her hand toward her crotch. Another evening, at twilight, Perfidia and Pat have planted a bomb at the base of a transmission tower somewhere in the desert. Perfidia pushes him against the rear of their getaway car and all but envelopes him, her overt desire an amusingly timed footnote to their vigilanteism. !Viva la revolucion!

Much less amusing is Perfidia's engagement with a far more malevolent depiction of white masculinity: a colonel named Steven J. Lockjaw (Sean Penn). Early in the film, Perfidia bursts into Lockjaw's trailer at the migrant-detention center he oversees near the U.S.-Mexico border, trains a gun on him, steals his hat, declares her intentions--"free borders, free bodies, free choices"--and demands that he get an erection before perp-walking him out into the night. (A self-professed connoisseur of "Black girls," Lockjaw seems more than happy to comply.)

Lockjaw soon becomes a man obsessed: Perfidia's humiliation of him appears to both enrage and excite him, and he vows to hunt her down. He keeps his word. Shortly after the French 75's breach of the detention center, Lockjaw surveils her from his car, peering at her through binoculars. In this scene, he's an aroused spectator, his gaze directed squarely at her ass and hips. The moment no doubt contributes to the interpretation by some that the camera "leers" at Perfidia, though, to me, the fetishization clearly seems to come from Lockjaw's perspective. (Or, as Taylor put it in a recent interview, "Is that not what Black women go through?")

The respectability politics that trail women of color--including the notion that Black women are angry--thread through One Battle After Another: Perfidia certainly does not mute herself in the service of making her actions more palatable, even at the expense of those around her. But the film's sexual politics are what seem like the real third rail: Some critics of the film have seized on the dynamic between Perfidia and Lockjaw as evidence of Anderson's fidelity to old ideas about Black female sexuality being all-encompassing, dangerous, or, as one writer suggested, jezebellian.

What Anderson has done--giving a measure of primacy to Perfidia's sex life and connecting it directly to her work as a revolutionary--is indeed risky. Black women have long been pathologized as insatiable and objects of sexual intrigue and fixation. And though Perfidia may not be defined by her sexuality, she is certainly animated by it, and its relationship to power. We are meant to understand that sex is not just a physical act for Perfidia, but also an intellectual exercise in the erotic, in what Audre Lorde described as "the lifeforce of women": an exploration of her own agency--as a Black woman, as a revolutionary, and, to a degree, as a means of reproduction.

The film, ultimately, does not seem to be saying one thing about Perfidia but many things, including that she wields her sexuality for influence and leverage, which she uses to save herself. A scene that shows Perfidia and Lockjaw in a hotel room is highly sexualized though also inconclusive--who is getting off on whom?--much like the relationship between the two characters throughout the movie. You could also say that Anderson, who often shoots Taylor from below, is drawing attention to how her character is navigating the very tropes that some have criticized the film for indulging.

Perfidia displays a measure of dominance that is usually reserved for white-male cinematic heroes. Indeed, late in the film, Lockjaw, who (spoiler!) we learn is actually the father of Perfidia's daughter, covers for his relationship with Perfidia by accusing her of assaulting him in order to have his child. "The enemy employed deception," Lockjaw tells a group of white supremacists whose secret society he is desperate to join. "I was drugged. And while unconscious, my brain was not working, but my power was, and I believe it was taken advantage of." That even Lockjaw's presumed lie places Perfidia in the domineering position highlights the ambiguous power plays embedded in their dynamic.

Taylor, in a recent interview with The Guardian, explained that even she isn't sure whether her character's relationship with Lockjaw is driven by lust, love, or manipulation. This fuzziness makes for an uncomfortable and maybe even confusing interpretation of her sexuality, but that's part of the point. After all, Perfidia explodes other archetypes, too--for instance, abdicating her roles as a mother and romantic partner to continue her work. "I'm not your mother," Perfidia tells Pat before she leaves him and her baby daughter behind. "You want your power over me for the same reason you want your power over the world. You and your crumbling male ego will never do this revolution like me."

Perfidia ups and leaves a second time too. Eventually in witness protection after being apprehended for the murder of a bank security guard and pressured to rat out her fellow comrades, she flees her safe house and is never seen on-screen again. This might be the development for which criticisms of Anderson's treatment of Perfidia ring most true: Except for a letter that Perfidia sends to her daughter, which we hear in voice-over--"Hello from the other side of the shadows," she writes--we have no sense of what has happened to a character whose deep urgency drives the story forward in the first place. Is she still abroad? Is she dead? ("I buried her," Lockjaw says in one scene, somewhat cryptically.) A woman who, in the beginning, was so embodied--in herself, in her politics, in her anger, in her sexuality--is made discarnate in the end.
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The Right Attitude to Gratitude

Being thankful is the ultimate win-win: If the person being thanked feels happy, the person doing the thanking feels happier still.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




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

Have you ever reflected on what an ungrateful wretch you are? Instead of being thankful that a delicious beverage awaits at your favorite coffee shop, you fume because the person ahead in line ordered a caramel macchiato frappe oatmeal horchata with a splash of macadamia milk, and is now paying for it in nickels.

Your ingratitude is not your fault; it's probably evolution's. You have a negativity bias passed on from your ancestors. They needed to operate with a bias that made negative emotions win out over positive ones, because--as unpleasant as negative emotions are--they are more likely to save your life in the presence of a genuine threat. In our day and age, this proclivity tends to be maladapted in ways that make you disproportionately attuned to insignificant hazards and insensitive to the many delights and blessings around you. That, of course, makes you unhappy.

So think of Thanksgiving not as a holiday, but as an intervention. You can make the occasion a manual override to your naturally ungrateful disposition. But you don't have to restrict this intervention to a once-yearly deployment. With a little knowledge and practice of some specific techniques, you can grow the amount of gratitude in your emotional repertoire and get a lot happier year-round.

When I've previously written about the benefits of gratitude for happiness, I have presented the great body of evidence that shows how expressing authentic thankfulness raises the well-being not only of the person being thanked but also of the person doing the thanking (and perhaps to an even higher degree). Gratitude interrupts cycles of negative rumination by reminding you of the good things in your life, which helps lower depressive symptoms as well as reduce stress and negative emotions, such as anxiety. Feeling grateful pulls your attention away from what you lack and toward what you have, and this is associated with a decrease in envy and materialism. Gratitude has also been found to improve romantic relationships and lower burnout at work.

Arthur C. Brooks: Four ways to be grateful--and happier

Gratitude is so effective that if you could bottle it, you'd be a billionaire. But as with so many beautiful parts of life, gratitude is not something you can market like a drug or nutritional supplement: It happens to be completely free--but not so easy to attain. Thankfulness requires neither payment nor subscription, just a commitment to stand up against your limbic system, which is lying to you with its negativity bias--saying that this lovely morning is actually pretty annoying, and that everyone is dissing you.

Researchers on gratitude have tested different interventions to override our negative nature. The first comes from the work of the psychologists Robert A. Emmons and Michael E. McCullough, who introduced "gratitude lists" in experiments two decades ago. They found that simply listing what you're grateful for each week, and then looking at the list every day, would, on average, raise your mood over nine weeks by 6 percent against a control group that recorded neutral things (such as current events), and by 12 percent against a group that noted down life's hassles (what we normally tend to do).

A second intervention, devised by the psychologist Martin Seligman, involves writing letters of gratitude to others, telling the recipient in each case specifically what you're thankful to them for. Seligman shows that the happiness effects this affords the thanker persist for a long time--even until a six-month follow-up by the researchers--probably because of an enhanced relationship with the person receiving the letter. The effect on the person being thanked is also profound, and this holds even when the person knows you're writing a thank-you letter not spontaneously but as a deliberate happiness practice. Seligman, who is a longtime mentor of mine, and someone whom I greatly admire, last year wrote me an email of appreciation himself, totally unbidden. That made my month.

A third intervention is similar to the second but involves outward, public action. In 2023, four researchers looked at the well-being effects of using social media to express gratitude to someone. Although this practice is less intimate, and therefore leads to a lower sense of connection with the person than if you express gratitude through a private channel, the scholars found that a public thanking confers approximately the same boost in life satisfaction and moral elevation as the private thanks does.

Finally, psychologists have studied a fourth, simple intervention of "grateful contemplation," in which people are induced to think briefly about a few things they're grateful for. In experiments with college students who practice this for just a few minutes, the researchers found that the participants experienced an immediate drop in negative mood. By thinking of things they were thankful to have done over the past summer, for example, they successfully shifted their attention away from feelings of regret or envy over the things they wished they'd done.

All told, you have a lot of means to make gratitude boost your well-being. I recommend that you adopt a protocol that uses the best aspects of all these interventions.

1. Weekly treatment
 Each week at the same time, write down five things for which you're particularly grateful. Post the list in a place where you will see it every day, such as on the fridge or your laptop. Each morning until the next week's list, pause to savor each item of thankfulness for 30 seconds.

Then also, at another point in the week from your list-making, start the day by writing one text or email of appreciation to someone in your life. The message doesn't have to be long or ornate, just a few sentences to say you are thankful. And be specific about why. The recipient can be a loved one, a colleague, even a stranger--such as someone whose work you admire--who has a public address.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be thankful when you don't feel thankful

2. Opportunistic public action
 If you use social media or have another type of platform, use it to show gratitude or admiration when a reason to do so occurs to you. Maybe the person you're thanking is well known, maybe they're completely unknown. Their profile isn't the point; the idea is to tell your followers or audience that someone specific has affected your life in a positive way.

3. Authenticity check
 Random acts of thanking can be great, but take care: Trying to look grateful is not the same as expressing authentic gratitude. If you thank someone solely to attain a desirable social outcome, people can tell; you might come off looking like a suck-up. Worst of all, the well-being effect will be blunted.

You may have noticed that I didn't include grateful contemplation in my protocol above. That's because I keep it in my back pocket all the time, and pull it out as needed. I try to have a running list of things to be thankful for, to rescue myself when I'm feeling especially negative. For example, I am writing these words on an annoyingly delayed flight, while sitting behind someone who reclined his seat all the way back into my personal space approximately one second after takeoff. I could ruminate on these inconveniences, making minor resentments seem larger. Or I could think about the fact that you actually wanted to read this column about gratitude and might benefit from it.

I chose the latter. This changed my mood very quickly. Thank you. And happy Thanksgiving.
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A Tragic Shooting in D.C.

After a gunman shot two National Guard soldiers near the White House, speculation swiftly outpaced the available facts.

by Graeme Wood

Thu, 27 Nov 2025




This afternoon, blocks from the White House, a man sneaked up on two West Virginia National Guardsmen and shot them in the head with a handgun. Both soldiers are reportedly in critical condition. A motive has not been determined, but a recent Afghan immigrant named Rahmanullah Lakanwal is in custody, according to CBS News. Early photos of the suspect show a burly, bearded man being wheeled almost naked into an ambulance. Lakanwal entered the United States after the return of the Taliban in 2021, CBS reported.

The desire to speculate about motive is only human, but speculators beware: Why shoot a stranger in the head? is a trick question, and often reveals more about the thoughts of the one who answers it than of the one about whom it is asked. There is, of course, no reason to shoot a stranger. But some people, when they hear a gunshot, instinctively project their own view of the situation onto the mind of the apparent assailant.

After today's shooting, The New Yorker's Jane Mayer called the Trump administration's deployment of National Guardsmen to the streets of Washington a "political show" and asked "at what cost" this deployment was taking place. The White House social-media team called Mayer a "sick, disgusting ghoul" (oh, for the days when "Jane, you ignorant slut" was a joke rather than a plausible script for actual government press releases), as if she had implied that killing soldiers was a reasonable response to the illegality or stupidity of deploying them. Mayer's original post did not, of course, defend the attack, but it made the trivial claim that if the deployment hadn't happened, the Guardsmen would not be dead now. The decision to deploy troops to the District of Columbia (to combat crime and disorder, Donald Trump said, though courts have recently declared such a deployment illegal) may be right or wrong, but its rectitude does not depend on whether a random guy tries to kill two of the soldiers with a handgun.

Of course, facts might emerge that establish a clear motive, one that would relieve reporters of the peril of speculation. But even the absence of facts may suggest hints about the nature of the motive for this apparently senseless crime. When the absence of these details becomes prolonged, certain inferences become more plausible. No published reports yet suggest that the alleged assailant said anything when he attacked--no leftist slogans, no jihadist chants, no mentions of a favorite or least favorite U.S. war. He must not be explaining himself all that comprehensibly in captivity either. If he were, authorities could have said something by now about his reasoning or perhaps have just said, as they sometimes do, that "the suspect is talking." That line and its variations remain absent from reports.

What little we know about the man is that he thought the best way to advance his interests was to walk up to a couple of soldiers, about as close as he could get to the White House, and try to kill them. This modus operandi is, all by itself, an indication of an unwell mind, if only because there is nothing one could wish to accomplish in the world that would not be better accomplished by doing something else. Someone who chooses such disordered means should be expected to be acting in service of equally disordered ends. The most surprising outcome to this bloody afternoon would be if it turned out that the assailant had been reading The New Yorker and agreed with Jane Mayer about the Trump administration's undermining of the rule of law.

More likely, this alleged assailant is yet another case of a man motivated more by spleen than by brain. Coherent politics are, as always, an elite preoccupation, and more surprising when present than when absent.
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'Grandparenting on Eggshells'

Many parents are teaching their children that they don't owe their relatives hugs--which means new rules for everyone.

by Rheana Murray

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




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

When I was growing up, my family routinely told me to "give Grandma a kiss" or "hug your uncle goodbye." At the time, I never resisted these directions--or even thought all that much about them; to do so would have been impolite.

Many parents today, though, are taking a different approach: Hugs and kisses are not required. Neither is sitting on someone's lap, or being tickled, cuddled, or picked up when you don't want to be. These parents believe that kids don't owe anyone physical affection, and that they have the right to say no--or to offer a high five or fist bump instead.

By teaching children that they can choose whom they hug, parents hope to instill in them a sense of agency, and remind them that consent matters, both for themselves and for other people. But in some families, these new rules have caused friction--especially with grandparents.

Last year, the Washington Post advice columnist Carolyn Hax addressed a grandma who was hurt when her 7-year-old granddaughter began rebuffing her hugs. (Hax had little sympathy, telling the writer that forcing hugs should be "unthinkable.") On Reddit, parents vent about grandparents who insist on physical affection even when kids say no. The parents I spoke with told me about grandparents saying things like "I'm gonna steal a hug" and "Where's my huggy-huggy?" while their grandchildren recoiled from their open arms. Becky Kennedy, the psychologist and parenting influencer best known as "Dr. Becky," told me that she comes across this issue "all the time." Grandparents might interpret the rules as "rejecting or rude," she said, but parents are merely trying to teach kids that "connection and love do not require you to ignore your own needs." And that generational divide isn't always easy to overcome.





In the late 2010s, as the #MeToo movement brought discussions about sexual assault into the mainstream, conversations among parents about consent picked up momentum. Talking to kids about bodily autonomy is nothing new, but the cultural context gave the dialogue a new level of urgency. Andrea Bastiani Archibald, a psychologist and former Girl Scouts executive, told me that around that time, the Girl Scouts began fielding lots of questions regarding how to teach girls about agency, and wound up issuing guidance for parents. "  Telling your child that she owes someone a hug either just because she hasn't seen this person in a while or because they gave her a gift," the organization's website says, "can set the stage for her questioning whether she 'owes' another person any type of physical affection."

That line of thinking gained credence among more people as COVID highlighted the importance of asking before touching or getting close to someone. And it has continued to resonate with parents who embrace child-rearing philosophies that emphasize validating children's feelings. Much gentle-parenting advice, for example, explicitly recommends giving children choices--so asking whether a kid wants a hug or a high five naturally fits into that framework.

Read: The unspoken wedge between parents and grandparents

Still, putting this into practice with family members who grew up with different norms can be complicated. Grandparents might argue that urging a grandchild to hug them won't ruin that kid's childhood. (After all, they might say, I was told to hug my grandparents, and I turned out fine.) But there is truth to the idea that, as Archibald told me, over time, those "micro-moments" can teach kids that what they're feeling in their body doesn't matter. And, for some families, counteracting that message begins at home.

The goal isn't to discourage hugs--many parents I've spoken with say their kids are eager to embrace their friends and family. The children just want to do so on their own terms. Sometimes they need time to warm up to their grandparents after a long period apart. Jennifer Cannon, a grandmother in Harrison Township, New Jersey, said that her 2- and 5-year-old grandkids sometimes hesitate around her when she first comes to visit, but usually it takes only a day before "they're climbing all over me and we're snuggling." In other cases, grandparents might find they're getting fewer hugs and more high fives. But, as multiple grandparents told me, if the hugs do happen, they carry more weight--because, unlike the embraces of obligation doled out in earlier generations, these feel real.





To a certain degree, a little resistance to the new rules of family affection may be inevitable. Generational clashes in parenting are age-old, and some grandparents are bound to take any changes in caregiving patterns as a "criticism or an affront to how they did things," Kennedy told me. These clashes may be especially heated in the age of intensive parenting, in which some parents intently monitor not only their kids but also anyone who spends time with them--grandparents included.

The result in many families, Kerry Byrne, the founder of the Long Distance Grandparent, a business focused on helping grandparents build relationships with their grandchildren, told me, is a whole lot of rules for grandparents to follow. The strictures govern what gifts kids are allowed, the foods they can eat, the words to use around them (and those to avoid), the schedule to adhere to, screen-time limits (if screen time is allowed)--and, now, how to greet their grandchild. She said she worries that some parents have "gone wild with boundaries," and that many grandparents are "grandparenting on eggshells."

Parents can run the risk of overcorrection. Navigating so many rules can be confusing and "emotionally wearing" for grandparents, Byrne told me. And Anita Stewart, a psychologist and parenting expert, told me that focusing too much on consent and giving people space could hint to children that physical touch is something to avoid. She worries that repeatedly asking if kids want to hug someone could "create a problem that wouldn't have been there otherwise." Maybe the child does want to hug Grandma, she said, but now feels like that's the wrong choice. But as long as parents let kids take the lead, she told me, there doesn't seem to be a risk of children internalizing the wrong message.

Read: One obvious, underused child-care solution

Most grandparents want to do what's best for their grandkids, but they don't always know what that is. Parents aren't always the best at explaining the logic behind their rules, DeeDee Moore, the founder of the grandparenting website More Than Grand, told me. Moore said, for instance, that she once heard from a grandma who "felt like she was being asked to do something unnatural" in asking her grandchild for a hug. But when Moore told the grandma why it was important to respect children's bodily autonomy, the grandma's attitude changed. "That makes so much sense," she told Moore. "I wish my daughter had told me why."

Even when grandparents do understand the rules, it can take time to change old habits. When Wendy Leccese, a grandmother in Mooresville, North Carolina, heard from her daughter that she would need to start asking her grandson for hugs, she understood the reasoning right away. But actually following the rule took a bit of an adjustment, she said: Her husband would try to cajole their 3- and 5-year-old grandsons into giving hugs, and their daughter had to step in and remind him to not pressure them. Leccese herself still sometimes automatically goes in for a hug, but she's learned to back off when she feels her grandson's body tense up. Ultimately, she told me she's proud of her daughter's generation for teaching children that they have power over their own body, something she never felt as a girl.

Of course, the possibility of kids saying no might be painful for some grandparents. Byrne told me that a common reaction from the grandparents she counsels is: "Wow, it's really hard when the child chooses a high five over a hug." Some parents told me they struggled with a sense of rejection too. Hillary Lopes, a mom of 7-year-old triplets in New York's Hudson Valley region, said that when one of her sons said he didn't want to be kissed on the lips anymore, "it broke my heart in a small way." But alongside her tenderness was pride: She was happy he felt comfortable telling her that.
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My Friend, Bill Buckley

Sam Tanenhaus on William F. Buckley Jr., his legacy, and his impact on the modern American conservative movement. Plus: David on the end of DOGE and the novel <em>Alice Adams</em> by Booth Tarkington.

by David Frum

Wed, 26 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 unceremonious end of the Department of Government Efficiency. He examines the legacy DOGE leaves behind, why it failed, and how it became yet another example of the Trump administration's drive to make America's government weaker and smaller.

David is then joined by the historian and biographer Sam Tanenhaus to discuss his sweeping new biography of William F. Buckley Jr., Buckley: The Life and the Revolution That Changed America. Frum and Tanenhaus reflect on the Buckley they both knew, exploring his strengths, his flaws, and his influence on the American conservative movement from the 1960s onward.

Finally, David closes with a discussion of Booth Tarkington's novel Alice Adams and the lessons we can still take from a once-celebrated, now often-derided work of American literature.

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 Sam Tanenhaus, author of the important biography of William F. Buckley, the founder of modern conservatism. This week, the last week of November, 2025, marks the 100th birthday of William Buckley. And Sam and I, on this occasion, will be discussing Sam's book, William Buckley's life, and [Buckley's] impact on the two of us because we both knew him and admired him very much. My book this week will be the novel Alice Adams, by Booth Tarkington, published also almost exactly 100 years ago.

Before the dialogue or the book, I want to open with a few preliminary thoughts about the expiry of the so-called Department of Government Efficiency, or DOGE. DOGE was never really a department of government. It had a kind of extralegal existence. It was a creature of the president. But in the opening months of the Trump presidency, it dominated the agenda. It created havoc across the U.S. government and across the lives of many, many government employees and many people who depend on the U.S. government for services. I think, as it expires now, almost at the end of the year 2025, I think it's fair to render the verdict that DOGE was an almost total fiasco. It failed to achieve its own stated goals of making any impact in government spending. The fiscal situation at the end of President [Donald] Trump's first year is much, much worse than it was under President [Joe] Biden. Total debt--not that these numbers mean anything anymore, they're so big--the total debt of the United States is now approaching $40 trillion and will continue to climb through the Trump presidency and beyond.

The root of the problem was that President Trump maintains very high levels of spending, is raising spending on defense, has made permanent the tax cuts that were supposed to be temporary when they were passed in 2025--sorry, 2017. They were now renewed in 2025, and they will last indefinitely. And DOGE and Trump's big plan to offset the impact of his spending and his tax cuts is his tariff regime, which, first, doesn't raise all that much money. Second, he's already spent the money multiple times over: He's promised to give the money to the farmers. He's promised to rebate the money to the American consumer. He's promised to rebate much more than the tariffs are collecting to the American consumer. And anyway, the tariffs are probably illegal and may well shrink or disappear very, very soon. So the DOGE failed entirely in its object. But I think it is worth thinking about why it failed and what legacy it leaves behind.

DOGE failed for three main reasons. The first was it was run by arrogant people who did not take the trouble to understand what they were doing. Elon Musk approached the problem of reducing government spending as a kind of coding error, a problem of computer engineering. You didn't need any subject-matter expertise. You didn't need to understand how health-care programs worked or how the Department of Defense worked. Just as a website is a website is a website, so he figured that solving the problems of overspending was solving the problems of overspending. You didn't need to know anything in particular--=; you just fired people and saw what happened later. So in their arrogance and in their high-handedness, they didn't bother to learn anything. And so they began cutting wires, metaphorically, and discovered that they were connected--those wires ran important machines.

But second, because they didn't understand how government worked, or understand their subject matter, what they were doing, they completely misdiagnosed the problem. Government does have fraud, of course, and it has inefficiency, of course. A lot of the inefficiency is there to prevent fraud; that's why there's so much paperwork, is to make it difficult for people to steal. But even with the certain undeniable amounts of fraud and inefficiency that there are in government, they're just not big drivers of the way the U.S. government spends. Most money flows out in direct payments to people, Social Security; or it flows out in direct payment to hospitals, Medicare and Medicaid; or it flows out to pay for the national defense. You have to wrestle with those problems, and the idea that you're going to find cases of obvious [duplication] of spending or spending that achieves nothing, especially when you don't know how anything works, that's just--because they were arrogant, they didn't study the problem. Because they didn't study the problem, they addressed the wrong problem. And because they addressed the wrong problem--looking for inefficiency and fraud--instead of actually having to reduce services to people and products, they failed.

But the last thing that they did, and this is maybe the most important, was they broke the law. Under the law of the United States, once the House approves an appropriation, once the Senate confirms the appropriation, once Congress agrees on a budget--or any kind of spending mechanism--and once the president signs it, the president's people cannot rescind that spending. What Trump was doing was claiming, through DOGE, a power to revoke government spending that Congress had passed and the president had signed. And that's just illegal. Now, there are some states that give the governor a line-item veto, where, when a budget is presented to him, he can strike this item or that item. And maybe that's a good idea, and maybe that's not a good idea. But the president doesn't have that power, and he certainly does not have the power to rescind the spending after he or his predecessor have signed the spending. So DOGE collapsed in the end because, again, they were too conceited to find out what they were doing; therefore, they did the wrong thing.

But DOGE does leave a legacy, and that is something we need to address. When you think about What did DOGE do?, the DOGE people were, on the nicest reading of what happened, were careless, or maybe something more sinister than careless, so that's one legacy.

The second is that DOGE did enduring harm to scientific and biomedical and climate research. The cuts made to the National Institutes of Health, the agencies that study the oceans and the air, those are difficult to undo. The people who worked in those jobs are very valuable people. Now, they've chosen public service either because that's what they wanted or because they liked the benefits or because it suited their family life. But once you dispense them from public service, they will find other work to do. And you can't simply blow a whistle and say, Okay, everybody come back. They have not been idling and collecting unemployment insurance; they've gone on to often more-lucrative jobs in the private sector. And it's going to be difficult to call them back. Or they'll be redirected from researching the kinds of things that National Institutes of Health do to the kinds of things that universities and other people do, and they're different. So there has been a deep and enduring damage to the scientific-research capabilities of the United States government.

A third enduring change has been damage to the voice and standing of the United States. Rebuilding the Voice of America and Radio Free Europe and other stations, rebuilding the public-diplomacy aspects of the State Department, again, that's going to be a big job. Many of the important people who had very specific language skills have been lost. The integrity of the service has been compromised. The relationship with listeners in unfree countries who turn to the Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, or other stations for information, that has been strained. And most important of all the public-information and public-appearance things that the United States does has been the attack on foreign aid.

The United States doesn't spend money abroad out of random charity or being a sucker or a dupe; it does so to advance the interests of the United States. And even when it acts in the most purely humanitarian way--when food arrives in a famine zone or flood relief after a disaster--it's building relationships with people whose governments may defame the United States, but who will remember, When I was in trouble, it was an agency of the United States government that helped me. And that may have some political impact. Tremendous damage has been done to that. Some have tried to estimate lives lost because of the interruption of the flow of aid. That may be trying to quantify something that can't be quantified. But there's no doubt that people have been hurt, people have been harmed, the reputation of the United States has been lowered, and this will be enduring.

The last thing, though, and one of the hardest to fix and one of the most immediately felt, has been what DOGE did do was dismantle a lot of the financial-enforcement apparatus of the United States. The Internal Revenue Service that collects revenue for the government, the Securities and Exchange Commission, those agencies were really ravaged. And maybe it wasn't a total coincidence that the head of DOGE had contentions and disagreements with the IRS and the SEC, and they're now much less able to enforce, that DOGE's damage to those agencies has been ratified by the recent government shutdown in the deal to end it. President Biden put about $40 billion over a decade into modernizing the IRS, both so that they would be more responsive to consumers, but also to improve the efficiency of their tax collections. A lot of the fraud in the United States is concentrated where the money is, on the high end. It's been estimated that a dollar put into IRS collections brings back maybe 10 times, maybe more, in revenue to the government. And all of that has been dismantled. It is much easier to cheat on your taxes. It's much easier to defraud your investors, if you're a publicly traded company, post-DOGE than it was before. And again, reclaiming that expertise--getting the IRS people back, getting the SEC people back, rebuilding those agencies from the ground--that's going to be the work of many, many years, and a lot will flow by in the interim. So DOGE did permanent damage in making it easier for the very wealthy to escape paying their taxes and, therefore, putting more of the onus of funding the government on people at the middle and the bottom.

You could think of DOGE, it seems to me, as a kind of decapitation strike against the executive functions of the United States government, that a lot of the government that runs on autopilot--as the Social Security system does--it continues to function in the way that, after a decapitation strike, the different branches of a military may continue, the cafeteria service may continue to work. But the brain's nerve that [operates] the system, those were really damaged in a profound way, and in a way that is felt immediately and will last a long time. It's an example of how the Trump administration, in its claim to make America great, is actually making America weak and little and pitiful. The reputation of the country is less. His ability to collect revenue is less. His ability to enforce its financial laws is less. Its ability to do research, to understand the universe, to protect Americans from diseases, all of that is less--less, less, less. But the deficit, the debt, the spending--more, more, more.

What a fiasco. After all the self-congratulation of the early months of this administration, it ends in, as so much of this administration does, in failure and disgrace.

And now my dialogue with Sam Tanenhaus.

[Music]

Frum: Journalist, editor, academic--the world best knows Sam Tanenhaus by two acclaimed biographies. He published his big book on Whittaker Chambers in 1997, to accolades and acclaim almost universally. He has, this year, followed his book on Whittaker Chambers with a massive biography of William F. Buckley Jr. Buckley chose Tanenhaus as his biographer in Buckley's lifetime and opened to Tanenhaus a massive trove of letters and papers.

I have known Sam as an incisive analyst of American life since, I think, the middle 1990s, and I've always admired and learned from him. I should mention that Sam wrote a short piece about me for GQ in 2017, and here we are together again.

Sam, welcome to the program.

Sam Tanenhaus: Great to be with you, David.

Frum: Sam, I'm going to do a bad interview thing--I'm just gonna do it--which is: This book has been so everywhere. You have been so acclaimed. There's so many interviews with you. You have so patiently led so many people through the basics of Bill Buckley's life. I'm gonna presume that anyone who is going to watch this interview after that point has watched at least one of those other programs before and knows who Bill Buckley is and why he's important. So I wanna delve into some deeper matters that perhaps--I cannot possibly have heard all of your podcasts, but that I didn't hear in the podcasts you did, if you agree.

Tanenhaus: Well, it's you, David, so I'm psyched to do this. (Laughs.)

Frum: Okay. I wanna start at the end of the story, with Bill Buckley's death in 2008 and his funeral in St. Patrick's Cathedral. I was there; I believe you were there as well.

Tanenhaus: Yes.
 
 Frum: And the mourners included Henry Kissinger, included Bill Buckley's son, Christopher Buckley. But there was kind of an incident where Rush Limbaugh had lobbied very hard to be the chief eulogist and had been turned down. And I don't know--I found something symbolic because Limbaugh was Buckley's heir as the most influential conservative voice in media, not his heir in many other ways. I wanna talk about that transition from one era to another and how you understand it and what you know that Bill Buckley thought about it.

Tanenhaus: Well, it's interesting you mention that, David. I would guess that it was Christopher Buckley who was very careful about that, about who the eulogists would be--it was just Henry Kissinger and Christopher himself. That's what his father wanted. Bill Buckley's relationship with Rush Limbaugh, you're right to get to that because it captures where the movement became something different from what it had been, because Bill Buckley was very much a sponsor of Rush Limbaugh, as you know. [President] Ronald Reagan liked him too. They thought, Well, here's a guy who understands how media works. He's good at going after the other side.

I remember asking Bill Buckley--and you and I both knew him, and we'll explain to listeners and viewers: This is not a presumptuous thing, to call him Bill; people who worked in the mail room at National Review called him Bill. And so, at one point, I asked him what he thought of the PBS debaters, who, in those years--we're going back a long time--were Mark Shields and David Gergen. And I was very impressed by Gergen, and Bill Buckley said, I don't like him so much. And I said, Why is that? [Buckley] said, He gives too much to the other side. And that surprised me a little bit because I thought that was part of the Buckley genius, was to give something to the other side. But part of him was drawn--this is a theme in the book, as you know--to the rougher, harsher, coarser characters in our political culture, in our lives.

Frum: So I'm gonna pull some rank here because I'm a character in the book. You have a reference to me. You know what--maybe we should just discuss that before I go on to make this point.

I figure in the book. So tell the story, and I'll give you my reaction to it, if I may.

Tanenhaus: I'm really glad you brought it up because I have found, among readers under, let's say, 45, that's the single most important passage in a very long book. If you look at some reviews, in The New York Review of Books and elsewhere, and you look at some of the unhappy responses to my book, David, it's all about those three or four sentences. I'm gonna tell you what they were.

In 1995, after a brilliant magazine called The Weekly Standard, which you were a prominent writer [for], as was David Brooks, began to cut into National Review's turf. It was Washington-based. It was much--you and I talked about it at the time--it was much more closely centered on politics and the Beltway, and National Review was starting to feel stale. Bill Buckley had an editor at the time, John O'Sullivan, who came from England, was kind of a Thatcherite, and Buckley knew he needed to do something to juice up his magazine. And I found--it wasn't even in Buckley's letters, David; it was in his friend Van Galbraith's documents. He gave me a box of material, Van Galbraith, [and] said, Bill told me you're writing this book. Have at it. There was an email Bill Buckley sent to his board in 1997 about a conversation he had with George Will. Bill had gone to Washington, and with your former boss's permission, Bill Kristol's permission, had been scouting the brilliant staff of The Weekly Standard to see who might make a next good editor for National Review. And two names emerged: One was David Brooks; I think we know him. Another was David Frum; I think we know him. And Bill Buckley wrote to Van Galbraith and the other members of the board--this is very close to verbatim: George Will agreed with me that the next editor of the magazine should be a believing Christian, and also, he shouldn't come from Canada. Well, why--

Frum: Which both David Brooks and I do.

Tanenhaus: Both of you do, right, and many forget that David Brooks was actually born in Toronto; nobody's forgotten that you're from Toronto. (Laughs.) Well, what was interesting to me about that, the response to that--see it was very cleverly phrased, in that Buckley manner. He says "believing Christians," so that that eliminates other Christians who might not be believing. But what really cinched this for me, and I will tell you--some very prominent young journalists in Washington told me they thought this clinched the argument against Bill Buckley's having rid the movement of the toxin of anti-Semitism--was the guy he chose instead. (Laughs.) It wasn't just that he didn't offer it to you or the other David, but he gave it instead to Rich Lowry, a believing Christian, who's taken the movement where he did. Now, this is a question I've been wanting so much to ask you and saving it for this podcast: Would you have accepted the job if it had been offered?

Frum: Okay. So first, I knew this. I was there, so this didn't come as any kind of revelation to me. I'd known Bill Buckley since 1982. I'd known Christopher Buckley even longer than that--I'd begun as a friend of Christopher's, and he's always been a good angel in my life and a source of so many kindnesses to me. And he introduced me to his father. And I met Bill Buckley in May or June of 1982, with Richard Brookhiser at the same time. And we developed a long relationship then, very cordial, a friendly relationship, and so many other people. And I knew I was in the mix in 1995. And I never believed it; I never believed it at the time. I was not in any way disappointed, because if Bill Buckley had asked me, I would've said, Bill, the editor of National Review needs to be a believing Christian. (Laughs.)

Tanenhaus: (Laughs.)

Frum: Because Christianity was--one of the things you say in the book is, Was Bill Buckley a great man? Was he a good man? So Christianity was more integral to Bill Buckley-- Catholic Christianity--than his politics.

And one of the things I remember so vividly is a brilliant interview he gave to Playboy magazine in 1970, which is gathered in one of his books, and I read it there [at] an early age. It made a huge, huge impression on me--this interview made more of an impression on me than anything else he ever wrote or said. But there's a brilliant interviewer, who gets Buckley to admit that every political truth is contingent. It all depends on the circumstances. It all depends on conditions. A lot of things that seem true in one era are not true in the other. And the interviewer said, Well, isn't that the nature of all truths? And Bill Buckley said, No, not all truths. And the interviewer--and this is the end of the interview--says, Tell me one truth that isn't contingent. And Buckley answered, "I know that my Redeemer liveth."

So that was the core of who he was. And National Review was a Catholic magazine. And when people ask me [about this], I said, Has Commentary ever had a Catholic editor? No. (Laughs.) Commentary's a Jewish magazine; the editor of Commentary's going to be Jewish. National Review was a Catholic magazine. So I never believed it was real, because I knew how important Catholic Christianity--Christianity in general, Catholic Christianity in particular--were to Bill. I thought it was a bona fide job qualification.

Tanenhaus: Yeah, I agree, though I will add that when Bill had fell into the great controversy, or provoked a great controversy, with Pope John XXIII over the famous encyclical published in 1961--I have just a brief discussion of that in the book, Mater et Magistra; I have a longer piece that I actually did in Commonweal magazine, so I now say I'm the first-ever Commonweal Jew, as far as I know. (Laughs.) But at that time, when Buckley came under attack for being disrespectful to the pope, came under attack from Catholic magazines--America and Commonweal, but particularly America, the Jesuit magazine--Buckley said, No, National Review's a Christian magazine; it's not a Catholic magazine. We're a lay publication. There were only two or three believing Catholics who were on their masthead. Two of them were converts: Willmoore Kendall and Brent Bozell. There were others who later converted, and as Garry Wills--who's really the best on this topic, as you know--said, Bill was just more comfortable with Catholics around him.

David Brooks told me, by the way--I'm sure you know this--he said when he worked briefly at National Review in the '80s, he said it was just filled with priests that were coming in and out all the time. And so you're right: It, culturally and spiritually and ethically, it was Catholic. And Bill Buckley, in a powerful statement at the time of the conflict with the Vatican, said to a reader, If there's ever a conflict between my Catholicism and my conservatism, Catholicism comes first--exactly what you've said.

Frum: So I want to go back to this moment of transition and, as you say, that Buckley nurtured Rush Limbaugh. But I think one of the things I learned from him was a Latin phrase he loved to use, as he loved to use many Latin phrases, and this, again, I've incorporated this into my thought, and it was "suaviter in modo, fortiter in re." And suaviter is where we get our English word suave from, but in Latin it means more--I guess suave means this too--but it means kind of "smoothly," "delicately": "delicately in the method, strongly in the thing itself." So I'm not surprised about his reaction to David Gergen. You can be gentle, yielding, accommodating, charming in your manner without relenting in your core beliefs--although Bill Buckley's beliefs did change over his lifetime: on race, on anti-Semitism. National Review, in its early days, had a lot. When I got to know Bill Buckley, my parents were quite horrified because if you had an article saying the Israelis were wrong to abduct [Adolf] Eichmann, and they should be good sports and let him go, National Review was the place you published that argument. No one else in America in 1962 would publish it, but National Review would and did.

Tanenhaus: It was the most pro-Eichmann, or anti-Eichmann-trial, publication in America, as Peter Novick pointed out in his book The Holocaust in American Life. And National Review not only objected to the trial, they did so quite coarsely and crudely, with caricatures, parodies of Upper West Side liberals: Goldie and Abey worried about Eichmann. It really feels like the old-style anti-Semitism.

Frum: But let's not forget--you know who else condemned the Eichmann trial? The United Nations. Because they thought it was a terrible violation of Argentine sovereignty for Israel to kidnap him. And one of the things I say to a lot of sort of concerned Jews who are very unhappy about the world today is one of the consolations--I'm now in my mid-60s--of getting old is when people say there was some other time when people were more broad-minded, , you know, I don't know; I've been there for quite a lot of the existence of the state, and the world has been pretty consistent that anything Israel does to defend itself or the interest of Jews from their murderers is wrong. It's always wrong. And why can't you Jews be better Christians and turn the other cheek when people try to kill you? That has been a recurrent theme.

Tanenhaus: Yeah, well, you may remember, David, it was the legendary Golda Meir who made the case for the trial in the United Nations, and then Buckley became one of her great admirers, went to Israel to interview her. And, of course, what turned Buckley around on Jews was the 1967 war, when he saw that they could be allies, war against communism. And as Novick points out in that book, even most Jews didn't want to talk about the Holocaust at the time Eichmann was tried. It was too recent a memory. There were questions about loyalties and Isn't the real war now against the Soviets? So those were complicated issues then, as they remain today.

Frum: Yeah. I remember, it was trauma. People did not want to talk about [it]. I came from a family that were not survivors, but were escapees. Of my father's extended family, like, 95 percent were murdered in Poland between 1939 and 1945. If his parents had made slightly different decisions, he would've been murdered around the time of his 11th or 12th birthday. My grandfather, to whom I was very close, my father's father, lost most of his siblings, both of his parents to murder. He never talked about it. And not because he was ashamed--he couldn't open that box.

But I want to go back to the--again, I'm starting at the end. One of the things--I think you and I talked about this when you were working on the book, is one of my suggestions to you--but one of the things I've always thought about is we need to see him much more as a creature of the 1960s literary world, like Truman Capote, like Gay Talese, when novelists still mattered in American life. That he was a literary figure, he was an intellectual figure, and he was there in the days when TV thought, We don't wanna just put on some goon; we wanna put on somebody who was on Broadway or was a professor somewhere. (Laughs.) And that one of the things that changed not just in the conservative world, was people [said], Well, why not just put on some goon? People like the goons. You don't have to have started your career on Broadway. You don't have to be a professor somewhere. We'll just put you on the air.

Tanenhaus: Yeah, and what was interesting too when Buckley did it--he started Firing Line in 1966, of course, after that brilliant performance in the mayoral debates. So here's something I wanna add about that, David, which is that you're absolutely right that Buckley came into his own as a literary figure in the days when [Norman] Mailer, Capote, [James] Baldwin, [Gore] Vidal--he knew them all--were on the cover of Time magazine, right, the thing that Trump still lusts for, and Buckley was on the cover of Time magazine. And so when he ran for mayor, he didn't want his literary friends to think he was taking it too seriously, so he played the kind of aristocrat. And it was just sensational, and that's how he got the television contract after that. He was a good debater too; he didn't always win, as we know. But he was deft; he was clever, good listener; he had lot of charm, never talked down to his audience.

Frum: I think one of the things that I take away from the experience of your book is--I don't think it's in any way true that the America of the 1950s and '60s was more literate than the American of today. Obviously, that can't be true. Many more people have concluded many more years of formal education. Much of our life is much more sophisticated and ironic. But there are two things. That world was very much still a text-based world, that people today make ironic references to songs and movies, but they don't really make them to books, and certainly not to major books. And second, it was a world of emulationism, where people wanted to be thought of as more literate than they were, whereas we live in a world, to coin a word that Bill Buckley would not approve of, of maybe de-emulationism, where people who are quite literate pretend to be less--they pour the bucket of shit over their own head before somebody pours the bucket of shit upon their head for them--and so you get this kind of false demotic culture. Whereas in Bill Buckley's time, Time magazine would put Vidal and the others on the cover, not because they thought you were going to read their books, but because they thought you should, and the purchaser would say, Yeah, I probably should. I'm not going to, but I feel like I should. And now nobody--No, I'm not gonna do any of those assignments. TL;DR: too long, didn't read.

Tanenhaus: The first major assignment Whittaker Chambers had at Time magazine when he was hired in 1939 was to write an analysis of [James] Joyce's Finnegans Wake. (Laughs.) And they said, My God, he actually has the languages to do it, you know? (Laughs.) He knew the six or seven languages. Yes. The term that was used a lot, David, when I worked at The [New York] Times, beginning in the late '90s, was aspirational, that this was the idea people looked toward--even Trump has a little of that with Buckley. Bob Costa, the great journalist Robert Costa, told me--people don't realize, or they forget, that Bob was originally a reporter at National Review, there for a couple of years.

Frum: Yeah, that's where I first met him.

Tanenhaus: Okay. And he said, Trump came by once, and he said, He talked about "Buckley the celebrity, Buckley the famous guy in New York." And Trump used to speak that way about Mailer and other literary figures. Had he read them? No. But they occupied a place in the culture that doesn't exist now.

Frum: One of the ways that the world has changed is--I mean, people are always the same, but different aspects of our common humanity move to the fore and move to the back at different periods in history. There are periods that are very moralistic, and there are periods where people are embarrassed of moralism. And so the '60s and '70s were a period when people were really sick and tired of moralism, and we are now in a very moralistic period. I suspect most of the reception you're getting, people who read those early chapters will have one question: "Was Bill Buckley a racist or not? Were the Buckley family racist or not?" And by today's definitions, yeah, for sure. They often could be quite individually kindly, and they certainly had good manners, but yeah, for sure. And I think a lot of our contemporary adage is, Well, I don't need to know any more than that.

Tanenhaus: That's it. End of story. Yeah.

Frum: End of story. And you think--there was a period when people would say, We remember the moralists of the 1840s and the 1870s, and now it's the 1960s, and we're embarrassed by them, and we think we need to know more. And you know what? It turns out that history is full of important and interesting people who did bad things. So I think we're a little out the other end of saying, I can't look at [Pablo] Picasso anymore because he was abusive to women. Can't look at [Pierre-Auguste] Renoir--he was on the wrong side of the Dreyfus affair. Can't listen to this musician, can't read this writer because they turn out to be [a] terrible human being. And most artists turn out to be pretty defective personalities. (Laughs.) That's probably what makes them artists in the first place. I think, if I maybe think of American culture as alternating between Puritan phases and post-Puritan phases, we were in a pretty accelerating Puritan phase from about 1990 to the early 2020s, and it does look like we're now heading into--I don't know how far we will go. In the 1960s, it went pretty far. I don't know how far we'll go in our post-Puritan phase, but I think we're heading in that direction.

I wanna talk about a very haunting question you ask at the end of the book, about: Was Bill Buckley a great man or not? Did you ever arrive at a settled conclusion in your mind about that?

Tanenhaus: I didn't. The surprise for me, David, was how complicated he turned out to be. I'd always thought the idea was: Whittaker Chambers is a complicated, tormented guy, and he's the hedgehog, and Bill Buckley is the kind of debonair fox, and he's got his nose in a million different things, and he's having fun all the time. And then I began to think something a little different: that there was something tormented in him. I had material on that that I now sometimes regret not including, so I'm gonna share a little bit of it with you.

One was an interview I did with the first widow of the great literary journalist John Leonard, who had been a protege of Buckley, had this amazing talent. Yes, he had help from Christopher, who discovered you and some others, but earlier, it was Buckley and his colleagues, Frank Meyer, who were finding these very gifted young writers, some of them still in college. One of them is John Leonard. Bill Buckley read something he'd written in a short-lived magazine called Ivy about Greenwich Village--this is 1959--and invites Leonard in to talk with him, and they have a wonderful exchange, which I describe somewhat in the book.

But when I interviewed his widow, the first of his two wives, [Christiana] Leonard, after John died--and I'd interviewed John for the book too--she described what it was like going out to Stanford, Connecticut, the house you knew and I knew, where Bill and Pat and Christopher Buckley lived those many years, where Christopher still lives, on the Long Island Sound: beautiful home, gated community. And so Tiana Leonard, who's very young--20, 21--she was a Radcliffe graduate; John Leonard had been kicked out of Harvard for not going to class. And she said, Being in the home was kind of magical. So I said, Well, what about Pat Buckley? What was she like? And she said, I never met her. She was never there. She was leading another life somewhere. She said, But at one point, young Christopher Buckley came in--and, David, you and I both know and esteem Christopher Buckley; we've had many conversations about all these things--and Tiana Leonard said, He was brought in by a nanny, by a nursemaid, he clearly adored his father, but, she said, there was something inexpressibly sad in his eyes. She said, He reminded me of Christopher Robin: The little boy retreats to his room, creates a universe. Christopher Buckley became the great Washington satirist of his time, or the Henry Adams, as a novelist of his time. We get there's a reward, there's a recompense for all this. But she said there was something very sad about it.

And then John Leonard, when I had an interview that one of my predecessors, John Judis, who wrote a very good book about Bill Buckley back in the '80s--John, he didn't include this in his book, but John generously gave me his tapes and transcripts. And John Leonard said, All those years, I thought I went on Bill Buckley's yacht. He said, But then I realized I never did. There was something instinctively that kept me away from it. He said, I don't think Bill realized the impact he had on the slightly younger people around him, what a force of nature he was. And he said, For Bill--and this is part of the Catholicism--he said, the abyss isn't there; he just doesn't seem to see it.

And I don't know if that's true or not. I think maybe it was true for his friend, and rival, as I discovered, Ronald Reagan; that relationship turned out to be much more fraught than I or, I think, anyone else had known. But is it really possible that Bill Buckley didn't look inside? One other guy said this too--this will interest you, David. Bill Rusher, the longtime publisher of National Review, said about Bill Buckley, he said, He is the least introspective person I've ever known. And I said, Did he keep a diary? I wonder what's in those diaries. Well, the answer is he wrote public diaries, which were published. His best book is Cruising Speed, I think, and that's a public diary. The private, interior life, was it sealed off from himself? Was he not able to bridge it? That's what, I think, maybe happened.

Frum: So no one as intelligent and profound and spiritual as Bill Buckley would not have an inner life, but people often decide to--some people have basements that are usable, and some people have basements that are sealed off. And I think that was true; I think he looked out. And, I think, the motion. But you say so many things there that I wanna build on.

I just wanna say something about Pat Buckley because one of my favorite quotations comes from her. We're both Canadians. She comes from Vancouver. I knew her Canadian-side family. I knew her brother, Austin, who was always a man of incredible kindness to me and to my family. She was for a long time the presiding genius--I don't know if she had a formal title--of the Metropolitan Ball, which was part of New York society as it used to be, i.e. not run by oligarchs and billionaires and Hollywood people; society with a capital S, but not people can afford to mount their own interplanetary expedition.

But in the 1990s or thereabouts, she handed over control to a new generation of women who were younger and much, much richer, and the thing became the Met Ball, became the flamboyant thing we know today. And a reporter from one of the newspapers in New York called Pat Buckley for a quote about this transition, and hoping to get something envious or spiteful (Laughs.) which--the natural reporter instinct. And there are a lot of reasons for that. So there are three or four rounds of fencing, where the reporter's asking for the quote, and Pat Buckley's withholding it, and finally, Pat Buckley says, impatiently, I know what you're looking for, ducky, and I'm not going to give it to you. And this has entered into our family lore. (Laughs.) Whenever you have an unwanted media query: I know what you're looking for, ducky, and I'm not going to give it to you. (Laughs.)

Tanenhaus: (Laughs.)

Frum: Love that. She was a funny and brilliant woman too.

But I wanna take a stab at your question about greatness. One of the reasons it's hard is--so Bill Buckley succeeded beyond all--if you had asked Bill Buckley, the young Bill Buckley of 1955, What would success look like in the year 2005?, and he would describe a transformation of the Republican Party into a conservative party; consistent political success of people who identify themselves as conservative; competition to be the most conservative; National Review, of course, surviving half a century. Okay, and the wishing genie would say, Granted. You got it all, everything you imagine in 1955 you wanted. Only, when you get there, it turns out that's not exactly what he had in mind. And I think that's one of the things he was wrestling with when he died in 2008, is he'd won, but it wasn't--he had imagined something that was more intellectual, more rarefied, where people like Rush Limbaugh would have their place, but the leadership would look more like people like Bill Buckley. And that's not what happened. And so it's this kind of complicated tangle of getting what you want, only to discover when you get it, it wasn't quite what you thought you had in mind.

And the other thing that is complicating your question about greatness is great men--in the capital G, capital M--usually not very nice men. Because usually, actually, the qualities of drive and determination and ruthlessness that it takes to achieve the things that are conventionally called "great" are not in accord with those gentle qualities of personality. And I think one of the things we're left struggling with is he was a good man; he was a really good man. And when I think about the impact on my life that he had, it is not really an intellectual influence at all. The influence--because I'm a much less generous person than he is, so I'll periodically get these appeals from various people earlier in their careers: Can I help them? Can I do something for them? And I react to that always with a certain inward--I'm going to confess this--inward feeling of tiredness, like, Oh, one more thing I have to do. Do I have to do it? And then I would think, Bill did it. Bill did it a thousand times more often than I did, and a thousand times more generously and kindly and enthusiastically than I. If he could do it, you know? And he did it for me, so I sort of owe it to him to be, in that way, more like him. He was a giving person. He was a kindly person. He was someone who always thought well of others. You don't climb Mount Everest with those qualities. But when you get to the top of Mount Everest, it's covered with garbage. (Laughs.)

Tanenhaus: Yeah. (Laughs.) No, that's so well put. Henry Kissinger said once--he may even have said it to me when I interviewed him--said the only president he'd known who was really kind of a good man, who wasn't crazy, I think is what he said, was Gerald Ford, the guy who never wanted the job, because that's the kind of person you have to be.

For a while, I would bristle a little bit at some of Ross Douthat's columns, when he would say, Well, the real problem with our cult of personality goes back to Barack Obama. It doesn't begin with Obama, but he's not entirely wrong to see that something was going on there that was not beneficial. And, in fact, as we know, the number of Democratic officeholders in Obama's years really shrank. The party was actually kind of hollowed out in some way by him.

But Bill was a movement-builder, and that's where you see the connection between the personal life and the public life. The favors he did for me--and I mention some of them in the book--really defied belief. And the one that stays with me the longest is when I could not get my intellectual idol at the time--and he still is in, in many respects--Garry Wills, to answer a letter I'd written him asking about his one meeting with Whittaker Chambers for the first biography because Wills mentions it in that wonderful little book Confessions of a Conservative, how he'd had a lunch with Chambers, a hilarious lunch with Chambers. And I wanted this for the book, and I also was hoping for an opportunity to talk to Wills.

Well, in those days, as you know all too well, David, the early 1990s, when you sent somebody a letter, you typed it and put it in an envelope and stuck it in the post and hoped you heard. And nothing came back. And I happened to mention this casually to Bill Buckley because he would phone me periodically to see how the book was coming along. He would initiate the phone call, which is remarkable because in the early 1990s, there was no more famous intellectual in America than Bill Buckley. And so I told him what had happened with Wills. And then, not long after, Bill calls and says, I hadn't spoken to Garry Wills in 20 years, but now he's waiting for your phone call. And I've been turning that incident over in my mind ever since: Why did he do it? And then I realized he didn't wanna be on bad terms with Garry Wills; I gave him an excuse. And also, the book, my book, at that moment mattered more to Bill Buckley than whether he and Garry Wills continued their spat.

Well, I found, time and time again, Wills and others would say to me, in effect, there were better writers than Bill Buckley. There were better thinkers. They wrote more lasting books. But Bill Buckley was, in the older term, a bigger man than they were. He's a bigger person than Joan Didion. He's a bigger person than John Leonard. The last time I saw Bill Buckley, three weeks before he died, he said to me, Is there anybody in your life that you're always chasing down because you never hear from them? And I said, Well, I don't know. There aren't really all that many people in my life and not many or ever chase me down. And he said, Well, I find this with John Leonard. He said, I always have to call him, and then all he does is talk about himself. And I thought, Bill Buckley, at the end of his life, is still hurt that this young apostate wasn't kinder to him, because Bill Buckley would never be that way. And I think one reason is he grew up, as I say in the book, the middlest of middle children: the sixth born of 10 children. And so he was surrounded by children who were more loved than he was or more taken care of than he was, and he felt lonely. He needed company. He liked to have people around him.



Frum: The last time I saw him would've been about 2005 or '06, shortly before his death. Danielle and I went up to Connecticut for dinner. It was a small dinner party with Pat Buckley and a friend of hers from New York who was in her world of fashion and the arts and Bill. And Bill was in great discomfort. You could just see that, that his body hurt. And he was as gracious as ever, but you can see the toll and the toil that went into being so gracious.

And I remember having this, as you [say], this tremendous insight. I knew I might see him again one more time; this may not be literally the last time I saw him, but certainly the last significant time. And some good angel whispered in my ear--and this is something that gives me great satisfaction when I think about this; maybe this is a good place to end the conversation. I thought of all the things he'd done for me since we first met in 1982, and all the kindnesses and all the interest he'd taken, and how he, as you said with John Leonard, he always--and partly because I didn't dare; how could I presume on his time--he always initiated. He always reached out to me. And I said, You know what? He's always giving. He never can get as much as he wants--I mean, we're all needy people. And so I spent a few minutes just talking about his life and what his life had meant to me, my admiration for him, his impact on me. And, as Danielle said, you could see his eyes light up like little candles, that you were giving him oxygen that he didn't get in sufficient supply. And I look back on that evening and say, I'm really glad I did that. (Laughs.) And we did not talk about me that evening; we talked about him and what he'd meant.

I sometimes think, with Christopher Hitchens, a friend of yours, a friend of Bill's, we are so lucky to have YouTube because people who knew Hitchens only through his writings would not know why he was so important. It was only if you watch him in action that you understand why he was so important. With Buckley, the writings and even the TV, which exists, don't--you have to talk to people who know him to know why he was important, because his influence, his importance was profoundly personal. He was a model of how to live, of the kind of person to be. And whatever you think of his politics and whatever you think of his writings and the novels--some of them are okay; some of them are not so okay. The TV appearances--what is more ephemeral than TV? But this impact of this generous, large person--I mean, there are going to be people for whom I did favors who will do favors to others, and at the end of the chain, no one will know it was because (Laughs.) I overcame my reluctant nature because of the memory of this big and good man.

Tanenhaus: And he was, as you've said, a man of feeling, really, more than intellect. The intellect was there and the enormous, almost comical, vocabulary and rococo syntax and all the rest. But he was very much a man of feeling. He felt at least as comfortable with my wife, Kathy, whom you know, as he did with me. And when he saw me come to his house alone, he'd say, Well, where's Kathy? His two closest siblings were his sister born before and his sister born after, and I know (Laughs.) One of my detractors has written about the feminization of American culture. Well, it wasn't really the worst thing that happened. Bill Buckley had a great deal of a kind of tender, what she would think of as feminine, solicitude towards the people around him.

Frum: Well, as I said, I warned people at the beginning this was not gonna be a biographical--if you wanna know the facts of this book, listen to the great Andrew Sullivan podcast, read the book itself. Although it's long--it's a two- or three-day read--it is just so lively and engaging, and there's so much about so many things and so many people from this long period of Bill Buckley's life. I thoroughly enjoyed the book. I heartily recommend it. Sam, what an achievement you have done. Thank you for taking the time. As I say, it was the graduate seminar, highly specialized and highly personal, rather than the undergraduate, all the facts and figures. But those are available. I recommend the book if you wanted to know every last detail.

Tanenhaus: Such a pleasure, David. I really enjoyed it.

Frum: Thank you so much, Sam. Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum:  Thanks so much to Sam Tanenhaus for joining me today on The David Frum [Show].

Now, it's not impossible that you have never heard of Booth Tarkington, but in his day, in the first 30 years of the 20th century, he was the most famous, the most admired, the most recognized in prizes--he won the Pulitzer Prize twice--and one of the most lavishly paid artists of any kind, and especially writers, in the United States.

I got interested in Booth Tarkington a long time ago because of my interest in the vagaries of literary reputation. How does somebody go from winning the Pulitzer Prize twice to being completely forgotten by almost all readers and insulted by literary critics? [Robert] Gottlieb, the former editor and critic, had an article about Booth Tarkington in The New Yorker in 2019, in which he wrote, "The harsh reality, though, is that the candidate for the Great American Novelist had dwindled into America's most distinguished hack."

Now, you may have seen some of the movies based on Booth Tarkington's novels. In 1942, Orson Welles released a film based on Tarkington's novel The Magnificent Ambersons, published in 1918, and Alice Adams, the book I will talk about today, was made into a movie in 1935, starring Katharine Hepburn. So you may have run into those. But the novels themselves, they did fade.

Now, Tarkington wrote a lot, and not everything is worthy of remembrance, but these two novels really are. But let's talk first about why they faded. Tarkington got himself on the wrong side of almost every culture war that was being fought in the 1930s. He was from Indiana, and although he went to school in Princeton, he stayed in the Midwest almost all of his life. At a time when the cultural life of the country was being more centered than ever in New York, he was a midwesterner. He was also, at a time when art was tending towards social criticism, he was not a social critic. He observed what he saw around him, and he mostly accepted what he saw around him. He was not a modernist. That is, although his novels are recognizably modern--when you read them, they will not feel old-fashioned to you the way a 19th-century novel would--there are no breakthroughs. There are no innovations. There's no [Ernest] Hemingway here. He doesn't make the novel different from what it was before it came into his hands. And not only were his artistic views, but his personal views were generally conservative and even reactionary.

Now, he was not an out-there like T. S. Eliot or Ezra Pound. He was not a fascist. He was not sympathetic to authoritarianism. He supported the U.S. war effort in both World War I and World War II. He was a believer in the League of Nations and the United Nations. But he was an opponent of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. He was a critic of the New Deal. He was very anti-socialist and anti-communist. And while he was not, by the standards of his day, a segregationist or Ku Kluxer, he accepts the racial attitudes of his time. And one of the things that makes Alice Adams, the book I'm going to talk about today, a little uncomfortable to read--or more than a little--is there's a comic scene in the middle, a dinner party that goes wrong. And a lot of the comic, or so-called comic or intended comic, energy comes about through racial stereotyping of the family's hired cook for the day. And that doesn't make very nice reading a century later. So that's all there. But here is what is also there and why Alice Adams is a book that, when I found it on a shelf a long time ago, it made an impression on me. And when I return to it at intervals, as I do, it continues to make an impression on me.

Alice Adams is a book written by a man about the ambitions and aspirations of a young woman. And this young woman, her family's sort of from the middle class of their Indiana town, but they're downwardly mobile. At a time when the town is growing and booming because of the industrialization of the First World War, and everybody around them is getting richer, they're getting poorer, and they're being pushed out of the social class in which they had spent most of their lives. And the family struggles to stay in that class with a lot of pretensions--that leads to the disastrous dinner party with the racist comedy scene. What they mostly look to is their daughter's marriage. Alice Adams is attractive and charming. And they hope if she makes an advantageous marriage that that can secure the family's position. And a lot of the energy of the book is about the effort to secure an advantageous marriage. But the thing that makes the book new and keeps it going is, in the end, the marriage project fails--Alice is very young; she's presumably going to marry somebody else--but this particular marriage project fails. And Alice decides that she has to make her own way in the world.

Now, I haven't read enough books to say this is the first time in American literature, literally the first time, that the problem of female ambition, or the fascination of female ambition, apart from marriage, apart from sexuality is studied by a novelist, and especially a male novelist--maybe someone else did it before. But this is one of the very first times, and it's really striking. The question of how women are to make their way in the world, how they are to combine their romantic and sexual lives with their other kinds of aspirations, that's something that mostly gets quite harsh and critical scrutiny. Tarkington, in Alice Adams, gives it sympathetic scrutiny. Alice has to make up her own mind, that she is responsible for her own life; it's going to be what she makes of it before she gets married. And marriage will not be the answer to her problems; work will be.

And I have always been very moved by how the novel ends. So Alice, one plan after another has fallen through. One set of illusions after another has fallen through. Attempts to hold on to gentility through bluff and bluster and marriage, those have all fallen through. The terrible dinner party scene, that has fallen through. Alice, as she walks around her town, regularly passes a secretarial school, and she looks up at it--and she always just shudders at it; she doesn't wanna do it. And at the end of the novel, she passes by the secretarial school, and this time, she makes a different decision. And I'd like to read this to you because, well, it moves me.

She sees the sign for the school. "Her pity for herself vanished more reluctantly; but she shook it off and tried to smile at it, and at her romantic recollections--at all of them.

She had something important to think of.

She passed the tobacconist's, and before her was that dark entrance to the wooden stairway leading up to Frincke's Business College--the very doorway she had always looked upon as the end of youth and the end of hope.

How often had she gone by there hating the dreary obscurity of that stairway; how often had she thought of this obscurity as something lying in weight to obliterate the footsteps of any girl who should ascend into the smokey darkness above! Never had she passed without those ominous imaginings of hers; pretty girls turning into old maids 'taking dictation'--old maids of a dozen different types, yet all looking a little like herself.

Well, she was here at last! She looked up and down the street quickly, and then, with a little heave of the shoulders, she went bravely in, under the sign, and began to climb the wooden steps. Half-way up the shadows were heaviest, but after that the place began to seem brighter. There was an open window overhead somewhere, she found; and the steps at the top were gay with sunshine."

I think it's a beautiful description of hopes and ambitions realized, and it's impressive that somebody would do that a hundred years ago about a young woman and not a young man. I think of that when I read about young women in the news who are being criticized for not managing their ambitions in ways that meet other people's understanding. It's a difficult destiny to be young, a difficult destiny to be young and female, and it's difficult to make your way in the world on your own, by yourself. Booth Tarkington thought about it a long time ago, and with all his flaws as a novelist, I don't know that anybody's thought about it better since, so Alice Adams, by Booth Tarkington.

Thanks so much for joining me on The David Frum Show today. Thanks so much for viewing or listening, whichever platform you use. I hope you will like and subscribe, share the program on the platforms you use. Remember, always, the best way to support the work of this podcast, if you're minded to do it, is to subscribe to The Atlantic. You can follow my work on The Atlantic by signing up for a David Frum alert on The Atlantic website. And to those of our listeners and viewers in the United States, I hope you will have a very happy Thanksgiving. And I look forward to seeing you next week back here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Why Is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. So Convinced He's Right?

How an outsider, once ignored by the public-health establishment, became the most powerful man in science

by Michael Scherer

Mon, 24 Nov 2025




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

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. somehow knew, even as a little boy, that fate can lead a person to terrible places. "I always had the feeling that we were all involved in some great crusade," Kennedy once wrote, "that the world was a battleground for good and evil, and that our lives would be consumed in that conflict." He was 9 years old when his uncle was assassinated and 14 when his father suffered the same fate. I happened to be sitting next to him this fall when he learned that his friend Charlie Kirk had been shot. We were on an Air National Guard C-40C Clipper en route from Chicago to Washington, D.C., and one of Kennedy's advisers, her eyes filling with tears, whispered the news in his ear. "Oh my God," he said.

National Guard stewards handed out reheated chicken quesadillas, which Kennedy declined in favor of the quart of plain, organic, grass-fed yogurt his body man had secured for him. A few weeks earlier, a man who believed that he'd been poisoned by a COVID vaccine had fired nearly 200 bullets at the CDC's campus in Atlanta, hitting six buildings and killing a police officer. Kennedy, who as secretary of Health and Human Services oversees the CDC, had just told me that his security team recently circulated a memo warning him of threats to his own life. "It said the resentments against me had elevated 'above the threshold of lethality,' " he said. Kennedy greeted the threat assessment with remarkable equanimity. He put down his spoon in order to finish his yogurt in gulps directly from the container.

In an atmosphere of rising distrust of U.S. institutions, where even once-untouchable bastions of expertise such as the scientific establishment had been badly weakened by the coronavirus pandemic, Kennedy had emerged as a Rorschach test--truth-telling crusader, or brain-wormed loon?--for how Americans understood the populist furies riling the country. I'd told him that I wanted to understand his journey from liberal Democrat and environmental activist to MAGA insider and Kennedy-family heretic, on the theory that by examining his odyssey, I might better understand what separates us and help narrow the political divide. He was sympathetic but skeptical. "Yeah, if you pull that off ...," he said, trailing off with a laugh.

Kennedy himself has done much to fuel the rising distrust. He views some of the world's most celebrated scientific and political leaders as charlatans. He calls some of the experts who work under him at HHS "biostitutes," because he considers their integrity for sale to the industries they regulate. He rejects much of the scientific consensus regarding vaccines, arguing that they have likely seeded the growing epidemic of chronic illnesses. During a Senate Finance Committee hearing just days before our flight from Chicago, Kennedy had called one U.S. senator a liar and another ridiculous. A bipartisan majority of the panel, including two Republican doctors, voiced concerns that vaccine policies he supported threatened the lives of American children. Kennedy argues that journalists like me are complicit, along with the public-health establishment, in hiding truth from the American people. The nation was tearing itself apart, and Kennedy had positioned himself at the seams.

"The whole medical establishment has huge stakes and equities that I'm now threatening," he told me. "And I'm shocked President Trump lets me do it."

A year earlier, Kirk, the founder of the conservative youth group Turning Point USA, had hosted an event with Kennedy the same day the candidate ended his quixotic presidential campaign and endorsed Donald Trump. JFK and RFK Sr. "are looking down right now and they are very, very proud," Trump had said on the occasion. Now, as we flew over Ohio, no one knew if Kirk would live. At the front of the plane, aides to Attorney General Pam Bondi, who was also on board, were using the in-flight Wi-Fi to stream the gruesome videos of the shooting on social media. Kennedy's adviser came back with a draft post for the secretary's X account: "Praying for you, Charlie."

"Say 'We love you, Charlie.' " Kennedy instructed.

Three days later, Kennedy had just returned from a Saturday-morning 12-step meeting for addiction near his new house in Georgetown--a neighborhood that the extended Kennedy clan had long called home but that he now described as a "liberal enclave"--when he texted me saying that he wanted to continue our conversation about the country's social breakdown.

A majority of the people in his recovery meeting "were probably horrified the first time I walked in, because, you know, they read The New York Times and they watch CNN, and so I'm kind of like a monster to them," he said. "Over time, I became very welcome."

This gave him hope that, outside the rooms of recovery, we could shrink our divisions. Parts of society, he said, are supposed to function independent of politics. Science is one of them. "The entire purpose of science is to search for existential truths," he said. "It's not subjective. It should be objective. I believe science is a place where you can find unity if you can get a conversation going."

The problem is that the conversation had long since broken down. In 1900, the top three causes of death in the United States were pneumonia, tuberculosis, and diarrheal diseases, which collectively killed nearly 1 percent of the country every year. A staggering 30 percent of all deaths occurred in children younger than 5. By the end of the century, vaccinations, antibiotics, clean water, improved sewage treatment, and pest control had drastically reduced the lethality of infectious diseases. Today, young children account for less than 1 percent of U.S. deaths. Life expectancy has been extended by nearly 30 years. This is a monumental accomplishment, attributable to the efforts of scientists and lawmakers who tested hypotheses, built consensus to pass policies, and then corrected that consensus when new evidence arose.

But since about 2010, the long, steady increase in life expectancy has flatlined. Chronic illnesses such as heart disease, cancer, stroke, and lung disease now top our mortality tables--affecting some 130 million Americans and accounting for 90 percent of our $4.9 trillion annual health-care expenditure. We are the world's least healthy high-income nation, bombarded with prescription-drug ads and buffeted by a wellness industry of alternative fixes. A September poll by Navigator, a Democratic public-opinion firm, found that seven in 10 Americans are convinced that the health system "is designed so drug and insurance companies make more money when Americans are sick."

Kennedy aims to channel the frustrations of that majority to remake public health. He arrived at this goal by way of his decades as a trial lawyer focused on contamination of the nation's water by polluting corporations. In the latter part of his career, he has come to perceive a comparable contamination of American health by pharmaceutical and food companies. A central premise of Kennedy's leadership at HHS is that modern science is infected with bias that costs lives--that the regulatory agencies have been captured by industry, that medical journals are corrupted by the need to turn a profit, that even respected organizations such as the American Academy of Pediatrics operate with a myopic groupthink that hurts kids.




For years, Kennedy was a gadfly outsider. The scientific establishment ignored him. Even now that he sits atop America's health bureaucracy, Kennedy told me, public-health authorities--whose convictions, he said, are more akin to religion than science--will not engage with him. He blamed his opponents for dodging his arguments on vaccines. "Why for 15 years have they refused to have a conversation with me? I've been asking for 15 years for somebody to come up and debate me on this," he told me. "Their reaction to that is 'Oh, don't debate him. He's too crazy. You don't want to give him a platform.' "

In 2017, Kennedy thought he'd finally gotten the audience that would allow him to make his case about vaccines. At Trump's insistence, Kennedy and some allies, including Aaron Siri, a vaccine-safety litigator, came to the National Institutes of Health with a stack of 84 studies that they said supported their claims about the unrecognized dangers of vaccines.

"We tried to engage him. We were trying to debate him," Joshua Gordon, the former director of the National Institute of Mental Health, told me. He and his colleagues attended the meeting to argue that existing studies demonstrated no connection between vaccines and conditions such as autism, and to explain why Kennedy's papers "were suspect." But, Gordon said, "Kennedy and Siri refused to engage."

Kennedy and Siri insist that it was the doctors and scientists who refused to engage, and Siri has published emails showing that Gordon eventually ended the conversation by referring them to the CDC. The meeting solidified Kennedy's conviction that he was dealing with a cult unwilling to look at evidence that challenged its worldview.

Today, a similar pattern is playing out between Kennedy and his own staff. In late August, Kennedy asked that Trump fire Kennedy's handpicked CDC director, just four weeks after she'd been confirmed by the Senate, because Kennedy was convinced that she was aligning herself with her agency's scientific staff and against him. He replaced the members of the CDC's vaccine advisory committee because he'd concluded that their COVID-era decision making had been unscientific and industry-influenced. His team uses social media to attack science reporters by name.

Even some members of Kennedy's newly adopted party are alarmed. Last February, Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, a gastroenterologist and the Republican chair of the Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee, cast the deciding vote to confirm Kennedy as HHS secretary. A liver specialist, Cassidy has treated patients with cirrhosis caused by having been born with hepatitis B, a condition that can be avoided with newborn vaccination. Though Cassidy has thus far declined to renounce his endorsement of Kennedy, he rejects the secretary's suggestion that the hepatitis vaccine might be dangerous when given to newborns.

"I've invited Bill Cassidy and others to sit down with me and go through the studies and let's figure out which ones are right," Kennedy told me. "That has to happen through real debate and conversation, and there's no real place to have that in the current political milieu."

When I conveyed Kennedy's frustrations to Cassidy, the senator said that he and the HHS secretary regularly share scientific articles and papers with each other. "I find that he often will send me the same article more than once," Cassidy told me. Yet whenever Cassidy points out "statistical flaws" in the article, he said, Kennedy says he considers those "immaterial."

I had been having a similar experience. As I reported this article, Kennedy referred me to many studies meant to convince me there are not two valid sides to this debate, that his is the only valid one. I'm not a scientist. I've admittedly been inconsistent in getting my yearly COVID and flu boosters, confused about their benefits. Now the most powerful public-health official in the U.S. was asking me, a political reporter, to referee a medical debate with life-and-death stakes.

I called Paul Offit, a pediatrician and the director of the Vaccine Education Center at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, and one of the most outspoken critics of Kennedy's vaccine views. Offit helped invent a rotavirus vaccine that has mitigated a major cause of early-childhood hospitalization around the world. Kennedy routinely attacks him as a paragon of financial conflict because the owners of the vaccine patent, including his hospital, gave him some of the proceeds from its sale. The accusation relies entirely on circumstantial evidence: Offit's early rotavirus research was funded by the National Institutes of Health, not private industry; he advocates for vaccination and sells books about the benefits of vaccines, but nothing suggests that he has ever done anything untoward in pursuit of profit. Like many of the people I spoke with for this article, Offit has faced death threats from radicals who believe his vaccine advocacy is deadly. Some have targeted his children.

Offit told me that Kennedy is a "liar" and a "terrible human being." I asked him to explain. "It doesn't matter what I say," Offit said. "He thinks the medical journals are in the pocket of the industry, he thinks that the government is in the pocket of the industry, he thinks I'm in the pocket of industry, and he's wrong." Offit continued: "If he has data showing he's right, then fucking publish it. He can't, because he doesn't have those data."

I asked Offit if he saw a way to reverse the public's rising distrust in science. "I don't think there is any way to regain that trust other than have the viruses do the education, and the bacteria do the education, and then people will realize they paid way too high a cost," he said.

From 2011 to 2024, the percentage of kindergarten students whose families asked for nonmedical exemptions to vaccine mandates doubled, to more than 3 percent, according to the CDC. Florida just announced an end to school vaccine mandates, and Idaho passed a law banning them. Cassidy's office has been monitoring rising rates of pertussis, a bacterial infection also known as whooping cough; symptomatic infection is avoidable with a vaccine. Cassidy's working hypothesis is that declining vaccination rates in red states will show up in the data. Kennedy counters that existing data are not specific enough to show whether the new infections are among the unvaccinated.

I first interviewed Kennedy for this story in June, in his office on the sixth floor of HHS headquarters, a brutalist gray block of concrete that resembles a giant air-conditioning unit. Kennedy's staff jokes that the building feels like a prison; the secretary pointed out the great view he would have of the U.S. Capitol's dome, if not for the building's deep-set windows.

Kennedy is 71, but with the help of weight lifting, artificial tanning, a careful diet, and testosterone-replacement therapy, he looks more like a comic-book character than a senior citizen, his bronzed face all chiseled angles, his eyes sky blue. He adheres to a strict uniform at work--dark, embroidered skinny ties like his father sometimes wore, with suit jackets that bulge over his bodybuilder's chest and biceps. He regularly pulls Zyn nicotine pouches from his shirt pocket or desk drawers to tuck between his lower lip and gum. When I asked him to square his nicotine habit and the time he spends tanning with the federal health advisories against both, he shifted in his chair. "I'm not telling people that they should do anything that I do," he said. "I just say 'Get in shape.' "

Kennedy told me his staff believed that speaking with me was a mistake. For the first half century of his life, national magazines hailed him as a public servant, a potential heir to the Kennedy kingdom--even, as Time magazine put it in 1999, a "Hero for the Planet." "The Kennedy Who Matters," New York magazine declared in 1995, saluting RFK Jr.'s environmental advocacy. In 2006, Vanity Fair posed him on the cover of its "green issue" with George Clooney and Julia Roberts.

But the favorable coverage dried up about 20 years ago, when he began arguing that mercury additives in vaccines were likely causing an epidemic of autism. This claim was contradicted even at the time by epidemiological studies by the CDC and others. Editors who did not want to discourage lifesaving vaccination stopped running flattering articles and started running critical ones. "All-out hit pieces," he told me, "every one of them--like, ugly, hateful stuff." For 20 years now, he said, only "bad articles" have been written about him.

Yet in the aftermath of COVID, his popularity has surged. Like Trump, Kennedy has drafted on the currents of populist backlash against expert authority. "When I'm on the street, I get stopped three times a block by people saying that they love me," he said. Kennedy is among the most popular members of Trump's Cabinet, according to an August Gallup survey: 42 percent of the country holds a favorable view of him, on par with the president himself. The public attacks on Kennedy's character and integrity bother him, naturally, but he wanted me to know that I was not a threat. "If he screws us on this," he recounted telling his staff, "it's just another shitty article in a liberal paper, which doesn't really hurt me."

He believed that I'd screwed him before, anyway. I'd first met him in the spring of 2023, when he was challenging President Joe Biden for the Democratic Party's nomination. The Washington Post story I wrote focused on his argument that the powerful were lying to the American people--about vaccines, environmental threats, the assassinations of his father and uncle, and much else. He hated the story largely because I'd used the word conspiratorial in the headline, which he argued was an elitist epithet for tinfoil hat. I placed him in the tradition of what the political scientist Richard Hofstadter described as America's paranoid style, while acknowledging that secret conspiracies of the powerful--tobacco companies, the intelligence community--sometimes do exist.

He responded by sending me an email nearly twice the length of my original article, with 78 footnotes. (At the time, he was suing the Post for its role in a consortium designed to combat misinformation online.) "Your reporting on me reflects, exquisitely, the overt aspirations by your employer and its co-conspirators to crush nonconformist viewpoints in order to secure their own economic self-interests," he wrote. Weeks later, on a podcast, he accused me of being "part of a conspiracy, a true conspiracy."

I had never received an email like that from a politician. If I was hopelessly corrupt, why spend hours writing a response? It struck me that Kennedy believed himself to be on a ferocious quest. "There is nothing that is a show about what you are seeing," Mike Papantonio, a former legal partner of Kennedy's who co-hosted a program with him on the liberal radio network Air America in the mid-aughts, told me. "That is real rage."

Kennedy and I stayed in touch. In October 2023, getting little traction from Democratic-primary voters, he relaunched his presidential campaign as an independent. Despite not having a clear path to even a single electoral vote, he didn't stop until August 2024, when he endorsed Trump, a man he had weeks earlier publicly described as appealing to "some of the darkest impulses in the national psyche."

As we talked more recently in his wood-paneled HHS office, he leaned back in his chair behind an oversize desk, with one of his five book-length attacks on the federal medical establishment, The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health, displayed nearby. From that seat, he oversees one out of every four dollars in the federal budget and regulates about 17 percent of the nation's economy. How, I asked him, did he explain going from scorned activist to the boss of the public-health apparatus?

"I would say in one word: providential," Kennedy said.

If I were to do this story right, Kennedy told me, I needed to talk with his top deputies: Jay Bhattacharya, the director of the NIH; Marty Makary, the commissioner of the FDA; and Mehmet Oz, the cardiothoracic surgeon turned TV doctor known for having hyped dubious "miracle" cures, who is now running the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. All three of these physicians, like Kennedy, say that they were transformed by the pandemic, which they thought public-health authorities had mishandled. They had dissented from government edicts regarding vaccine mandates and masking. Although they do not embrace all of Kennedy's views on vaccines, his deputies share his big-picture view that America's public-health system is broken.

Early in the pandemic, Bhattacharya, a Stanford University physician and health economist, co-wrote the 2020 "Great Barrington Declaration," a document that argued against universal COVID lockdowns in favor of allowing healthy people to gather while isolating only those groups at greatest risk of severe illness or death, such as the elderly and the infirm. For this, Bhattacharya was ostracized by colleagues at Stanford and the broader scientific community: An email that later became public shows Francis Collins, then the NIH director, telling colleagues that they needed a "quick and devastating published take down" of the declaration. (Tens of thousands of Americans a month were dying from COVID at that time; overstrained hospitals were at risk of collapse.) Death threats--a recurring feature of public-health work these days--followed for Bhattacharya, who now compares the COVID years to pre-Enlightenment Europe, when Galileo Galilei was imprisoned by Catholic leaders for arguing that the Earth orbited the sun.

"What you had is a relatively small number of scientists who could decide what is true or false for all of science and all of society," Bhattacharya told me. Today, even some of those who led the public-health response during those years admit that COVID-vaccine mandates may have been counterproductive, that social distancing lasted too long, and that masking may not have done much to limit transmission--though it is also true that we cannot know now how much higher the death rate would have been without those measures in place.

The COVID vaccines led to a substantial reduction in hospitalization and death from the disease, according to peer-reviewed studies. But Kennedy likes to emphasize that, as the virus evolved, the vaccines failed to prevent infection, as scientific authorities had initially suggested they would. Kennedy also dismisses the mathematical modeling of the lives saved, and says CDC estimates of the COVID death toll were inflated by "data chaos" in the government. What no one doubts is that the severity of the pandemic--more than 95,000 Americans were reported dead in one month at its height--has transformed the nation's relationship with medical authority. From 2020 to 2022, public confidence in the CDC dropped from 82 to 56 percent, according to a study by researchers at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center. The country has still not recovered.

Kennedy's team blames its Biden-era government predecessors. When I met with Makary, who worked as a pancreatic surgeon before being named FDA commissioner, he said that, in times of uncertainty, a dangerous and self-defeating "groupthink" can take over. Kennedy and his allies point to how public-health authorities urged social-media platforms to curb the posting of COVID misinformation, stifling debate. Kennedy himself got kicked off Instagram. In one social-media post, he called the death of the baseball great Hank Aaron at age 86 "part of a wave of suspicious deaths among elderly closely following" COVID-vaccine shots. Critics accused Kennedy of speculating baselessly about Aaron's cause of death, and quoted the medical examiner's office saying Aaron had died of natural causes. Kennedy, in turn, accused his critics of ruling out a vaccine connection without a proper autopsy, and demanded that one be done.

The COVID experience bonded Kennedy, Makary, Bhattacharya, and Oz in a fellowship of the ostracized. "We became renegades, personae non gratae, because we asked questions which you would think, certainly within academic medicine, you should be able to ask," Oz told me in his office, where he keeps a taxidermic honey badger to symbolize fearlessness and aggression.

After Trump's reelection, Kennedy's HHS-leadership-team-in-waiting gathered at Oz's 10-bedroom, 18,559-square-foot Palm Beach house, not far from Trump's Mar-a-Lago estate. The house was built by the same architect who built the mansion down the beach where Kennedy had spent vacations during his childhood. "It has the same smell to it," he said. In the mornings, Kennedy would call on anyone who was around to go swimming in the ocean or throw a football with him, before his team settled down to plan the future of U.S. medicine. Kennedy's friend Russell Brand--a comedian, an actor, and a fellow recovering addict who has pleaded not guilty to rape and sexual-assault charges in England--would sometimes join them. Kennedy says that those months in Palm Beach validated his decision to walk further away from the Democratic Party and most of his own family, who remained prominent Trump opponents. The Republicans hanging around Oz's house, Kennedy told me, "were all very idealistic people, which was not my view of the Republican Party growing up. To me the most breathtaking and refreshing part of being down there is that people were not sitting in rooms, as the Democrats imagine, thinking, How do we cut taxes for rich people and screw the poor? They were saying, 'How do you make every American better?' "

At one point, leaders of Stanford visited, only to be grilled by Kennedy and Oz about why the university had opened an investigation into Bhattacharya's professional conduct during the pandemic. The outcasts had become the authorities.

Kennedy now compares his relationship with the president to "when you're dating somebody that you keep liking more and more." They began meeting after the failed assassination attempt on Trump in July 2024. Kennedy came to believe that his previous impressions of Trump--that he was a "bombastic narcissist" who lacked curiosity and didn't read books--had been wrong. "One day he sat on the plane with me. We were talking about Syria, and he drew a map of the Mideast for me. And it was a perfect map," Kennedy told me. "Then he drew in the troop strength of each country, and also the troop strength on various borders." Trump would recite sports trivia to Kennedy, and recount the net worth of major Wall Street financiers.

"I had to start seeing Trump as a populist who is standing up to really entrenched power and the deep state and that merger of state and corporate power," Kennedy told me. He acknowledges that this makes Trump a strange "paradox"--"because he's the most business-friendly guy at least since George W. Bush."

That's saying something coming from Kennedy, who in the early 2000s compared Bush's pro-corporate environmental policies to the work of European fascists. I asked how he reconciled his criticism of Bush with working in the Cabinet of a president who appointed an oil executive, Chris Wright--who recently called Al Gore's climate-change warnings "nonsense"--as energy secretary. "Chris Wright has a diverse worldview," Kennedy told me.

For decades, RFK Jr. continued to call himself an "FDR/Kennedy liberal." The embrace of MAGA has lost Kennedy friends and strained his family. At a rally against vaccine mandates in 2022, Kennedy described the U.S. COVID response as totalitarian, and warned that new technologies would give the government greater power to control Americans than the Nazis had over Anne Frank in Europe. In response, his sister Kerry Kennedy posted on X, "Bobby's lies and fear-mongering yesterday were both sickening and destructive." When RFK Jr.'s own wife, Cheryl Hines, famous for playing Larry David's wife on the HBO show Curb Your Enthusiasm, publicly criticized him for those remarks, he apologized. Kennedy and Sheldon Whitehouse, a Democratic senator from Rhode Island, were once such close friends that they were in each other's weddings. Now, when Whitehouse questions Kennedy at public hearings, his voice drips with disdain. "You have my cellphone," Kennedy told his former friend during their last Finance Committee confrontation, in September. "I've never heard from you in seven months. Call me up. I'd love to meet with you." (Kennedy says Whitehouse replied to his offer in late October and said he would meet, after Whitehouse's Senate office had declined a request for comment from The Atlantic.) More recently, his cousin Tatiana Schlossberg, one of JFK's granddaughters, who has terminal cancer, wrote in The New Yorker that she "watched from my hospital bed as Bobby, in the face of logic and common sense," became HHS secretary, and admonished him for cutting cancer-research funding. (Kennedy declined to comment.)

"To stay on course despite that jeering really tells you a lot about his messianic self-regard," the New York Democratic politician Mark Green, another former friend of Kennedy's, told me recently. "He is sadly off his rocker to argue that Biden was more anti-speech and fascist than Donald Trump."

Over time, Kennedy and his team united around an organizing theory of their department. "It's a $1.73 trillion bundle of perverse incentives," he told me. "The doctors, the hospitals, the insurance companies, the other providers, the pharmaceutical companies are all incentivized to make money by keeping people sick." Fixing this would require radical measures.

The ensuing year has been a whirlwind of controversy, destruction, and new initiatives. Kennedy and the Trump White House pushed out, through firings and induced retirements, about one in four HHS employees, including much of the senior career staff and thousands of workers at the CDC, which Kennedy described to me as a "snake pit." Early on, working with Elon Musk's team at the Department of Government Efficiency, Kennedy canceled hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants, and defended a White House budget proposal that cut 40 percent of the NIH's funding, even while saying that he would accept more money if Congress decided differently. "I talked to Elon a lot about this," Kennedy told me. "You have to do something disruptive at the beginning." If you don't, "you lose momentum."

On May 27, he shook scientists at the CDC by announcing that his department would no longer recommend COVID boosters for healthy children or pregnant women, on the grounds that clinical trials had not sufficiently demonstrated safety and efficacy for those populations. The career staff was outraged; Kennedy presented no new data on potential harm that would have compelled rescinding the existing recommendation, and it is well established that COVID infection increases the danger to both mother and fetus. "I knew that those decisions were going to harm people," Lakshmi Panagiotakopoulos, a top adviser on COVID vaccines for the CDC, who resigned in response to Kennedy's new policy, told me. "From my perspective as a scientist and someone who has done this her entire career, he has a lot of blood on his hands."

Days later, Kennedy removed the 17 members of the CDC committee responsible for recommending vaccination schedules and replaced them with a smaller group that promptly ordered the removal of a mercury preservative, thimerosal, from flu vaccines, even though the CDC continues to describe thimerosal as "very safe." Kennedy's new committee put up barriers against a single shot to vaccinate children for measles, mumps, rubella, and varicella, citing past studies by Merck and the CDC that found a higher incidence of febrile seizures following the combined vaccine. Kennedy also canceled $500 million in federal grants for mRNA-vaccine research, citing his conclusions, disputed by medical associations, that the technology performs poorly against fast-mutating respiratory viruses.

In other areas, he's pushed for changes that health activists and wellness influencers on the left, as well as many in the scientific mainstream, have long sought. He launched initiatives to review baby-formula ingredients, issue new guidelines for fluoride use, limit student cellphone use, stop the sale of illegal flavored vapes, and remove restrictions on whole-milk sales at schools, and he persuaded governors in 12 states to ban the use of food stamps to buy sugary sodas. He announced plans to explore limits on direct pharmaceutical advertising and the marketing of unhealthy food to children, increase nutrition education for doctors, reduce prices on some drugs, add front-of-package labeling on ultra-processed foods, and require more testing of food additives. Under pressure from Kennedy's HHS, major food producers announced that they would remove certain petroleum-based food dyes from cereals and candy.

Kennedy's deputies describe him as endlessly curious about new science, and willing to listen to dissenting views. Bhattacharya told me that, during the 2025 measles outbreak in Texas, the worst in decades in the U.S., he privately advised Kennedy to endorse the measles vaccine as the most effective way to prevent the disease. "When you give him the evidence, he changes his mind along the lines of what the evidence says," Bhattacharya said. Kennedy did go on to call the measles vaccine effective--while also emphasizing that parents should make their own decisions and promoting disputed treatments such as cod-liver oil for measles symptoms.


Kennedy and President Donald Trump in the Roosevelt Room of the White House on September 22, 2025, when the president urged pregnant women not to take Tylenol, enraging the medical community (Bloomberg / Getty)



The secretary also consumes scientific studies by the bushel. In August, Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health, published a review of the existing science suggesting a possible connection between taking Tylenol during pregnancy and the development of autism or attention deficit disorder in children. Kennedy told me he spent a weekend reading 70 studies related to this. He spoke with Baccarelli, started texting directly with another researcher on the topic, and asked the CEO of Kenvue, the company that now owns the Tylenol brand, to bring scientists to HHS to brief him.

Kennedy arrived at a rather nuanced set of conclusions--more nuanced than what his boss would subsequently express. High fevers in pregnant women are known to cause bad outcomes in newborns. So any public-health advice recommending against Tylenol, which reduces fevers, would have to be carefully weighed, he told me. But when he briefed Trump on his findings, Kennedy said, the president's response was to suggest immediately posting a Tylenol warning on social media.

"You can't do that," Kennedy said he told the president. "There's nuance to it, and you can't scare people away from Tylenol, and you're going to get a huge amount of pushback from powerful pharmaceutical companies." Trump's reply: "I don't give a shit about that." The FDA-advisory note that Marty Makary released to accompany the announcement weeks later asked doctors to exercise caution in using the medication for low-grade fevers but said that there was as yet no proof of a causal link between Tylenol and developmental disorders.

Trump, however, has less patience for nuance. "Don't take Tylenol. Don't take it," the president said at a press conference on September 22. "Fight like hell not to take it." The medical community responded with outrage. The American Academy of Pediatrics, the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, and other prominent health organizations put out statements advising doctors and patients to disregard Trump's recommendation.

Through all this, Kennedy has praised the president's fearlessness and compassion. A few months earlier, at a White House event, RFK Jr. compared Trump to President Kennedy, who had worked with the biologist Rachel Carson in the early 1960s to reduce the use of pesticides. "My uncle tried to do this, but he was killed and it never got done," Kennedy said, sitting alongside Trump. "And ever since then, we've been waiting for a president who would stand up and speak on behalf of the health of the American people."

In a family steeped in its own mythology, RFK Jr. was always particularly susceptible to the pathos and grandeur of the Camelot mystique. His father encouraged him to read heroic poems like Alfred, Lord Tennyson's "Ulysses," and as a child Bobby Jr. memorized Rudyard Kipling's "If--" and "Gunga Din."

The legend of King Arthur resonated with a boy who was more interested in catching salamanders and snakes in the forest than in schoolwork. T. H. White's novel The Once and Future King, which tells the story of young Arthur's tutelage under Merlyn, was a particular favorite. "That was how I got interested in falconry," Kennedy told me. When he was 11, his father gave him his first red-tailed hawk. Kennedy named the bird Morgan le Fay, after Arthur's sorcerer half sister.


Robert F. Kennedy, campaigning for president in 1968, three months before he was assassinated (Associated Press)



But when his father was murdered, Ethel Kennedy, Bobby Jr.'s mother, was left to care for 11 children in a world churning with youthful rebellion. One day in the summer of 1969, Kennedy remembers, he attended a farewell party on Cape Cod for a young soldier heading off to Vietnam. He said LSD had arrived from California that summer, and while he was hitchhiking home that night, someone offered him a dose. His favorite comic book at the time, Turok, Son of Stone, followed the exploits of Native Americans who lived among prehistoric animals. In one of the comic's storylines, the Native Americans consume a hallucinogenic fruit. "Will I see dinosaurs?" Kennedy told me he asked the person offering him the LSD. "I had a deep interest in paleontology," he explained to me. That was perhaps the first time this particular reason has ever been given for deciding to take psychedelics.

A picture of his dead father and uncle behind the counter of a local diner as the drug wore off spoiled his trip. At which point another group of kids offered him a line of crystal meth. The initial rush was strong enough to set him on a new life path. Within months, he was traveling to New York City to buy $2 heroin on 72nd Street. "I had been administering drugs and giving shots to animals since I was a kid. And so it wasn't a hard jump for me," he said, about using needles to inject himself with drugs. "There were other kids in my town who were shooting speed." He was 15.

In January 2025, after Trump announced that he would be nominating Kennedy as HHS secretary, his cousin Caroline Kennedy, JFK's daughter, wrote a public letter opposing his confirmation, in part because of what she'd witnessed during his years as a young drug user; she blamed him for leading others in the family "down the path of addiction." She described young Bobby as a "predator" like the raptors he'd raised, saying he had grown "addicted to attention and power." "His basement, his garage, and his dorm room were the centers of the action where drugs were available, and he enjoyed showing off how he put baby chickens and mice in the blender to feed his hawks," she wrote. "It was often a perverse scene of despair and violence."

When I read Kennedy those words, he barely reacted. "I would not contest it that much," he said. "Addiction is kind of narcissistic."

By the time he was accepted into Harvard (his father, his uncles, and his grandfather had all gone there), he had been pushed out of multiple boarding schools, been arrested for marijuana possession, and become estranged from his mother. When he was still a teenager, he hopped trains to Haight-Ashbury, in San Francisco, to hang with the hippies, and worked in a Colorado lumber camp. His heroin addiction would last 14 years, continuing during his time as a law student at the University of Virginia, as well as through his first marriage, to Emily Black, a fellow UVA law student, whom he married in 1982. In September 1983, he overdosed on a flight to South Dakota. He was charged with heroin possession, for which he was sentenced to two years' probation, and spent the next five months in a rehab facility in New Jersey. Shortly after he left treatment, his brother David Kennedy, younger by about a year, died of a drug overdose in a Palm Beach hotel room while other family members were gathered at the Kennedy estate nearby.

Although Kennedy says he has not taken heroin since he got clean, he still considers his brain to be a sort of "formulation pharmacy," able to transform anything--rock climbing, falconry, sex--into a drug. In 2024, New York magazine parted ways with its reporter Olivia Nuzzi after learning of what it deemed was an inappropriate personal relationship with Kennedy, whom she'd profiled the previous year. (After the print edition of this article went to press, more detailed allegations about his relationship with Nuzzi emerged. Kennedy declined to comment.) A former babysitter for Kennedy's children told Vanity Fair that he had groped her when she was 23 and he was 45. Kennedy apologized to the babysitter in a text message after the article's publication, though he said he did not remember the incidents she described. "I am not a church boy," he said publicly. "I have so many skeletons in my closet that if they could all vote, I could run for king of the world."

After his time in rehab in the early 1980s, Kennedy says he remade himself through the routines and principles of Alcoholics Anonymous--a combination of spiritual devotion, radical transparency, and a focus on service. As a presidential candidate, he told his security detail that he had to attend a 12-step meeting every day, no matter where he traveled. He has continued that practice since moving to Washington from Los Angeles. I asked him how much being an addict in recovery still affects him. "I think it's shaped everything," he said. Even as HHS secretary, he sponsors others in recovery. "I take calls all the time."

In his own view, recovery from heroin addiction has returned him from damnation to walk again among the living. "Having kind of lived through hell," he told me, paraphrasing something he said he'd read while he was still using, gives you a different perspective on life, and the opportunity for "a kind of redemption." To rebuild his self-esteem, he worked to replace the secret shame of his addiction with a life dedicated to a purpose bigger than himself. In this way, his private recovery, anchored in his Catholic faith, fused with his public crusade against what he believes are grave threats to American health. But this is also, perhaps, what gives his jeremiads about vaccines and other matters such fervor. "You've got to, you know, completely commit yourself to a way of life," he said, talking about the 12-step process. "It's Joseph Campbell's hero's journey that we are all on."

After entering recovery, he built up Riverkeeper, a nonprofit dedicated to protecting the Hudson River and other New York watersheds; founded an environmental-law practice; divorced Black; got married a second time, to Mary Richardson, an architect; and began a lifelong battle against chemical contamination of human health. In 2010, after 16 years of marriage, he filed for divorce from Richardson; she accused him of extensive infidelity, and he described her as abusive. Before the acrimonious proceedings concluded, Richardson committed suicide. In 2014, Kennedy married Hines. He has six children, two with Black and four with Richardson.

In his work as a litigator, he thrived: He won judgments against General Electric for contaminating the Hudson River; DuPont for contamination at a zinc-smelting plant in West Virginia; and Monsanto for a type of cancer allegedly caused by glyphosate, then the key ingredient of one of the world's most popular herbicides, sold under the brand name Roundup. He argued many cases himself.

John Morgan, one of the nation's most successful trial lawyers, worked with Kennedy on lawsuits after a natural-gas leak in Southern California in 2015 and the spectacular 2023 train derailment in East Palestine, Ohio. Morgan says there are three types of lawyers: finders, who get the plaintiffs; grinders, who try the cases; and minders, who keep it all on track. Kennedy was one of the best finders he'd ever met. "People follow him," Morgan told me.

Although Kennedy has been litigating against environmental polluters for more than four decades, his focus on vaccines began only after mothers with autistic children started showing up at his talks--and after one of them persuaded him to read studies suggesting a link between vaccines and autism. The fact that vaccines can harm people is not contested: The existence of the National Vaccine Injury Compensation Program is a testament to the American public-health establishment's acknowledgment of that. The frequency and nature of that harm, however, is highly contested. From 2006 to 2022, about 5 billion vaccine doses were distributed in the U.S. The NVICP paid about one settlement for every 1 million doses. Kennedy believes that the real rate of injury could be 100 times higher than what is reported. As in his crusade against corporate polluters, he brings a litigator's tools to the vaccine fight--humanizing the victims, demonizing his opponents, and overwhelming his audiences with his research and with the nuclear force of his indignation.

Science, unlike fairy tales and courtroom dramas, does not always offer a clear narrative. Initial results may fail to replicate. Real findings can get drowned out by statistical noise. Catastrophic side effects may take time to emerge. In the evolving search for truth, the public can find itself whipsawed: Margarine was a healthy butter alternative--until studies found it to be a source of the artificial trans fats that cause 50,000 premature deaths a year. The Merck drug Vioxx was a miracle pain reliever--until researchers estimated that it was associated with as many as 140,000 excess cases of heart disease. The food pyramid of the 1990s, which emphasized processed carbohydrates over fiber and protein, now looks like a sick joke given what research has shown about the roots of our current obesity epidemic.

Kennedy thinks more people should follow his lead by consuming science directly. " 'Trusting the experts' is not a feature of science," he likes to say. "It's not a feature of democracy. It's a feature of totalitarianism and religion." But having everyone "do their own research," as Kennedy recommends, was untenable even before the advent of technologies like nanoscience and genomic editing. When I suggested to Kennedy that he was now presuming to play the role of health expert himself, he rejected that. "I don't tell people to trust me. I tell people, 'Don't trust me.' "

Throughout our conversations, we often found ourselves jousting about the details of one scientific debate or another. For instance, I reminded Kennedy that back in 2005, he had suggested that the removal of thimerosal from most vaccines would result in a decline in autism diagnoses--but that since then, thimerosal had been removed from most vaccines, yet autism diagnoses continued to rise. He in turn argued that this could be explained by the addition of aluminum to vaccines during that same period, and by the fact that some flu vaccines still contained thimerosal. But most pregnant women and young children no longer receive flu vaccines with the preservative--and that's been true since before Kennedy banned thimerosal from flu vaccines.

Another time, he pointed out that the U.S., a heavily COVID-vaccinated country, represents only 4.2 percent of the global population but accounts for 19 percent of the deaths from COVID. I countered that those differences are likely explained by other factors, including America's more comprehensive reporting, higher chronic-disease rates, older population, and colder climate. He conceded all of that, but said he was making a narrower point, which was that the notion "that the only thing that saved us was the vaccine is unconvincing."

He sent me a placebo-controlled COVID-vaccine study of pregnant women, conducted by Pfizer, which showed more congenital anomalies in babies born to the vaccinated group than the unvaccinated group. I countered that Pfizer had found the difference statistically insignificant. The reason the difference didn't reach statistical significance, he pushed back, was that the study was not large enough and "Pfizer cut it off as soon as they saw a bad result." If true, this suggested malicious intent on the part of the company. "Why aren't you asking Pfizer about this?" he asked. "You should be burning up their phone line."

So I called Pfizer, which granted me an interview with a scientist who was part of the company's COVID-vaccine program, but requested that I not use the scientist's name, to protect their privacy. This researcher told me that the study had been stopped not because of a bad result but because the data revealed no safety concerns with the vaccine--which meant that keeping the control group from getting it would have been unethical, given the serious risks stemming from COVID infection during pregnancy.

The researcher also explained that further investigation had determined that, of all the congenital anomalies initially reported, only one had originated after the vaccine administration, at 24 weeks' gestation. "You cannot make a vaccine responsible for something that happened before you gave the vaccine," the researcher told me.

When presented with data that contradict his arguments, Kennedy regularly claims bad faith on the part of his adversaries--that they're motivated by profit or professional advancement. His experience as a litigator may have made this reflexive. As John Morgan, his litigation partner, told me, it's hard to sue polluters and cigarette companies and not come away convinced that the defendants are "in the business of premeditated murder." Kennedy has applied the same lens to the medical establishment, casting it as powered by the big pharmaceutical companies and their government protectors--despite the fact that most pediatricians and virologists and epidemiologists have devoted their lives to helping children and reducing suffering.

And if Kennedy is so concerned about conflicts of interest, what of his overhauled CDC vaccine panel? Some of the experts he appointed had previously been paid to serve as witnesses for plaintiffs in vaccine-safety lawsuits. Kennedy himself, in addition to the millions he made as a trial lawyer, took a large salary from Children's Health Defense--$510,515 in 2022--a nonprofit he led from 2016 to 2023 that fundraises to fight for tighter vaccine regulation. His entire political project--his campaign, his hiring by Trump, his role at HHS--is entwined with his ability to prove that scientists were deceiving the public about vaccines. He would lose a lot if he changed his mind.

During his presidential campaign, Kennedy would repeatedly say that in a study of the COVID vaccine, Pfizer had found that "the people who got the vaccine had a 23 percent higher death rate from all causes at the end of that study"; he still says this today. He bases this on his interpretation of an early trial of the Pfizer COVID vaccine, and it sounds terrifying--a smoking gun for those looking for a reason to doubt official health advice. The main takeaway from that 2020 trial was that the rate of infection was significantly lower in the vaccinated group than in the placebo group (eight infections versus 162). The study followed about 44,000 people, who were randomly divided into two blinded groups, one that got the COVID vaccine and one that got a placebo shot. Over the course of six months, 21 people in the vaccine group and 17 in the placebo group died. (Scientists use these numbers to derive what they call "all-cause mortality rates.") These are the numbers Kennedy uses to claim that a study found that your risk of death increases by 23 percent if you take the vaccine.

But the scientists I spoke with about Kennedy's assertion explained that the study was not large enough and did not last long enough to reveal any increased mortality risk. In addition, an FDA review said none of the deaths in the study was vaccine-related. (Kennedy says this review was subjective.) Kennedy's numbers were also misleading. During the blinded portion of the study, there were 15 deaths in the vaccine group, and 14 deaths in the group that received the placebo. (After the unblinding, the placebo group started getting the vaccine.) In 2023, Peter Doshi, an editor of a prestigious British medical journal, wrote Kennedy's team an email advising that, based on these numbers, the proper conclusion about mortality from the study was that "there were basically equal numbers of deaths in vaccine and placebo arms."

As we talked and texted this past fall, Kennedy and I kept returning to the same arguments we'd been having two years earlier. He would point to the all-cause mortality data from the Pfizer-vaccine study. I would respond that scientists who understood the data said they didn't mean what he said they did--and I would point out that, even after the virus had mutated into new variants, observational studies continued to show that the Pfizer shot remained highly effective against both hospitalization and death.

Kennedy refused to relent. When the vaccines were introduced, he told me, public-health experts "were telling people, 'This will save your lives.' They didn't have evidence for that. Twenty-three percent all-cause mortality! That's not meaningful? I don't know what universe you're living in."

Vaccinologists told me they're living in a universe where they are trained to read and interpret data--not one in which you cherry-pick data from studies, extrapolate alarmist conclusions, and then suggest that they show a vaccine-caused increase in mortality when in fact they show nothing of the sort.

Like Bhattacharya, Kennedy tends to invoke Galileo. But in Kennedy's telling, the villains were not only the clergy who arrested Galileo and censured his discoveries, but also the astronomer's fellow scientists, who, wary of suffering his fate, refused to look through his telescope. It is a parable that posits unrecognized vaccine dangers as a sort of fixed point in the night sky, a supernova or moon, ready for discovery by anyone willing to risk their reputation in order to seek the truth.


Kennedy in his office at the Department of Health and Human Services, October 2025 (Elinor Carucci for The Atlantic)



Four days after Charlie Kirk's death, Kennedy asked to speak with me again. He had his daughter Kick set up a Zoom call so that he would have a recording of our exchange. My efforts to transcend the divide were not going well.

"You kind of telegraphed where you were going," he said when we convened that Sunday. "That there's two sides that aren't hearing each other, and both of them are intractable, and both of them think they are science-based." He called this a journalistic device. "It's a little bit self-serving because, you know, the journalist takes the position that 'Okay, I'm looking at this phenomenon where there's two sides and I'm in the middle'--the wise person who can kind of see everything," he said. He suggested that he regretted agreeing to talk with me, and compared our relationship to the fable of the scorpion who asks the frog for help crossing a river, only to sting and kill the frog after it does.

"Every article about me is the same, which is never science-based; it's never an argument; it's always an ad hominem attack," he continued. " 'He's a conspiracy theorist, he's anti-science, he's a crazy person, he's got a brain worm,' or the bear story, or the whale story, or the dog story, any of these, and that's what they focus on." Articles about some of these colorful episodes from his past, he believed, were efforts to distract from the substance of his arguments. "I challenge you to tell me one conspiracy that I've talked about that has not come true," he said. "Is it a conspiracy that I said that glyphosate--that Roundup--can cause cancer, like non-Hodgkin's lymphoma? All three juries agreed with me. Is it a conspiracy theory that I said that the COVID vaccine was not going to prevent transmission? Now everybody admits that. Is it a conspiracy theory that I said that masks are not science-based? Everybody now agrees with that. School closures were a mistake."

He wasn't done. He fumed that people had used his interest in his father's and uncle's assassinations to discredit him. "I've never said my father was killed by the CIA. I've said there's circumstantial evidence." No one, he said, has explained the inconsistencies in his father's autopsy, which contradicted the claim that his father's sole killer was the Palestinian activist Sirhan Sirhan. "Robert Kennedy was shot from behind four times. We know what happened to every bullet in Sirhan's gun. He hit six other people. He could not have killed my father. So, you know, that's a fact. It's science. And maybe you can figure out a way that he could've gotten behind my father."

We were back where we started. "You know, a real journalist" would report that people were afraid of his arguments and that they were denying facts, he said, "but I don't think The Atlantic will allow you to do that."

"You're the HHS secretary," I said. "Presumably you can call anybody at CDC to have this debate."

"There's 21,000 people in that agency, and I'm not going to have a personal debate with each one of them," he responded. "By the way, they're leaving because they can't defend their position." Of course, the people quitting their jobs would dispute that. But to win in the court of public opinion, I suspected, Kennedy preferred to debate me.

This was all starting to seem rather hopeless. As I drafted this article, I felt growing dismay over my inability to establish even the basic factual common ground that scientific progress generally requires. So I sent Kennedy a message describing where I had ended up, and asking for another conversation. Minutes later, an adviser texted: "Want to meet at Secretary's house today at 1 pm?"

Kennedy bought his new Georgetown home, not far from where Uncle Jack had lived as a congressman and senator, weeks after his confirmation. An interior doorway is decorated with signed notes to him from four recent Republican presidents--Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Trump. I asked him why there were no letters from Barack Obama or Bill Clinton, the last presidents he'd campaigned for before Trump. "They're in storage," he said. An American flag from 1865 hangs in his living room, a companion, Kennedy told me, to one that was given to President Abraham Lincoln shortly before he was shot.

We started out by finding at least one point of agreement, the importance of free speech. In fact, Kennedy broke with many of his Republican brethren, saying that "anything that weaponizes Charlie Kirk's death to justify censorship is not consistent with his values."

Inevitably, though, we were soon back where we'd left off. Kennedy suggested that my story conclude by looking at a statement published on the CDC website--"Vaccines do not cause autism." During the confirmation process, Bill Cassidy had made him promise not to remove the phrase in exchange for his vote. But Kennedy had a work-around. On November 19, he updated the page and put an asterisk next to the phrase, adding language stating that "studies have not ruled out the possibility that infant vaccines contribute to the development of autism." Although the MMR vaccine and thimerosal have shown no ties to autism, Kennedy says he has not been able to find any studies of possible autism risk from various other childhood vaccines. This absence of research, he believes, undercuts the validity of the CDC website's claim.

Kick joined us on the couch. Hines sat upstairs, running through the final edits of her memoir. I asked Kennedy: Was he now, as the nation's health secretary, arguing that science showed vaccines caused autism, as he had in the past? Or was he simply arguing that the question had not been conclusively answered by science? He responded carefully. "I have opinions about things, but, you know, my opinions are irrelevant," he said. "What we need is science, and we need definitive science. We have suggestive science."

I had spoken with others about this point. They agreed with Kennedy that not every vaccine had been studied for its effect on autism rates. But they argued that doing so was not urgent, because the existing high-quality evidence around vaccines showed no connection. Joshua Gordon, who as the director of the National Institute of Mental Health helped oversee federal autism research, told me that the recent increase in autism rates could mostly be explained by broadened criteria for diagnosis and by the advancing average age of parents at the time of conception.

"If vaccines contribute to autism, it is such a very, very small effect that there is no question that if you did the study and you definitively showed the small effect, that small effect would be far outweighed by the benefit of vaccines," Gordon told me. "The notion that after you did those studies you would come up with a different scientific recommendation is patently false." When I asked him about the statement on the CDC website that Kennedy contests ("Vaccines do not cause autism"), Gordon said it was "a plain-English statement" that distilled the scientific consensus and was meant to encourage lifesaving vaccination.

Stanley Plotkin, one of the nation's premier vaccinologists and the lead author of the medical-school textbook Plotkin's Vaccines, had a similar message. "Can I say that vaccines do not cause autism?" he asked rhetorically. "All I can say is there is no evidence" that they do. He rejected some of the studies Kennedy cited as poorly conceived. He said he would not oppose a large new epidemiological study that looked at the issue, with the right design to take into account confounding variables. But he said he would not accept "a study constructed by a biased person with the objective of obtaining a certain result."

Trump was duly elected, and he appointed Kennedy as HHS secretary to carry out priorities Trump had advanced during the campaign. This gives Kennedy's scientific policies democratic legitimacy, even if trained health experts shudder at what that may mean. But as we sat in his living room, I realized that Kennedy was making an argument I had not previously understood--a policy claim, not a factual one. He was saying that regardless of the lives saved by vaccines, it was irresponsible for the government to recommend them without first comprehensively ruling out all hidden dangers. He believes that only a few vaccines, including the tuberculosis vaccine, have been studied enough to clear this bar. Kennedy had slashed the budget of his own department. But now, he says, he plans to spend billions of dollars on hundreds of studies investigating vaccines' potential ties to chronic diseases. "The default setting in medicine is 'Do no harm,' " he said, as we talked about the COVID-vaccine boosters. "You never do an intervention--particularly with a healthy human being--unless you know that it's safe and effective. And we don't know if it's safe and effective."

What if you are wrong about vaccines? I asked. Six former surgeons general, most vaccine experts, and almost the entire scientific establishment believes he is. What if, over time, the evidence shows that his actions lowered vaccination rates with no reduction in chronic diseases, but with an increase in suffering and death from viruses and bacteria? How would he respond?

"I mean, we would listen," Kennedy said. It was the answer I wanted to hear. But then he listed, once again, the reasons he would not be wrong: He spoke about the chronic diseases that appear as potential adverse reactions on the manufacturers' label for vaccines; the evidence that death rates from the diseases that vaccines inoculate against were already declining before the vaccines materialized; and America's poor policy decisions and high mortality rates during the COVID years. "You know, we have all kinds of interventions," he said. "Good health does not just come in a syringe." The trial lawyer was still laboring to connect the dots that led to his preferred verdict, the orphaned child of American royalty, back from hell, still fighting to fulfill his birthright.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "The Most Powerful Man in Science."
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Senator Mark Kelly Is in the Wrong Job

He should be secretary of defense.

by Tom Nichols

Tue, 25 Nov 2025




Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth apparently thinks that Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona is in the wrong job. Kelly was one of six Democratic legislators who released a video reminding the officers and enlisted people of the U.S. military that they are bound by their oaths to disobey illegal orders. Now Hegseth wants to recall Kelly, a decorated combat veteran and former astronaut, back to active duty in the Navy so that Kelly can be court-martialed for what Hegseth sees as riling up the troops against the commander in chief.

Hegseth has a point: Maybe Kelly shouldn't be in Congress. But the secretary is wrong about putting the senator back in the naval service. In a more sensible and serious world (and, yes, I know this is not the one we live in right now), Hegseth would be fired--and Kelly would take Hegseth's job as secretary of defense.

Kelly is at least as qualified to lead the Pentagon as other recent appointees, and would probably be an easy addition to any future Democratic administration's shopping list for senior defense or national-security roles. (He was also shortlisted to be Kamala Harris's running mate in 2024.) A Navy pilot, Kelly flew 39 combat missions in Operation Desert Storm. He has a uniform heavy with awards, including medals with the combat "V," a special addition that denotes valor and heroism. After the senator posted a picture of those medals yesterday on social media, Hegseth, one of the most eager and petty trolls in an administration full of them, immediately took to social media and claimed that they were in the wrong order. He also warned "Captain" Kelly--putting Kelly's rank in scare quotes--that he will have to submit to a uniform inspection once he's recalled.

Jonathan Chait: Trump and Hegseth's hysterical reaction to an ad

After his combat service, Kelly joined the astronaut corps, and piloted or commanded multiple Space Shuttle missions. (His twin brother, Scott, also became an astronaut.) In 2011, he retired--not to kick back and get rich, but to help his wife, the former member of Congress Gabby Giffords, who had been nearly killed in a shooting earlier that year.

Kelly's had some business ventures, but he's a bit light on management experience. Still, he'd be a far better choice than Hegseth, who is now vying to snag the never-coveted title of Worst Secretary of Defense in Modern American History.

Hegseth, for the moment, is in no danger of taking the crown from Robert McNamara, a brilliant man who nonetheless kept sending American boys to Vietnam even when he knew the war was lost. The day is young, however, and Trump seems determined to start a war in Latin America that could offer Hegseth the opportunity to give McNamara a run for his money.

But unlike Hegseth, McNamara also did some good during the frostiest days of the Cold War, including modernizing Pentagon procedures and updating American nuclear strategy. So did other flawed secretaries: Melvin Laird created important new Defense Department institutions while privately (and ineffectively) opposing the expansion of the Vietnam War to Cambodia; Jim Schlesinger and Harold Brown did what they could to arrest the free fall of American power in the 1970s; Les Aspin tried, and failed, to kill national missile defenses; Donald Rumsfeld initiated post-Cold War reforms but stubbornly refused to think about the post-Gulf War administration of Iraq.

Even James V. Forrestal, the first modern secretary of defense, was also better at his job--and he was fired in 1949 after a conflict with President Harry Truman and a nervous breakdown. (He killed himself later that year by jumping out of a window at Bethesda Naval Hospital.) Whatever his shortcomings, Forrestal was an honorable and hardworking public servant, which is why a building in Washington, D.C., and an aircraft carrier were both named in his honor.

All of these secretaries were competent men with records of achievement before coming to the Pentagon. They were professionals and patriots who cared about the security of the United States and the people who served in uniform. Hegseth, by comparison, is a dude-bro sporting some questionable tattoos, a creation of television who's acting as if he won The Apprentice: The Nuclear-Weapons Season. He seems to believe that his job is hectoring young men about being fat and forcing Black men out of the military for having beards. He has no understanding of national strategy, and no real experience managing anything.

Nor is he a man who can serve as a model for his organization. Hegseth wants to recall Kelly so that he can level charges under the Uniform Code of Military Justice against him, but when Hegseth was a serving officer, he could have faced the UCMJ himself: By his own admission, he was an adulterer with an alcohol problem. (Apparently, military justice for thee and not for me is the new rule in Hegseth's Pentagon.) His tenure so far has featured a series of appalling security lapses and janky public performances that call into question not only his character but his emotional stability.

Read: Holy warrior

The Trump White House knows that Hegseth is nothing like Forrestal, or Aspin, or even Rumsfeld, for that matter, and that he is unqualified to do anything but push-ups. This realization is probably why Secretary of the Army Daniel Driscoll, and not the actual head of the Pentagon, is the person meeting with the Russians in Geneva trying to stop the biggest war in Europe since 1945. Trump seems to like Hegseth, but the administration also seems to be taking care not to let Hegseth near anything breakable or dangerous.

Of course, Hegseth is still the secretary of defense, and thus the person who, in theory, must advise the president of the United States on the most dire issues of war and peace. He is also the official likely to be in the room and who would verify the orders if the commander in chief calls for the use of nuclear weapons. The idea that Hegseth would have to advise Trump in a moment of crisis is genuinely terrifying: The president is already showing increasing signs of panic and irrationality, and Hegseth is hardly the kind of stable or prudent aide one hopes would be nearby in times of danger.

For now, the White House seems content to let Hegseth preen and strut and yell, but the United States still needs an actual secretary of defense, and Pete Hegseth is completely unqualified for any position of public trust, elected or appointed, in the government of the United States.

Trump should look around and choose one. He has plenty of options--including Mark Kelly.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/11/mark-kelly-military-trump/685065/?utm_source=feed
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Tossing a Bird That Does Not Fly Out of a Plane

A Thanksgiving story about the limits of human empathy

by Annie Lowrey

Tue, 20 Nov 2018


The 1953 turkey drop starts as the first bird is tossed from a low-flying plane. (Wallace Kirkland / The Life Picture Collection / Getty)



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


YELLVILLE, Ark.--It is October in the Ozarks. The grass has dried out and the trees have bronzed and browned. Deer lie glaze-eyed in the back of camouflaged pickup trucks. High-school football helmets crack every Friday night. And seven days a week, workers in processing plants are helping to kill, gut, pluck, and truss turkeys for Thanksgiving tables around the country.

Here in Yellville this cold and rainy weekend, there are turkeys everywhere--turkey shirts and turkey costumes and turkey paraphernalia. There is a raffle giving away birds for Thanksgiving dinner. There's a brisk trade in turkey legs, too, pulled out of a barrel smoker. At the bandstand, a judge announces the winner of the "Miss Drumsticks" contest, who gleams and sparkles in her pageant finery. "It's Miss Drumsticks because they're judging who has the best thighs," an older woman explained to me, matter-of-fact.

But--and this is unusual, and much to the dismay and consternation of many locals--there are no live turkeys. None in a cage towed behind a pickup. None thrown from the courthouse roof. None pitched off the bandstand and picked up by screaming teenagers. And none dropped out of an airplane. That is what the Yellville Turkey Trot festival is famous and infamous for, you see: living, breathing, squawking birds getting lobbed out of a low-flying aircraft.

Turkeys, it seems worth mentioning, do not fly. Although the wild, dark-feathered ones you see in flocks on exurban roads are capable of fluttering up into and in between trees, the factory-farm-bred, white-feathered ones you eat on Thanksgiving are closer to the penguin side of the avian flying-ability spectrum. The birds can slow their descent by flapping wildly and catch the wind and glide, should they find themselves free-falling from 500 feet. But some die on impact, fleshy anvils with useless wings.

Once a year for the past seven decades, with just a few breaks, Yellville has had a dozen or so fowl demonstrate this gravitational reality. The Turkey Trot is a much-anticipated event for people with a lot of Ozark pride but without a lot of money, organizers and attendees explained--a transgressive event that locals love to love, love to hate, love to go to, and really love to talk about. "There's a festival that goes on in Fayetteville that's huge. They have booths there where you walk up and you just stop in your tracks and go, 'Holy cow, that's neat!'" Bob King, the owner of a local retreat property, told me. "We're a small-town festival. It is important to people."

Yet the tradition might be as dead as the turkeys whose legs were getting smoked and sold in the street. Years of negative and mocking media attention, criticism from animal-welfare groups and their supporters, and the involvement of a variety of regulatory and legal authorities have led to the live-turkey part of the weekend getting shut down, perhaps for good.

As the lip-synch contest echoed and the quilting guild showed off its wares, some worried that the everything-else portion of the weekend would wither away, too. Local-business owners fretted that a vital source of income was gone--with some hoping that a plane foisting the birds would show up, cops and politicians and op-ed writers and vegan busybodies be damned. "We will have to see how the numbers end up," said Keith Edmonds of the chamber of commerce, a note of resignation in his voice. Every time an aircraft passed overhead, little kids checked to see if a bird would come out.

Read: What America is losing as its small towns struggle

Was it worth it, ending a town's beloved annual event to save a few birds from a few moments of confused terror? Was it meaningful, given how many billions of birds raised for meat face a far more gruesome life and death? Would it stick, given the steeliness of the residents of this corner of the Ozarks and the devotion of Americans to their meat-eating and cold-weather traditions?

I was not sure before going to the festival, and I was even less sure after it. But I knew this: This was not a Thanksgiving story about throwing a bird that does not fly out of an airplane. This was a Thanksgiving story about the human will to throw a bird that does not fly out of an airplane.


Children watch a boy climbing a tree to grab a turkey that landed in branches. (Wallace Kirkland / The Life Picture Collection / Getty)





The Turkey Trot is tradition in a part of the country where tradition still matters, where the people are big-C Conservative and small-c conservative, too: That was a consistent refrain I heard in Yellville. It got started as World War II ended, when the town's American Legion post sponsored an autumn turkey-calling contest with a turkey giveaway. A few years later, a local pilot tossed some turkeys from a plane for the crowd assembled below, giving the event its wings.

The origins of the Turkey Trot were silly. They were outrageous. But they were also noble, or so the story goes. "The day's activities were intended to be a wild turkey-conservation activity, calling attention to Arkansas's dwindling turkey population," according to one history. A few birds were meant to survive and flourish in the thick Ozark woods, while others went home to be prepared for dinner.

The Turkey Trot remained a hometown, word-of-mouth kind of thing over the next several decades, with pretty much every resident of Yellville and many people from the surrounding region flocking downtown once a year to eat, chitchat, and perhaps walk away with a bird. Contrary to what a few older folks told me, the event does not seem to have been the inspiration for that famous episode of the old sitcom WKRP in Cincinnati; hurling a bird that does not fly out of an aircraft is the kind of peculiar idea that has struck more than one great American mind, evidently.

Read: America's great divergence

Things started changing when the National Enquirer took notice. In the late 1980s, the tabloid sent two reporters to the turkey drop and ran an expose titled "It's Sick! Yellville Turkeys Tossed Out of Planes--For Fun." The story described the "nightmarish scene" of the birds plunging to their death below.

One turkey slammed into a power line so hard the wire bent down about three feet before snapping back up. The bird hit the ground, shocked and dazed, and tried to walk ... pitifully trying to run on two obviously broken legs before it was crushed to death by a pileup of kids ... After smashing into a tree and coming to rest on a branch, one of the birds was pursued by a gang of kids who captured and fought over it--using it in a grisly tug-of-war that ended when one boy tore the turkey's wing off.


(A news-of-the-weird addendum to this news-of-the-weird story: I am relying on a secondhand version of the Enquirer article. The publication's archives were destroyed after being contaminated with anthrax.)

The prose was purple, the descriptions overwrought. But not by much. Ample documentary evidence recorded in the years since, as well as the testimonies of a number of townsfolk, indicate that this was and is pretty much what happens when you drop a turkey from hundreds of feet in the air. The panicked animals try to right themselves. Some catch a gust. Others do not. Some die when they hit the ground. Others survive with broken bones. Yet others are grievously injured when they are fought over by local kids. Some perish of apparent shock. A few, it is fair to note, are rattled, but physically unharmed.

"I was standing in the alley behind one of the buildings in town, and that plane came right overhead," said Rose Hilliard, who attended last year's festival to try to save some of the birds. "We're all trying to chase it down and I'm thinking, Oh my God, I can't outrun 15 kids! There's no way. They weren't supposed to drop them over town. They were supposed to be across the river there, across the creek. But the pilots kind of think they can do no wrong and they're proud of it." The turkeys she encountered were heat-stressed and in shock and bruised, she told me. "It is not entertaining to watch a frightened animal trying to get away from a crowd of people. That's--I don't call it entertainment."

But it was, in some strange and compelling way. After the Enquirer piece, the turkey drop became not just a local-media staple but a national-media fascination. The coverage that ensued was horrified, mocking, condescending, and eye-rolling--the Turkey Trot depicted as a fall festival for the kind of people who grocery shop at the gas station, as a baroque example of human delight in animal suffering, as a can-you-believe-it bit of weird Americana.

Read: How America is putting itself back together

It was not just the media that noticed. People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals got word of the event more than 20 years ago, Daphna Nachminovitch, who leads PETA's cruelty-investigations department, told me, and has agitated against it in some way or another ever since. "When Bill Clinton was the governor of Arkansas, we started receiving complaints about it," she told me. "Complaints from local people. We've been aware of it forever. It almost sounded as if somebody made it up, because who would think that it's funny to throw a live animal out of an airplane?"

PETA blasted information on the event out to its followers. It petitioned the event's organizers. It also offered $5,000 for information leading to the arrest of the pilot who drops the birds, and at one point hired a private investigator to look into things. Tommy Lee of Motley Crue, among others, campaigned with PETA to stop the drop. "Arkansas offers plenty of cool outdoor gatherings that don't rely on sadism," he wrote in an open letter. "I'm writing to add my voice to the thousands of others asking you to help deep-six this sick stunt."

The media attention fostered activist attention, political attention, and the summoning of various local and national agencies to figure out whether there were legal means to prevent the birds-and-planes part. But animal-cruelty laws are surprisingly lax, particularly when it comes to farm animals. They are species- and purpose-specific, meaning that a scientist might be able to legally vivisect a research rat, but not her pet dog. And, of course, they need to be enforced, which they often are not. If you want cheap burgers, you need a degree of animal cruelty that most Americans would consider horrifying if confronted with it.

Hilliard made a complaint at the local sheriff's office. "I physically did have to do that," she told me. "I filed a complaint for animal cruelty against the pilots of the plane. They did nothing about it. They said, 'Well, we'd have to catch him in the act of doing it before we could even do anything.'" Ultimately, she said, "they pretty much just blew me off."

Animal-rights activists also looked into getting the Federal Aviation Administration involved, given that it seems unwise to let Americans fly around chucking farm animals out of planes near population centers. Last year, Lynn Lunsford, a spokesperson for the FAA, said the agency did not have the right to intercede. "FAA regulations don't specifically deal with dropping live animals out of airplanes, so we have no authority to prohibit the practice," she said. Representative Dina Titus, a Nevada Democrat, attempted to spur the FAA to act, but that went nowhere either.

Read: How P. T. Barnum helped the early days of animal rights

As I interviewed folks about what various legal authorities were trying and failing to prevent, I marveled at how little was actually said about what needed preventing. Whose turkeys were these? Who arranged the event? Who knew what?

Small-town omerta kicked in as I asked those questions. Yellville's mayor would not comment for the story, a receptionist told me, because the town had nothing to do with it. "It's a private event put on by private groups," she said--never mind the fact that public schools shut down for the day to celebrate it, or that the birds got thrown off the courthouse roof, or that the town's police would seem to have jurisdiction. Edmonds said the Chamber of Commerce had nothing to do with the turkey drop itself; in recent years, a since-identified "phantom pilot" had been the one to do the high-altitude work.

Nevertheless, a conditional-clause, passive-voice, no-ma'am-not-me sense of how this thing might happen emerged. The birds might have come from a backyard-type operation, not a big farm or an auction. They might have been domesticated heritage birds, not wild ones, as some Yellville residents thought. A few guys might have helped load them into an open-cage trailer behind another guy's truck. Then it might have gone to a local airstrip, because maybe someone had a plane and thought the whole thing was a hoot. Imagine how loud and messy it would be in that tin can!

The political and media attention on the hoot became too much. Members of the Chamber of Commerce began to receive thousands of messages, some threatening, about the event. "Local businesses were getting their servers shut down," Edmonds told me. "They were receiving credible threats: 'I hope your kids die a horrible, painful death, as if they were being thrown from an airplane.'" This spring, the Chamber of Commerce decided to stop sponsoring the Turkey Trot, a decision made unanimously but tearfully. The Rotary Club said it would take over as sponsor, provided that there were zero live turkeys on the premises.

Was it overkill to focus so much attention on one town's small, if unsavory, fall tradition? The point was never to stop the town from having a fall festival or celebrating in the way it saw fit, Nachminovitch of PETA said. "There was this idea that this was us thumbing our noses at them, but that's not it," she said. "It's about the turkeys. It's about animal cruelty. It's about human decency. Where animals are being abused, that's where we are."

But in town, PETA was cast as the villain of the Turkey Trot saga. "Congratulations, your followers' flatulent cacophony of violent threats and extremism have killed the Turkey Trot Festival after 72 years of success," wrote Josh Dooley, a photojournalist for The Baxter Bulletin, a local paper. "Much like the people and practices you decry for the obliteration of various animal species, you killed something without understanding it or attempting to even comprehend the destruction you caused."

The festival always had strong partisans on both sides, though. A number of folks felt that it gave the town a bad image. A number were disgusted. "Let's face it: It is just plain mean. What kind of folks are we?" read one April 2018 letter to the editor in the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette. "If only they could speak, would turkeys not gobble out pleas to be spared the forced flight so they might be humanely join the 100 million turkeys to enjoy their God-given destiny ... to have their scrawny necks severed from their unsuited-for-flight, outrageously enlarged breasted bodies" for Thanksgiving dinner.


A boy crossing the square toting a turkey he caught in the kids' scramble (Wallace Kirkland / The Life Picture Collection / Getty)





Read: Why different cultures eat different animals

The letter writer made a good point. What happens to farmed birds is far worse. That reality is well understood in this corner of Arkansas, which produces a good chunk of the birds that end up on Thanksgiving tables. The nearby town of Ozark has been dubbed the "town that runs on turkey." Butterball is currently constructing a hulking plant just outside of Yellville.

Laying hens probably take gold in the farm-animal misery Olympics. Male chicks are threshed to death. Female chicks grow up to be hens placed in boxes so small they cannot stretch out their wings, incapable of performing any of the activities that make chickens feel like chickens. Though chickens can live for well more than a decade, laying hens are killed as soon as their egg production slows down in a year or two, if prolapse or septicemia or cannibalism does not kill them first.

Turkeys have it only a little better. Born in hatcheries, poults head to warehouses where they will spend the rest of their life, conditions becoming more cramped as they get bigger and bigger. Because the stress of being packed in leads them to peck one another, sometimes to death, the birds have parts of their beak and toes clipped off. Toms also have their snood--the colorful flesh that dangles near their beak--removed. Then they grow, standing in their own urine and feces, eating pellets. Many develop sores and fractures. Few receive individualized medical care. It is not unheard-of for badly injured turkeys to die of starvation.

On the way to the slaughterhouse, they are crammed into cages, a process that frequently results in broken bones. (One million turkeys die en route to a slaughterhouse each year, due to crushing, exposure, or another cause.) When they arrive, they are strung upside down by their feet--more broken bones--before their head is dunked in electrified water and their throat is cut. Turkeys, like chickens, are not covered by the Humane Methods of Slaughter Act. This means there are few penalties for companies that grievously mistreat turkeys. The production lines run so fast that birds are sometimes still alive as blades cut them, alive as they are dunked in scalding water.

Their very bodies are no less cruel than what humans do to those bodies. Turkeys, as you might remember from elementary school, are native to the Americas. Domestication occurred hundreds or perhaps even thousands of years ago. Right around when the Yellville Turkey Trot was getting started, in the 1940s, big agricultural companies began to breed domesticated turkeys intensively to obtain more meat from them, faster. The experiment was an astonishing success: The broad-breasted white, the bird that is most likely on your Thanksgiving table, went from a 15-pound bird in 1960 to a 30-pound bird today, and it grows to that weight far more quickly than nature intended.

These are Franken-creatures, like bulldogs or racehorses. They cannot reproduce naturally, and their body is incompatible with a healthy, long life. The birds, if not slaughtered, face grotesque problems with their skeleton, their heart, and their respiratory system, as their cartoonishly oversized breasts distend and stress their body. "They get these compound fractures and leg injuries--often these things can't be fixed--because they grow so fast," said Susie Coston, the national shelter director of Farm Sanctuary, a major farm-animal rescue organization. "They are just too big."

Another strange thing about them: The birds suffer from compulsive insatiability. If you leave food out for them to eat at will, "they just never stop eating," Coston told me. "I've never seen anything like it. They eat so much that they injure their intestinal tract."

If you withhold food, as is necessary to keep them alive, she said, "they are always hungry."

Derek Thompson: Will we ever stop eating animal meat?

Falling from a plane might be a reprieve for a turkey.

In Yellville, some birds do escape, repopulating the Ozarks as the event's founders intended, though only briefly, given their human-cast physiology. Some are raised as pets. And some make it to farm sanctuaries. Hundreds of miles from the Ozarks sits a pocket rescue farm managed by Lisa McDonald and Joe Dinan, who also run a brewery and evince a spirit of crunchy goodwill.

The nonhuman residents of Sweet Bear Rescue Farm include a bristle-haired pig that occasionally presents his belly for scritches; two goats; a variety of chickens, split into two warring gangs; and a number of shaggy dogs. I visited the farm to meet a turkey that had survived Yellville. Volunteers had picked him up and helped get him and some of his brethren to Farm Sanctuary, which sent a pair to live at Sweet Bear. The turkeys were named Paul and George, after the Beatles.

As I walked with McDonald into a paddock in front of a barn, followed Disney-princess-like by chickens, dogs, and the pig, George came running out to meet us. "He loves people," said McDonald, as George went on peacock-like display, the fleshy parts on his face coloring as he puffed up his iridescent feathers. McDonald pulled out a Tupperware container of tomato pieces to feed him by hand, which he pecked at berserker-like. "He loves blueberries and blackberries--those are his favorite, favorite things," she told me.

Now he gets to be a turkey, doing the kinds of turkey things that farmed animals rarely get to do. He bathes in the dust, roosts in a barn, picks at mud, and cleans himself. He enjoys human company and preens for attention, vocalizing for and socializing with the other farm animals. (Turkeys are highly communicative prey animals; in transport and in slaughter they shriek to let their brethren know of the danger.)

George was happy. But the drop had scarred the two birds, McDonald explained. Paul "had the worst injuries of the ones who survived," she said. "We think there was a post-traumatic-stress thing going on with him, where his heart was weakened from the event." Just after making it to Sweet Bear, he died. "The day before, he was fine," she told me, petting a one-eyed chicken. "It was devastating and came out of nowhere. But he had something so unnatural and terrifying happen to him. These stories of animals that survive these crazy events--they are such symbols of strength. And you are like, 'No, this is not supposed to be this way! You are supposed to have a good life! You've already made it through the bad stuff!'"

George had not been the same since the death of his friend, McDonald said. "They were together when Paul died," she said. "Joe found Paul in the morning. At first we thought, Well, maybe George does not know what's going on. But he's fully aware. He lost his person."

"He doesn't want to hang out with you as much anymore," she went on. "The only person who spoke his language around here is gone, and now he's just getting bossed around by some chickens. For the first week, it was hard to even get him off his roost. He had to grieve, and he's very lonely now." She choked up a little. "We're just hoping to get him another companion soon. There's always turkeys to be rescued around Thanksgiving."

She knelt down to smooth his feathers. "It just is not the same for him."

That George had recovered from the turkey drop but not from the death of his friend. That he had physically recovered, but was emotionally devastated. That was the only thing I encountered while reporting this story that made me cry. I got in the car after meeting him and sobbed while cleaning muck off of my boots. Couldn't that one bird just feel some peace?

I felt nothing for the turkeys whose legs were for sale at the Yellville turkey drop, and nothing for the birds in the surrounding hills--even when I knew they were sitting, crowded by their neighbors, legs broken and beak cut, awaiting the electric bath and the scalding tank and the dinner table. I felt nothing for the turkey toms threshed to death as soon as they were born. I felt something for the birds chucked out of the plane, flapping wildly to try to stay upright. I felt something for the birds panting and panicking when caught by children below, pinned down with their heavy breasts and thick thighs and thin bones. I felt perhaps too much for George, that fabulous ham of a turkey that had rushed out to greet me but was too shy to take some tomato out of my hand.

To think this way and to feel this way is, of course, to be human. To paraphrase Joseph Stalin, one turkey thrown out of a plane is a tragicomedy; 46 million turkeys killed in a slaughterhouse is Thanksgiving dinner. You can hold the suffering of one being in your head and your heart, but the suffering of many becomes static.

The turkey drop got to people not just because it seemed excessive or baroque, but also because it happened to single birds whose plight they could see and feel and imagine. That uncanny image of a bird incapable of flying, nevertheless falling through the country air--it made the birds individuals, not a mass; a "George," not a "turkey." This is why animal-rights activists focus so much on charismatic individuals in their pleas to the vast, meat-eating, habitat-destroying public. "The theory is that if you can get people to care about one animal, you can get them to think about what is happening to all of them," said Bruce Friedrich, a longtime PETA staffer who now leads the Good Food Institute. Marc Bekoff, a professor emeritus of ecology and evolutionary biology at the University of Colorado Boulder, put that sentiment in a striking way to me: "I spend a lot of time talking about who you eat, not what you eat."

Animals are both who and what to humans, who are cruel and humane and contradictory above all. The same people who love and pamper their dogs eat chickens bred to suffer and die. Half of Americans say that slaughterhouses should be banned, but nearly all eat meat. Many would never purchase foie gras and would happily protest a town that throws turkeys out of a plane, but think nothing about what needs to happen for them to consume a cheap bologna sandwich. The Turkey Trot is a carnival of disgusting and tasteless excess, but Thanksgiving is just Thanksgiving.

Of course, none of this incongruity was lost on the people in Yellville, many of whom keep animals at home and work in turkey-processing plants and grew up on farms. What had happened--what got the festival shut down--the argument went, was that a lot of national attention got focused on a nice local event whose quantum of animal cruelty was insignificant given what happens in the Ozarks, or the country broadly.

That left them feeling their own kind of loss. "It was hard on my wife," Edmonds told me. "We went to Hot Springs to get away from it all" during this year's Turkey Trot, he said. "I'm not saying it's a bad thing for Rotary. I'm hoping they have success with it. It is what it is." I hummed along some acknowledgment and continued taking notes.

He paused for a moment. "You know, there were actually turkeys released from a plane this year," he said. "It was just kept quiet, I guess."

I was stunned. "What? I didn't see that."

"Happened on Friday. They released on the south end of the city limits, and I don't know for sure if or how many were released on Saturday."

"Do you know anybody who might have either seen it happen or picked up the birds?"

"I just know about it from a Facebook post. No idea."

That tip led me to Wesley Shipman, a longtime Yellville resident. Reached by phone, he was initially coy about what had happened. "Nothing was hurt or anything. I never even got out of my vehicle," he said.

But in time, he opened up. The birds were not thrown out of a plane this time, he said, just off the back of a truck. It was a small, private bird-throwing event for devoted locals. "It was just a word-of-mouth thing because there had been so much controversy," he said. "It's nothing official, so everybody goes away happy."

All was as it should be, he said. Tradition continued, humans being humans and birds being birds. "PETA would come down here and jump on these little people," Shipman told me. "It seemed like they didn't care if you ate a dead turkey leg there at the festival. But PETA did not want those turkeys to have a fighting chance."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/11/yellville-turkey-trot/576184/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why Does Steve Witkoff Keep Taking Russia's Side?

Trump's envoy isn't promoting peace. His interventions are helping Vladimir Putin.

by Anne Applebaum

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Pay attention to the dates, because the timing matters. Steve Witkoff spoke with Yuri Ushakov, a Russian official, on October 14. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky held a meeting with President Donald Trump in Washington, D.C., on October 17. Trump had been hinting that he would offer to sell Tomahawks, long-range cruise missiles, to the Ukrainian army. But he did not.

Why not? Perhaps because Ushakov listened to Witkoff's advice and persuaded Russian President Vladimir Putin to call Trump on October 16. Witkoff, in other words, may have helped block that sale. And that would make Witkoff responsible for prolonging the war.

Let me back up and explain.

Witkoff, a former real-estate developer, is supposed to be negotiating a peace settlement between Russia and Ukraine. He is in theory acting on behalf of the United States but also on behalf of millions of people who want peace in Ukraine and security in Europe. Ushakov, a former Russian ambassador to the United States, has different interests: Like his boss, he wants Russia to win the war.

Read: Trump's real secretary of state 

A tape of the October 14 conversation has been leaked to Bloomberg. That's how we know Witkoff suggested to Ushakov that Putin call Trump. He also offered advice about what Putin should say. The Russian leader should flatter Trump, of course, which is standard advice for speaking to the American president: "Compliment him on his great success in Gaza, congratulate the president on this achievement." After that, Witkoff said, "It's going to be a really good call."

Then, Witkoff advised, Putin should impress upon Trump this idea: "The Russian Federation has always wanted a peace deal. That's my belief. I told the president I believe that." Together, the two of them would cook up a peace plan, just like Trump's recent Gaza peace plan.

Ushakov gave Putin this advice. Putin followed it. How do we know? Because Putin did, in fact, call Trump, on October 16. The call lasted for more than two hours. Trump said the call was productive, and that the two leaders would soon meet, potentially in Budapest (which never happened). During his meeting with Zelensky on the following day, he did not offer Tomahawk missiles to Ukraine. Instead, he became emotional and angry.

In keeping with a long-standing Russian demand, Trump tried to persuade the Ukrainians to give up Ukrainian land in Donetsk province that they currently control--land that the Russians have not been able to conquer after more than a decade of fighting. This is what Putin wants: to obtain Ukrainian territory without fighting for it, to weaken Ukraine, and to use any temporary cease-fire as an opportunity to plan the next invasion.

"With a single phone call," one insider told Politico last month, "Putin appears to have changed President Trump's mind on Ukraine once again." This was Witkoff's achievement. Working with another Kremlin insider, Kirill Dmitriev, he went on last week to propose the 28-point peace plan that could, if carried out, temporarily stop the fighting but position Russia to invade a weakened Ukraine at a later date.

Anne Applebaum: The murky plan that ensures a future war

I've written this before, but it cannot be repeated often enough: This war will end only when Russia stops fighting. The Russians need to halt the invasion, recognize the sovereignty of Ukraine, and drop their imperial ambitions. Then Ukraine can discuss borders, prisoners, and the fate of thousands of kidnapped Ukrainian children.

But the only way to persuade Russia to stop fighting is to put pressure on Russia. Not Ukraine, Russia. The Ukrainians have already said they will stop fighting and agree to a cease-fire right now, on the current lines of conflict. Yet Witkoff is seeking to persuade Trump not to put pressure on Russia, and we don't really know why.

Witkoff has no previous diplomatic experience, so perhaps he is naive. He spent many years in New York real estate, at a time when Russians were spending fortunes on property, so perhaps he feels gratitude. Maybe he's helping Russia win because he has "the deepest respect for President Putin," as he told Ushakov, and admires his brutality. Maybe he, or others in the White House entourage, have business interests tied to Russia--or hope to. In addition to discussing "peace," Witkoff has also been, according to the document made public last week, talking with the Russians about American investments "in the areas of energy, natural resources, infrastructure, artificial intelligence, data centers, rare earth metal extraction projects in the Arctic."

Whatever the reason, Witkoff is prolonging the conflict. He is not promoting peace. His call to Ushakov was not, as Trump said last night, a normal negotiating tactic. Every time he intervenes, advocating for Putin's positions, he encourages the Russians to think they can get Trump on their side, pull America away from Europe, break up NATO, and win the war. In other words, every time he intervenes on behalf of the Russians, he contributes to the deaths of Ukrainians, the attacks on infrastructure, the ongoing tragedy that affects millions of people.

If this were a normal American administration, he would be fired immediately. But nothing about this negotiation, or this administration, is normal at all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/11/steve-witkoff-ukraine-russia-deal/685081/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Racist, AI-Generated Future of Entertainment

The bigotry of a new animated series demonstrates the alarming possibilities of artificial intelligence.

by Tyler Austin Harper

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




On September 28, 1.1 million Americans tuned in for the 37th season premiere of the groundbreaking animated sitcom The Simpsons. A little more than a week later, another groundbreaking animated sitcom had its season premiere: The Will Stancil Show debuted on X, where it accumulated 1.7 million views. Since then, three more episodes have been released, piling up more than 3.5 million additional views and generating seemingly as many memes. The show, which was created by a provocateur-cartoonist named Emily Youcis, is notable for at least two reasons. It appears to be one of the first popular online television series made with the assistance of artificial intelligence--Youcis drew the cartoon and wrote the script, then used OpenAI's Sora to bring the animation to life. And also, The Will Stancil Show is neo-Nazi propaganda.

The Will Stancil Show is all but impossible to explain to someone who is not addicted to The Website Formerly Known as Twitter, but I'll do my best. The real-world Will Stancil is a 40-year-old Minneapolis lawyer and minor social-media celebrity who once ran for the Minnesota House of Representatives (and has written for The Atlantic). He has become a favorite target of the far right for being something like the Platonic pure form of the Trump-era liberal wonk. He is enthusiastic about policy minutiae, perpetually irate at various MAGA-world characters, and prone to brawling with racists online, and he has a lot of graduate degrees.

Youcis is a self-declared national socialist--a political philosophy more widely known by its contraction, Nazism, though she said that was not the most accurate way to describe her. "'Commie' is also short for communist," she told me in an email, "but you wouldn't report Xi Jinping as being chairman of the Chinese Commie Party, would you?" (She detailed her political views to me as follows: "I am a Nationalist, Pro-White, against predatory finance Capitalism, and critical of Jewish and Israeli foreign influence over the United States.") Youcis attracted a cult following in the 2000s for a series of pitch-black comics she wrote for the website Newgrounds. These were mostly focused on a character named Alfred Alfer, a dog with multiple personalities struggling to process childhood sexual abuse. The series' style was transgressive, low-fi, and intentionally janky. Youcis was also a longtime concessions vendor at Philadelphia Phillies games until she was fired in 2016 because of her stated interest in the "white-identity movement."

She now posts under the name "Linda" on X, where she discusses such varied topics as "the Jews" (the party responsible for "flooding the country with non-whites"), Hitler ("the most slandered man in history"), and, of course, "the blacks" (who are to be sent "back to Africa" to "start the Fourth Reich"). The Will Stancil Show appears to be her first foray into animation in some time. Among its many shocking qualities is the fact that Youcis uses Stancil's name and likeness without his permission, and that she is profiting, however modestly, from what amounts to an online harassment campaign.

When I spoke with the real Stancil about the show, he told me that it was "extremely surreal to become a main character of the online Nazi phantasmagoria." Still, he said, "I'm mostly mad at the institutional failures, the commercial failures that have made this possible." X once had policies that could have prevented The Will Stancil Show from being distributed on the platform. Since buying the company in 2022, however, Elon Musk has removed most of its content-moderation guidelines and infrastructure. "We had structures in place to forbid people like Emily Youcis from forming an enormous fan base and audience," Stancil said. He continued, "Those structures were important, in my opinion. And those structures have been dissolved."

The show is racist and offensive. Episodes range from four to eight minutes each, and feature cruel gags about Black people in Minneapolis and Cartoon Stancil's bumbling attempts to help them; extended jokes about a chatbot raping Stancil, based on a real incident in which Grok, X's in-house AI, provided a user with instructions for sexually assaulting Stancil; and, in one, a scene in which Tel Aviv gets nuked. Unlike other AI-generated content disseminated by the right, however, it is not slop. The episodes have clear narrative arcs, and the animation, though at times clunky, is decent. The Will Stancil Show's racism, combined with its relatively high production quality, makes it a concerning sign of what might be ahead. Youcis has demonstrated that far-right creators can use AI to make good-enough entertainment, without needing to go through any gatekeeping institutions. And she's proved that even people who don't see themselves as bigots will watch this content--and in some cases laugh along.



The American right has a long history of taking advantage of new technologies. Conservatives are "more inclined to be early adopters," A. J. Bauer, a University of Alabama media-studies professor, told me, because they have "felt marginalized by the media." Examples of this phenomenon include Rush Limbaugh's pioneering talk-radio show and Tucker Carlson, who began streaming from his own platform after being exiled from Fox News in 2023.



Until now, however, the right has generally had a harder time producing narrative television shows and films. These are more expensive to make than a radio or streaming talk show and thus have needed support from mainstream (read: liberal) gatekeepers. The Will Stancil Show reveals what can happen once narrative TV becomes cheap enough to make without buy-in from major studios. Compare The Will Stancil Show, for instance, with a sketch-comedy show that once ran during the Cartoon Network's Adult Swim block, called Million Dollar Extreme Presents: World Peace. MDE, as fans call it, is deliberately slapdash; assessing the actual talent of its creators, or saying with confidence whether what you're watching is good-bad or bad-bad, ironically racist or racist-racist, is difficult. (This same sort of plausible deniability is a defining characteristic of Trump's political style.) That ambiguity in turn becomes part of the bit. The show was canceled in 2016, after one season, when BuzzFeed revealed that the creator, Sam Hyde, had voiced support for conservative conspiracy theories such as Pizzagate, and that the show's racist jokes were less ironic than they had initially seemed. MDE returned to production this year, with help from funding by a private donor.

Read: What happens when people don't understand how AI works

Youcis, however, doesn't need to worry about getting kicked off the air by her employer, nor does she need substantial funds to make her show. Youcis told me that each Will Stancil Show episode costs $100 to $250 to animate. "Compared to a standard animated cartoon, which typically costs hundreds of thousands of dollars for even just a 10-minute-long piece," she said, "this is an extremely small budget." And although the creative process she describes is labor-intensive--Youcis told me that each episode takes her four or five days of work--it requires significantly less time and staffing than traditional animation, or a show, such as MDE, that employs live actors.

The Will Stancil Show also couldn't survive were it not distributed on the free-speech Thunderdome that is X under Musk. Thanks to Musk's removal of most of the policies that had prevented extremists from dominating the site, and to the noxiousness of Grok, unreconstructed Nazism runs rampant on the platform. The story here is similar in form, if not in content, to the rise of conservative talk radio, which likewise flourished in a time of loosening media standards. After the repeal of the Fairness Doctrine in 1987, broadcasters no longer had to offer balanced portrayals of controversial topics, which cleared the way for highly partisan political radio and TV shows. Another similarity: Youcis's audience includes people who don't share her politics. Just as Limbaugh seemed to count more than a few liberals among his regular listeners, The Will Stancil Show seems to have fans in the center and on the left. "The Will Stancil Show is pretty funny," the liberal pundit Noah Smith observed on X. He added that its style "shows that conservatives are starting to understand satire." Other posters who do not appear to endorse hard-right politics echoed versions of this assessment, describing it as being "light-hearted" or praising it for not being "hateful."

Indeed, The Will Stancil Show has plenty of red meat for bigots, but it cloaks its hate in just enough satire for non-bigots to think that the racism is a joke. As I watched, a few moments did make me laugh. "Nothing like getting some brewskis with a good friend after a long day fighting fascists on X.com," the animated Stancil says in the opening scene of the first episode. "It do be like that, Mr. Stancil," replies his Black friend Jamal, who listens patiently as Stancil drones on about housing policy. The show mostly relies on an on-the-nose screwball bigotry. But the "Mr. Stancil" line--which has become a meme on X--is one of Youcis's subtler jokes, playing as it does on the incongruity between Cartoon Stancil's progressive beliefs about racial justice and the fact that his Black "friend" (who, as far as I know, is not based on a real person) isn't comfortable calling him by his first name. The scene sends up a kind of liberal many people may recognize: cheerfully "anti-racist," yet frequently oblivious to the ways that they tokenize minorities, whom they treat less as peers and more as props in their own morality play.

Read: Is this the worst-ever era of American pop culture?

The episode goes on to follow Cartoon Stancil's attempts to improve the lot of Minneapolis's Black community, who are presented as 40-drinking, child-abandoning, street-fighting criminals. It ends with him and Jamal high-fiving on a hilltop, completely unaware that the city is burning down behind them. "Great to see that Black-studies degree put to work," Cartoon Stancil observes. (Real Stancil holds a master's degree in Reconstruction-era Black history but is nowhere near as buffoonishly "woke" as his cartoon doppelganger.) The provocation Youcis seems to imply here goes something like this: Yes, I'm a bigot, but so, too, are these paternalistic liberal do-gooders. At least I'm open and honest about it.

It's a provocation that she seems to want everyone to hear--not just her fellow white nationalists, but also people in the political mainstream. In a recent interview on The Backlash, an ultra-reactionary podcast, Youcis said that the goal of her show, which she calls "my propaganda," is to Trojan-horse far-right politics into the mainstream. "I'm memeing myself into power," she said, "and I'm memeing national socialism into the public."

Youcis's success at memeing her ideas into the public is the result of her ingenuity as a creator. It is also an example of the boundary-breaking possibilities of AI image-generation technology. Creators are already making animated music videos and short-form online shows that reference and build on The Will Stancil Show. One of these new cartoons lampoons the conservative writer and internet personality James Lindsay, who has drawn the ire of "America First" conservatives for his support of Israel, as well as for opposing racism and calling Nick Fuentes a "mad Nazi twink." Given how quickly Youcis's work has inspired imitators, it seems possible, even likely, that her series is merely the harbinger of a new entertainment landscape where extremist AI shows will jockey for our attention with more anodyne ones. Many people won't be able to tell the difference, will be too desensitized to care, or--and this is Youcis's wager--may start thinking that being a Nazi is no big deal.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/11/will-stancil-show-ai/685058/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The DOJ's Cartels Memo Is Legal Quicksand

Factually bankrupt analysis doesn't make unlawful orders lawful.

by Paul Rosenzweig

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Military and intelligence personnel have an affirmative obligation to disobey manifestly illegal orders. But when a group of Democratic lawmakers, all of whom are veterans or former intelligence officers, released a video reminding their former colleagues of this obligation, President Donald Trump accused them of sedition and threatened them with death. The Pentagon has now announced that it is investigating one of those Democrats, Senator Mark Kelly, and could even court-martial him.

Though they weren't explicit, the Congress members seem likely to have been speaking about Trump's assault on the Venezuelan cartels. Are those assaults legal? A memo from the Justice Department argues yes on the legal grounds that the United States is in an armed conflict with the cartels. The memo, drafted by the Office of Legal Counsel and reported on by The New York Times, goes on to assure military members that they can rely on the OLC's legal conclusions and that they will be immune from prosecution if they follow the president's orders. In most cases, that would be enough: A lawyer's advice that an act is lawful can typically be used as a basis for arguing that someone did not think she was acting illegally. But in this case, the protective value of the OLC opinion may be no greater than the value of the paper it is written on.

Part of being a lawyer is giving formal legal opinions to one's clients. These opinions are intended to provide clarity as to a client's legal obligations in uncertain situations. Thus, clients often seek out such opinions in an effort to cover themselves down the road. If their actions are later questioned, they can say that they sought and followed the advice of an attorney. Doing so is not a bulletproof defense--their attorney may, after all, have been wrong. But it does offer powerful evidence that any violation of the law was not intentional.

Listen: Would U.S. generals obey illegal Trump orders?

Except, of course, if opinions are based on false factual premises; these typically carry no weight in court. The OLC memo may be just such an opinion, as it seems to be based on fraudulent claims about the nature of drug trafficking from Venezuela. Military officers who rely on an opinion that they reasonably should know is premised on a false set of claims do so at their own peril.

According to The New York Times, the memo is "said to open with a lengthy recitation of claims submitted by the White House, including that drug cartels are intentionally trying to kill Americans and destabilize the Western Hemisphere," and that, therefore, the cartels' ships are a legitimate military target. The memo then argues that the cartels' boats are lawful military targets because the narcotics on them are going to be sold for money that will be spent on military equipment--again, for the purpose of killing their American customers.

As support for the claim that the cartels intend to kill Americans, the memo relies on the assertion that the cartels are responsible for the deaths of tens of thousands of Americans a year. That might be a reference to the fentanyl trade; but fentanyl comes from labs in Mexico controlled by Mexican cartels, and the memo never makes a factual connection between those cartels and the South American groups whose boats are being destroyed. Nor does the memo ever declare, as least as far as is publicly known, that deaths from the cocaine that is purportedly on the targeted boats, and that is responsible for significantly fewer deaths annually in the U.S. than fentanyl, would justify the designation as a foreign terrorist organization. Also unclear is how boats in the Pacific (whose attack the memo is also said to authorize) might be in any way connected to South American cartels operating from a country with no Pacific coast.

The OLC opinion apparently is grounded in factual assertions that are not only in error but are widely known to be wrong--both by the general public and, more importantly, by the military officers whom it purports to protect.

Paul Rosenzweig: State of permanent fake emergency

The memo takes the unusual step of including a section identifying potential legal defenses if a prosecutor were ever to charge troops for crimes related to the killings--an implicit admission that the OLC knows the weakness of its views. They're so weak in fact that, if public reports are to be credited, a number of senior national-security lawyers who doubted the memo's conclusions have been fired or reassigned. In that sense, the assurance itself has a perverse effect: It serves only to emphasize that the OLC knows it is in legally treacherous waters.

If military personnel who are participating in the extrajudicial killing of foreign nationals are ever charged with violations of U.S. or international law, they will presumably argue that they were merely following orders and had relied on advice from the lawyers. But given the flimsy nature of the OLC's opinion, the orders they have received seem quite possibly unlawful. If they are, a prosecution could be brought against any individual (and most especially general officers) who purported to rely on this opinion to justify their actions if it can be proved that they knew or reasonably should have known that the factual assumptions of the opinion were false. And some in the military clearly do know about the problem. According to The Washington Post, an unknown number of junior officers "fearing potential legal exposure, asked military lawyers, known as judge advocates general, for written sign-off before taking part in strikes." They didn't get that reassurance.

Whether the next administration will want to bring these cases is a different question, but officers who are relying on Trump's opinion are risking a great deal on a foundation of sand. Factually bankrupt opinions don't make unlawful orders lawful.
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Today's Atlantic Trivia: Nap or Pie--Which Way, Turkey Eater?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 26, 2025.

A seminal mid-century paper by the psychologist George Miller asserted that the human brain can hold seven items in short-term memory, give or take a couple. A person can chunk--that is, group items together in sensible, memorable units--to get a bit more bang, but modern psychologists think the species can handle only about four of those.

None of the chunks in the great minestrone that is The Atlantic is going anywhere, though, so enjoy leisurely encoding them in your much more capacious long-term memory. Then dip into a little trivia to see what stuck.

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

Wednesday, November 26, 2025

	What amino acid that turkey meat contains (in modest amounts!) is most frequently credited for inducing post-Thanksgiving sleepiness?
 -- From Daniel Engber's "A War on Facts About Thanksgiving Dinner"
 	What virally popular pastry created in 2013 by the French chef Dominique Ansel has been described by one food writer as "a platonic torus of golden dough with a sugar-salt-fat ratio to please the gods"?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert's "The Culture War Comes to the Kitchen"
 	What is the variety of marijuana, bred to contain minimal THC, that remains federally legal (and can also be refined into paper, rope, clothing, and many other products)?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's "Pour One Out for Weed Seltzer"




And by the way, did you know that the existence of Thanksgiving in the United States is in large part the work of a 19th-century activist who also happened to be the author of "Mary Had a Little Lamb"?

The magazine editor and writer Sarah Josepha Hale had spent many years campaigning to nationalize Thanksgiving--already regionally popular--when, in September 1863, she sent one more letter on the subject to President Abraham Lincoln and his secretary of state. Correlation is not causation, of course, but within a week, the Thanksgiving Proclamation had been drafted.

This year, you might therefore honor Hale by putting off the Bing Crosby for one more day and sing instead of the animal whose fleece was white as snow.

Have a very happy holiday.



Answers: 

	Tryptophan. Except, well, tryptophan doesn't really make you sleepy, but the annual cycle of claims and debunkings sure is exhausting, Daniel writes. He says that "this is science--and this is science journalism--of the sort that only makes you dumber the more of it you read." Read more.
 	Cronut. The croissant-donut hybrid was emblematic of the social-media revolution that pushed food into new, hyper-visual territory, Sophie explains. And that quoted food writer, Ruby Tandoh, argues that social media has made us all "food people" now. So, Sophie wonders, how do we come together to fix eating? Read more.
 	Hemp. It's kind of an accident that you can drop in to a gas station and buy hemp products whose effects are basically indistinguishable from traditional weed's, Nicholas writes, but it doesn't look as though you'll be able to for much longer. 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 dazzling fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, November 25, 2025

	What political-science term is a combo of the last name of an early-19th-century vice president (first name: Elbridge) and the name of a common (and notably shaped) amphibian?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's "Welcome to the [REDACTED] Apocalypse"
 	Mark Twain once joked that a cauliflower is merely a college-educated version of what other vegetable that is among the cheapest vegetables one can buy?
 -- From Gilad Edelman's "Enough With the Brussels Sprouts Already"
 	What rap subgenre originating in Chicago (and sharing its name with a power tool) is known by its confrontational lyrics and its biggest breakout star, Ice Spice?
 -- From W. David Marx's "Make Culture Weird Again"




And by the way, did you know that another early-19th-century honcho--Timothy Pickering, secretary of state to George Washington and John Adams--tried to organize the secession of a handful of New England states after Thomas Jefferson became president?

Pickering, a Federalist, saw Jefferson and the Democratic-Republican Party's dramatic consolidation of power as the ultimate failure of the new Union (as Henry Cabot Lodge explained in the June 1878 edition of The Atlantic!). Pickering predicted tyranny, unchecked corruption, the air of Robespierre in America. So he determined that a Northern confederacy of Massachusetts and a few pals was the only remedy.

You may note that getting from D.C. to Boston doesn't require a passport, however much linguistic differences suggest it should; Pickering's plot--despite two separate tries--failed.



Answers: 

	Gerrymander. Thanks to partisan redistricting, America is rapidly becoming a political system bursting with red-state Democrats and blue-state Republicans who effectively lack congressional representation, Marc writes. And mostly, the incentives are to just keep going. Read more.
 	Cabbage. Gilad argues that the cliche of a "humble" vegetable is actually apt for cabbage and that its bad reputation (or at least boring one) is unearned. He would like to see this unassuming crucifer get its moment in the sun. Read more.
 	Drill. The subculture is one of few still operating in the old-school model of in-person artistic innovation, Marx writes, whereas most of the rest of "culture" has migrated online and oriented toward the mass market. A 21st-century cultural renaissance, he contends, requires allowing (and encouraging) artists to disappear into their own worlds for a spell. Read more.




Monday, November 24, 2025

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

	The venue that hosted a high-profile international conference last week caught fire--a pretty on-the-nose metaphor, considering that the summit was about what subject?
 -- From Peter Brannen's "Our Almost-Apocalyptic [REDACTED] Future"
 	The German theologian Martin Luther is credited with beginning the Reformation in 1517 when he published a collection of his arguments known by what numerical name?
 -- From George Packer's "An Anatomy of the MAGA Mind"
 	The moviemaking industry known as Nollywood is based in what country--the most populous of its continent?
 -- From Toluse Olorunnipa's "The Fantastical Storytelling of Nollywood Movies"




And by the way, did you know that in addition to Dollywood (very much not a filmmaking industry, unless you count the 2022 TV movie Dolly Parton's Mountain Magic Christmas), there is a Dhollywood and a Dhallywood?

The former is India's Gujarati-language industry, named for its frequent use of the drum known as a dhol. The latter is Bangladesh's movie industry, named for the country's capital, Dhaka. And the surrealist cinema of the early 20th century, such as Un Chien Andalou? Maybe ... Daliwood!



Answers: 

	Climate change. Brannen argues that such a fiery fate might await the whole world if society resigns itself to the "climate realism" argument that says a 3-degree rise should be the new do-not-pass line--because, realistically, do-not-pass lines often get passed. Read more.
 	The 95 theses. George argues that the United States' conservative political thought not so long ago was full of dramatic, rigorous ideas; he likens one writer's reasoned argument against Enlightenment liberalism to Luther's theses. But that writer, like so many others on the right, George says, has fallen into vulgarity. Read more.
 	Nigeria. In the Sunday culture edition of The Atlantic Daily (sign up here), Toluse reminisces on a childhood spent waiting for cousins in Nigeria to mail him physical media from the industry. Now anyone can catch Nollywood fare on streamers, where movie budgets have grown and the storytelling is as fantastical as ever. Read more.
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        The Fear Taking Hold Among Indiana Republicans
        Russell Berman

        On Monday I spoke with a Republican member of Indiana's legislature who opposes President Donald Trump's push for the state to redraw its congressional map to gain two GOP seats and help the party hold its House majority in next year's midterm elections. Trump, with support from Indiana's Republican governor, Mike Braun, has vowed to back primary challengers against members of the GOP who are, for now, blocking the redistricting plan. The lawmaker I spoke with asked that I not publish his name. He isn't worried about Trump's political wrath;...

      

      
        People Are Underestimating America's Groyper Problem
        Yair Rosenberg

        Is anti-Semitism in American political discourse actually just a carefully cultivated deception? Over the weekend, Elon Musk's X revealed the location of every account on the site, and the results were eye-opening. Viral MAGA influencers ranting about "my tax dollars" funding foreign wars were exposed as Pakistani or Russian. Thirst traps of attractive Israeli soldiers turned out to be run by Indians. Heartbreaking stories of Gazan suffering were found to be posted from Europe. And many overtly r...

      

      
        Why Is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. So Convinced He's Right?
        Michael Scherer

        Photographs by Elinor CarucciThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Robert F. Kennedy Jr. somehow knew, even as a little boy, that fate can lead a person to terrible places. "I always had the feeling that we were all involved in some great crusade," Kennedy once wrote, "that the world was a battleground for good and evil, and that our lives would be consumed in that conflict." He was 9 years old when his uncle was assassinated and 14 when his fath...

      

      
        What Happens When Attention Seeking Eclipses Policy Making
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        A junior member of Congress from Georgia announced her resignation last night, ending a brief tenure in the House that produced, well, not a whole lot.Marjorie Taylor Greene is no legislative powerhouse, and in the grand sweep of American history, her five years as a U.S. representative will be a mere blip. She wrote no major laws and had little discernible impact on national policy. (For two of those years, she did not serve on a single House committee, having been booted from her assignments in...

      

      
        The Shutdown Is Over, but Its Damage Is Not
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        The longest-ever government shutdown ended on November 12, but Deairra Tracey is still scared.The disabled mother of three from Perth Amboy, New Jersey, had to visit food banks and skip meals so that her children could eat after the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program abruptly stopped paying out benefits on November 1. After running out of money to buy milk and watching her refrigerator go bare as Congress held a series of failed votes on a funding bill, Tracey told me, she now lives in fea...

      

      
        Why Donald Trump Seems Taken With Zohran Mamdani
        Michael Powell

        Today's White House meeting between New York's mayor-elect, Zohran Mamdani, and President Donald Trump suggests that maybe, just maybe, the U.S. government won't go to war with its largest city. The event was much anticipated as blood sport, a showdown between a young communist and an old despot, to use their favored insults for each other.Instead, the two men put on such a show of good manners that at times I had to laugh out loud at the stagecraft. After a closed-door meeting, Trump and Mamdani...

      

      
        The President Is Losing Control of Himself
        Tom Nichols

        Presidents often lose control over their agenda, or the policy process, or pieces of legislation. Sometimes, they even lose control of their party. But Donald Trump seems to have lost control over the one thing every person, and especially those with immense power, should always maintain control over: himself. Yesterday the president called for the arrest and execution of elected American officials for the crime--as he sees it--of fidelity to the Constitution.It would be easy merely to note, yet ag...

      

      
        The Old Guard Is Not Gone Yet
        Mark Leibovich

        Here's yet another indication that Washington has been turned upside down in recent years: I saw Rachel Maddow at Dick Cheney's funeral and didn't give it a second thought. She was sitting with Anthony Fauci, in the same row as James Carville.Such is life--and death--in the Trump years. You never know who will show up to pay respects at gatherings of this sort, or what odd alliances and strange bedfellows will reveal themselves. Who gets invited and who doesn't? Whose attendance will Donald Trump t...

      

      
        The Ghislaine Maxwell Emails
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        The emails that Ghislaine Maxwell has been sending over the past several months from a minimum-security prison near Houston are stamped Sensitive But Unclassified. Maxwell once cavorted with presidents and royals; now she's serving a 20-year prison sentence for sex trafficking, convicted of recruiting underage girls for Jeffrey Epstein. Her trajectory is not a happy one.But the tone of the emails is cheerful. She revels in the privileges she's been granted since being transferred to a new facilit...

      

      
        (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...

      

      
        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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The Fear Taking Hold Among Indiana Republicans

"I'd rather my house not get firebombed."

by Russell Berman

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




On Monday I spoke with a Republican member of Indiana's legislature who opposes President Donald Trump's push for the state to redraw its congressional map to gain two GOP seats and help the party hold its House majority in next year's midterm elections. Trump, with support from Indiana's Republican governor, Mike Braun, has vowed to back primary challengers against members of the GOP who are, for now, blocking the redistricting plan. The lawmaker I spoke with asked that I not publish his name. He isn't worried about Trump's political wrath; he doesn't plan to run for reelection. His fear of speaking out is much more personal: "I'd rather my house not get firebombed," he told me by phone.

Such a worry is not as far-fetched as it might sound--not in an America that has seen an eruption of political violence over the past few years, and not in Indiana over the past few weeks. Republicans in the state have faced a wave of "swatting" incidents, in which a false call to emergency services draws a police response, for not endorsing the redistricting plan. (Braun said he and his family have also received threats.)

Indiana lawmakers have reported other apparent attempts at intimidation, including at least one bomb threat, as well as subtler forms of harassment. Not all of them have been made public. Earlier this month, the Republican I interviewed was returning home from an evening walk and saw a Domino's Pizza car parked out front. The delivery was under his name, with his home address, but he had not ordered it. The phone number that was given to the delivery driver was not his. The confirmation that no one in his family ordered it came when he asked the driver what was on the pizza: sausage and pepperoni. "We don't eat meat," he told me with a laugh, "so none of us ordered that pizza." When the lawmaker later called the number affiliated with the order, it went to the state police in Indianapolis. Hoax pizza deliveries have been a favored tactic of MAGA supporters who have tried to enforce loyalty to Trump and his agenda. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia reported a similar incident before she abruptly announced her resignation from Congress. "The whole idea is, We know who you are. We know where you live," the Indiana lawmaker said. "They're trying to intimidate us."

So far, Trump's heavy-handed pressure campaign and the anonymous harassment directed toward Indiana Republicans have not worked. The White House wants the state legislature to adopt a new congressional map that would make Republicans the favorites to win the two House seats currently held by Democrats. (Republicans already have the other seven.) Although a majority of the GOP-controlled general assembly reportedly backs the idea, the state Senate has balked. The senate initially flouted Braun's move to call a special session of the legislature next month to consider redistricting. Its president pro tempore, Rodric Bray, opposes redistricting and has said the proposal lacks the votes to pass, but he announced on Tuesday that the senate would return next month to render "a final decision" on the idea.

Indiana is only the latest red state to resist Trump's demand that it join a gerrymandering arms race against Democratic-led states like California. The administration launched this campaign over the summer by leaning on Republicans in the Texas legislature to approve a map that could wipe out as many as five Democratic-held seats in the state's House delegation. GOP lawmakers in Missouri and North Carolina soon followed, but the redistricting effort has stalled elsewhere. Kansas Republicans announced earlier this month that they lacked the votes to enact a map that would eliminate a Democratic-leaning House seat in and around Kansas City.

In Ohio, Republicans struck a deal with Democrats that only marginally improves the GOP's chances of picking up two additional seats. Meanwhile, California voters earlier this month overwhelmingly approved a ballot measure to redraw the state's House map and hand Democrats as many as five new seats. Democrats in Virginia launched their own redistricting push that could yield the party multiple GOP-held seats. And last week, a federal judge ruled that the GOP's new Texas map was unconstitutional, throwing the party's biggest redistricting win into doubt. (The Supreme Court has paused the ruling while it considers whether to take the case.)

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans' 

Trump's drive to padlock the Republicans' House majority may be backfiring, and it could be Democrats who emerge from the gerrymandering war with more seats. As the administration's bravado has turned to desperation and anger, Trump has put even more pressure on Indiana Republicans to deliver. Vice President J. D. Vance traveled to the state last month to lobby lawmakers, and the president has been calling out individual legislators by name in his Truth Social feed.

Republicans hold a 40-10 supermajority in the Indiana Senate, so the aversion to Trump's push is not limited to a few renegade members. Several opponents have criticized the plan on the grounds that Indiana should not redraw its maps in the middle of the decade; the Constitution calls for reapportionment of representatives among the states to be done after the decennial Census. "I'm not inclined to ever redistrict mid-decade," the lawmaker told me. He said he voted with other Republicans to enact the state's current congressional map after the 2020 Census. "What has changed from the Census five years ago that would lead us to redistrict today?" the legislator asked. "Nothing has changed."

The president's purely political argument--"they could be depriving Republicans of a majority in the House," he wrote of the idea's GOP critics in Indiana--isn't persuasive to this legislator. "Other states need to do what they want to do, but I don't think it makes sense for them to do it either." The lawmaker said Republicans should be trying to win elections on the merits, not through gerrymandering: "If you're not confident enough in your policies that you think that it's going to have a negative impact on your politics, then maybe you need to be doing something different."

This lawmaker was hardly alone among Republican opponents of Trump's redistricting push in Indiana who were reluctant to speak publicly. None of the critics I contacted over the past week would agree to an on-the-record interview. Supporters of the president's plan, by contrast, were less reticent. "It's not unconstitutional, it's not illegal, and it's not immoral," Beau Baird, a GOP state representative, said of redistricting. Baird is also the Republican Party chair of Putnam County; his father, Jim Baird, has represented the area in Congress since 2019. The younger Baird told me that he wanted Republicans to draw a maximally favorable House map after the 2020 Census but that the party ended up favoring a less aggressive approach. He was initially hesitant to revisit the district lines in the middle of the decade, but he told me he came around to the idea pretty quickly. "I believe that it is important that we do it, and we do it now," Baird said.

Read: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

Indiana's entire GOP House delegation is publicly backing the redistricting effort, as is Senator Jim Banks. (The state's senior senator, Republican Todd Young, has said only that he "supports our state legislators and trusts their judgment" on the issue.) Representative Marlin Stutzman, a Republican in his second stint in Congress, justified the proposal to sweep Democrats entirely out of the state's delegation by pointing to New England, where not a single Republican across six states is serving in the House. "I would argue that the Democrats have been doing this much longer than Republicans have, and President Trump has just finally shown the Republican Party how to fight back and play the same game," Stutzman told me.

Baird told me that when he recently spoke to a group of about 100 Republican constituents, the crowd initially seemed opposed to redistricting but emerged supportive after he made his argument in favor. Stutzman predicted that if redistricting were put before the voters--as Democrats in California did earlier this month--Hoosiers would endorse the idea. Other Republicans, however, say public opinion is running in the opposite direction.

In a statement earlier this month, State Senator Kyle Walker said he informally surveyed his constituents and found that 93 percent were against redistricting, leading him to oppose the plan. The lawmaker I spoke with asked an aide to tally up the emails and voicemails his office had received from constituents expressing a view on redistricting over the past few months. (The office did not actively solicit opinions on the issue.) The results floored him. Out of a total of nearly 400 constituents who called and wrote, just eight voiced support for redistricting; the rest were opposed.

It might seem that such strong public backing would embolden a politician to take a more forthright stand against their own party--especially one who does not plan to be on the ballot again. But police are still patrolling the streets around his house and neighborhood. The threat has not yet passed, and an elected state legislator still does not feel safe in publicly crossing the president. "It's a sad testament to our politics right now," he told me.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/indiana-redistricting-republican-trump/685057/?utm_source=feed
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People Are Underestimating America's Groyper Problem

Rising American anti-Semitism isn't a foreign influence operation.

by Yair Rosenberg

Tue, 25 Nov 2025




Is anti-Semitism in American political discourse actually just a carefully cultivated deception? Over the weekend, Elon Musk's X revealed the location of every account on the site, and the results were eye-opening. Viral MAGA influencers ranting about "my tax dollars" funding foreign wars were exposed as Pakistani or Russian. Thirst traps of attractive Israeli soldiers turned out to be run by Indians. Heartbreaking stories of Gazan suffering were found to be posted from Europe. And many overtly racist accounts championing Nick Fuentes, the young white supremacist and Hitler aficionado, were revealed to be foreign-run. This discovery led some to suggest that anti-Semitism on the app was in fact an inauthentic intrusion into the American debate with little organic appeal.

Read: Elon Musk's worthless, poisoned hall of mirrors 

"Groypers are in shambles right now," crowed Eyal Yakoby, a student activist who once testified before Congress about anti-Semitism on college campuses, referring to the supporters of Fuentes. "It's all a foreign psyop," he added. "Liberals point to these accounts and say, 'See, here's the evidence that Trump's base, the MAGA movement, is racist and anti-Semitic to its core,'" the libertarian journalist Robby Soave wrote. "Well, guess what? A substantial number of them are based in the Middle East--Pakistan in particular. They're not MAGA or America First. They're cosplaying as America First in order to discredit MAGA."

The notion that American anti-Semitism is an outside influence operation rather than a homegrown menace is a comforting story. Unfortunately, it's not true. Fuentes followers punch above their weight in American discourse because they are young and disproportionately online; some foreigners no doubt found this far-right niche useful for generating engagement and revenue. But the rise of American anti-Semitism is not a foreign phenomenon, and it is not an online illusion.

Last year, David Shor, a data scientist who did polling for Kamala Harris's presidential campaign, surveyed nearly 130,000 voters and found that a quarter of young people had an "unfavorable opinion" of Jews--not Israel, Jews--far more than their elders. Today, some of the top podcasts in the country regularly feature overtly anti-Semitic conspiracy content, whether it's Tucker Carlson rehabilitating Hitler, Candace Owens claiming that Israel had a hand in the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy and Charlie Kirk, or Joe Rogan hosting a conspiracy theorist who fulminated about how a "giant group of Jewish billionaires is running a sex-trafficking operation targeting American politicians and business people."

And it's not just words. When far-right activists, including a college student named Nick Fuentes, marched in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017 and chanted "Jews will not replace us," that wasn't a foreign psyop. When a white supremacist animated by that same fear--that conniving Jews were replacing the white race through mass migration--massacred worshippers at Pittsburgh's Tree of Life synagogue in 2018, he wasn't taking cues from abroad. Neither were the Black nationalists who shot up a Jersey City kosher supermarket in 2019, nor the anti-Israel assassins this past year who attempted to incinerate Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro and murdered three people, including a young Jewish woman allegedly shot in the back in Washington, D.C., and an 82-year-old burned to death in Boulder, Colorado.

The reasons for this anti-Jewish eruption are manifold. Holocaust memory has attenuated with the passing of older generations. Outrage over Israel's war in Gaza has led some self-styled Palestinian partisans to perpetrate or justify attacks on Jews thousands of miles away. Social-media platforms lowered the barriers to spreading anti-Semitic invective, allowing bigots to find and amplify one another more easily. Algorithms often privilege novel inflammatory content--including conspiracy theories--over careful, factual reporting. Sites such as X no longer pretend to moderate this material, not that they ever did much to impede it in the first place.

The upshot is this: Whether anti-Semitic content comes from America or abroad, the supply is simply rising to meet demand. Viral Groyper content only goes viral in the first place because it appeals to Americans who share the sentiment. Outside spending and propaganda cannot manufacture what isn't already there.

Read: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

Consider an analogy: In 2022, the Democratic Party spent millions to boost pro-Donald Trump primary candidates who denied the outcome of the 2020 presidential election. The strategy succeeded--many of these extreme candidates won their primary, only to be defeated by Democrats in the general election. Some Republicans groused about Democrats interfering in their party's processes to promote weaker contenders, but the complaints were copes--a way to avoid blaming their own voters. After all, the Democrats didn't lie to Republican voters about the election deniers. They simply hyped up extreme candidates--and the GOP-primary electorate liked what it heard. Foreign Groyper accounts, like those election-denying candidates, are merely marketing lies that many people are already predisposed to accept.

To be clear, astroturfed campaigns can and do distort discourse and stoke conflict. For the online marketplace of ideas to function, users need to know what's authentic and what's inauthentic, what's foreign and what's domestic. X's location update was a small but salutary step in that direction. But no one should fool themselves into thinking that American pathologies--including anti-Semitism--are primarily paid propaganda. Foreign actors may exploit our divisions, but they don't create them. They can fan the flames, but they didn't start the fire. We did that ourselves--and we will have to put it out.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/online-antisemitism-groyper-problem-foreign-accounts/685064/?utm_source=feed
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Why Is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. So Convinced He's Right?

How an outsider, once ignored by the public-health establishment, became the most powerful man in science

by Michael Scherer

Mon, 24 Nov 2025




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

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. somehow knew, even as a little boy, that fate can lead a person to terrible places. "I always had the feeling that we were all involved in some great crusade," Kennedy once wrote, "that the world was a battleground for good and evil, and that our lives would be consumed in that conflict." He was 9 years old when his uncle was assassinated and 14 when his father suffered the same fate. I happened to be sitting next to him this fall when he learned that his friend Charlie Kirk had been shot. We were on an Air National Guard C-40C Clipper en route from Chicago to Washington, D.C., and one of Kennedy's advisers, her eyes filling with tears, whispered the news in his ear. "Oh my God," he said.

National Guard stewards handed out reheated chicken quesadillas, which Kennedy declined in favor of the quart of plain, organic, grass-fed yogurt his body man had secured for him. A few weeks earlier, a man who believed that he'd been poisoned by a COVID vaccine had fired nearly 200 bullets at the CDC's campus in Atlanta, hitting six buildings and killing a police officer. Kennedy, who as secretary of Health and Human Services oversees the CDC, had just told me that his security team recently circulated a memo warning him of threats to his own life. "It said the resentments against me had elevated 'above the threshold of lethality,' " he said. Kennedy greeted the threat assessment with remarkable equanimity. He put down his spoon in order to finish his yogurt in gulps directly from the container.

In an atmosphere of rising distrust of U.S. institutions, where even once-untouchable bastions of expertise such as the scientific establishment had been badly weakened by the coronavirus pandemic, Kennedy had emerged as a Rorschach test--truth-telling crusader, or brain-wormed loon?--for how Americans understood the populist furies riling the country. I'd told him that I wanted to understand his journey from liberal Democrat and environmental activist to MAGA insider and Kennedy-family heretic, on the theory that by examining his odyssey, I might better understand what separates us and help narrow the political divide. He was sympathetic but skeptical. "Yeah, if you pull that off ...," he said, trailing off with a laugh.

Kennedy himself has done much to fuel the rising distrust. He views some of the world's most celebrated scientific and political leaders as charlatans. He calls some of the experts who work under him at HHS "biostitutes," because he considers their integrity for sale to the industries they regulate. He rejects much of the scientific consensus regarding vaccines, arguing that they have likely seeded the growing epidemic of chronic illnesses. During a Senate Finance Committee hearing just days before our flight from Chicago, Kennedy had called one U.S. senator a liar and another ridiculous. A bipartisan majority of the panel, including two Republican doctors, voiced concerns that vaccine policies he supported threatened the lives of American children. Kennedy argues that journalists like me are complicit, along with the public-health establishment, in hiding truth from the American people. The nation was tearing itself apart, and Kennedy had positioned himself at the seams.

"The whole medical establishment has huge stakes and equities that I'm now threatening," he told me. "And I'm shocked President Trump lets me do it."

A year earlier, Kirk, the founder of the conservative youth group Turning Point USA, had hosted an event with Kennedy the same day the candidate ended his quixotic presidential campaign and endorsed Donald Trump. JFK and RFK Sr. "are looking down right now and they are very, very proud," Trump had said on the occasion. Now, as we flew over Ohio, no one knew if Kirk would live. At the front of the plane, aides to Attorney General Pam Bondi, who was also on board, were using the in-flight Wi-Fi to stream the gruesome videos of the shooting on social media. Kennedy's adviser came back with a draft post for the secretary's X account: "Praying for you, Charlie."

"Say 'We love you, Charlie.' " Kennedy instructed.

Three days later, Kennedy had just returned from a Saturday-morning 12-step meeting for addiction near his new house in Georgetown--a neighborhood that the extended Kennedy clan had long called home but that he now described as a "liberal enclave"--when he texted me saying that he wanted to continue our conversation about the country's social breakdown.

A majority of the people in his recovery meeting "were probably horrified the first time I walked in, because, you know, they read The New York Times and they watch CNN, and so I'm kind of like a monster to them," he said. "Over time, I became very welcome."

This gave him hope that, outside the rooms of recovery, we could shrink our divisions. Parts of society, he said, are supposed to function independent of politics. Science is one of them. "The entire purpose of science is to search for existential truths," he said. "It's not subjective. It should be objective. I believe science is a place where you can find unity if you can get a conversation going."

The problem is that the conversation had long since broken down. In 1900, the top three causes of death in the United States were pneumonia, tuberculosis, and diarrheal diseases, which collectively killed nearly 1 percent of the country every year. A staggering 30 percent of all deaths occurred in children younger than 5. By the end of the century, vaccinations, antibiotics, clean water, improved sewage treatment, and pest control had drastically reduced the lethality of infectious diseases. Today, young children account for less than 1 percent of U.S. deaths. Life expectancy has been extended by nearly 30 years. This is a monumental accomplishment, attributable to the efforts of scientists and lawmakers who tested hypotheses, built consensus to pass policies, and then corrected that consensus when new evidence arose.

But since about 2010, the long, steady increase in life expectancy has flatlined. Chronic illnesses such as heart disease, cancer, stroke, and lung disease now top our mortality tables--affecting some 130 million Americans and accounting for 90 percent of our $4.9 trillion annual health-care expenditure. We are the world's least healthy high-income nation, bombarded with prescription-drug ads and buffeted by a wellness industry of alternative fixes. A September poll by Navigator, a Democratic public-opinion firm, found that seven in 10 Americans are convinced that the health system "is designed so drug and insurance companies make more money when Americans are sick."

Kennedy aims to channel the frustrations of that majority to remake public health. He arrived at this goal by way of his decades as a trial lawyer focused on contamination of the nation's water by polluting corporations. In the latter part of his career, he has come to perceive a comparable contamination of American health by pharmaceutical and food companies. A central premise of Kennedy's leadership at HHS is that modern science is infected with bias that costs lives--that the regulatory agencies have been captured by industry, that medical journals are corrupted by the need to turn a profit, that even respected organizations such as the American Academy of Pediatrics operate with a myopic groupthink that hurts kids.




For years, Kennedy was a gadfly outsider. The scientific establishment ignored him. Even now that he sits atop America's health bureaucracy, Kennedy told me, public-health authorities--whose convictions, he said, are more akin to religion than science--will not engage with him. He blamed his opponents for dodging his arguments on vaccines. "Why for 15 years have they refused to have a conversation with me? I've been asking for 15 years for somebody to come up and debate me on this," he told me. "Their reaction to that is 'Oh, don't debate him. He's too crazy. You don't want to give him a platform.' "

In 2017, Kennedy thought he'd finally gotten the audience that would allow him to make his case about vaccines. At Trump's insistence, Kennedy and some allies, including Aaron Siri, a vaccine-safety litigator, came to the National Institutes of Health with a stack of 84 studies that they said supported their claims about the unrecognized dangers of vaccines.

"We tried to engage him. We were trying to debate him," Joshua Gordon, the former director of the National Institute of Mental Health, told me. He and his colleagues attended the meeting to argue that existing studies demonstrated no connection between vaccines and conditions such as autism, and to explain why Kennedy's papers "were suspect." But, Gordon said, "Kennedy and Siri refused to engage."

Kennedy and Siri insist that it was the doctors and scientists who refused to engage, and Siri has published emails showing that Gordon eventually ended the conversation by referring them to the CDC. The meeting solidified Kennedy's conviction that he was dealing with a cult unwilling to look at evidence that challenged its worldview.

Today, a similar pattern is playing out between Kennedy and his own staff. In late August, Kennedy asked that Trump fire Kennedy's handpicked CDC director, just four weeks after she'd been confirmed by the Senate, because Kennedy was convinced that she was aligning herself with her agency's scientific staff and against him. He replaced the members of the CDC's vaccine advisory committee because he'd concluded that their COVID-era decision making had been unscientific and industry-influenced. His team uses social media to attack science reporters by name.

Even some members of Kennedy's newly adopted party are alarmed. Last February, Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, a gastroenterologist and the Republican chair of the Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee, cast the deciding vote to confirm Kennedy as HHS secretary. A liver specialist, Cassidy has treated patients with cirrhosis caused by having been born with hepatitis B, a condition that can be avoided with newborn vaccination. Though Cassidy has thus far declined to renounce his endorsement of Kennedy, he rejects the secretary's suggestion that the hepatitis vaccine might be dangerous when given to newborns.

"I've invited Bill Cassidy and others to sit down with me and go through the studies and let's figure out which ones are right," Kennedy told me. "That has to happen through real debate and conversation, and there's no real place to have that in the current political milieu."

When I conveyed Kennedy's frustrations to Cassidy, the senator said that he and the HHS secretary regularly share scientific articles and papers with each other. "I find that he often will send me the same article more than once," Cassidy told me. Yet whenever Cassidy points out "statistical flaws" in the article, he said, Kennedy says he considers those "immaterial."

I had been having a similar experience. As I reported this article, Kennedy referred me to many studies meant to convince me there are not two valid sides to this debate, that his is the only valid one. I'm not a scientist. I've admittedly been inconsistent in getting my yearly COVID and flu boosters, confused about their benefits. Now the most powerful public-health official in the U.S. was asking me, a political reporter, to referee a medical debate with life-and-death stakes.

I called Paul Offit, a pediatrician and the director of the Vaccine Education Center at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, and one of the most outspoken critics of Kennedy's vaccine views. Offit helped invent a rotavirus vaccine that has mitigated a major cause of early-childhood hospitalization around the world. Kennedy routinely attacks him as a paragon of financial conflict because the owners of the vaccine patent, including his hospital, gave him some of the proceeds from its sale. The accusation relies entirely on circumstantial evidence: Offit's early rotavirus research was funded by the National Institutes of Health, not private industry; he advocates for vaccination and sells books about the benefits of vaccines, but nothing suggests that he has ever done anything untoward in pursuit of profit. Like many of the people I spoke with for this article, Offit has faced death threats from radicals who believe his vaccine advocacy is deadly. Some have targeted his children.

Offit told me that Kennedy is a "liar" and a "terrible human being." I asked him to explain. "It doesn't matter what I say," Offit said. "He thinks the medical journals are in the pocket of the industry, he thinks that the government is in the pocket of the industry, he thinks I'm in the pocket of industry, and he's wrong." Offit continued: "If he has data showing he's right, then fucking publish it. He can't, because he doesn't have those data."

I asked Offit if he saw a way to reverse the public's rising distrust in science. "I don't think there is any way to regain that trust other than have the viruses do the education, and the bacteria do the education, and then people will realize they paid way too high a cost," he said.

From 2011 to 2024, the percentage of kindergarten students whose families asked for nonmedical exemptions to vaccine mandates doubled, to more than 3 percent, according to the CDC. Florida just announced an end to school vaccine mandates, and Idaho passed a law banning them. Cassidy's office has been monitoring rising rates of pertussis, a bacterial infection also known as whooping cough; symptomatic infection is avoidable with a vaccine. Cassidy's working hypothesis is that declining vaccination rates in red states will show up in the data. Kennedy counters that existing data are not specific enough to show whether the new infections are among the unvaccinated.

I first interviewed Kennedy for this story in June, in his office on the sixth floor of HHS headquarters, a brutalist gray block of concrete that resembles a giant air-conditioning unit. Kennedy's staff jokes that the building feels like a prison; the secretary pointed out the great view he would have of the U.S. Capitol's dome, if not for the building's deep-set windows.

Kennedy is 71, but with the help of weight lifting, artificial tanning, a careful diet, and testosterone-replacement therapy, he looks more like a comic-book character than a senior citizen, his bronzed face all chiseled angles, his eyes sky blue. He adheres to a strict uniform at work--dark, embroidered skinny ties like his father sometimes wore, with suit jackets that bulge over his bodybuilder's chest and biceps. He regularly pulls Zyn nicotine pouches from his shirt pocket or desk drawers to tuck between his lower lip and gum. When I asked him to square his nicotine habit and the time he spends tanning with the federal health advisories against both, he shifted in his chair. "I'm not telling people that they should do anything that I do," he said. "I just say 'Get in shape.' "

Kennedy told me his staff believed that speaking with me was a mistake. For the first half century of his life, national magazines hailed him as a public servant, a potential heir to the Kennedy kingdom--even, as Time magazine put it in 1999, a "Hero for the Planet." "The Kennedy Who Matters," New York magazine declared in 1995, saluting RFK Jr.'s environmental advocacy. In 2006, Vanity Fair posed him on the cover of its "green issue" with George Clooney and Julia Roberts.

But the favorable coverage dried up about 20 years ago, when he began arguing that mercury additives in vaccines were likely causing an epidemic of autism. This claim was contradicted even at the time by epidemiological studies by the CDC and others. Editors who did not want to discourage lifesaving vaccination stopped running flattering articles and started running critical ones. "All-out hit pieces," he told me, "every one of them--like, ugly, hateful stuff." For 20 years now, he said, only "bad articles" have been written about him.

Yet in the aftermath of COVID, his popularity has surged. Like Trump, Kennedy has drafted on the currents of populist backlash against expert authority. "When I'm on the street, I get stopped three times a block by people saying that they love me," he said. Kennedy is among the most popular members of Trump's Cabinet, according to an August Gallup survey: 42 percent of the country holds a favorable view of him, on par with the president himself. The public attacks on Kennedy's character and integrity bother him, naturally, but he wanted me to know that I was not a threat. "If he screws us on this," he recounted telling his staff, "it's just another shitty article in a liberal paper, which doesn't really hurt me."

He believed that I'd screwed him before, anyway. I'd first met him in the spring of 2023, when he was challenging President Joe Biden for the Democratic Party's nomination. The Washington Post story I wrote focused on his argument that the powerful were lying to the American people--about vaccines, environmental threats, the assassinations of his father and uncle, and much else. He hated the story largely because I'd used the word conspiratorial in the headline, which he argued was an elitist epithet for tinfoil hat. I placed him in the tradition of what the political scientist Richard Hofstadter described as America's paranoid style, while acknowledging that secret conspiracies of the powerful--tobacco companies, the intelligence community--sometimes do exist.

He responded by sending me an email nearly twice the length of my original article, with 78 footnotes. (At the time, he was suing the Post for its role in a consortium designed to combat misinformation online.) "Your reporting on me reflects, exquisitely, the overt aspirations by your employer and its co-conspirators to crush nonconformist viewpoints in order to secure their own economic self-interests," he wrote. Weeks later, on a podcast, he accused me of being "part of a conspiracy, a true conspiracy."

I had never received an email like that from a politician. If I was hopelessly corrupt, why spend hours writing a response? It struck me that Kennedy believed himself to be on a ferocious quest. "There is nothing that is a show about what you are seeing," Mike Papantonio, a former legal partner of Kennedy's who co-hosted a program with him on the liberal radio network Air America in the mid-aughts, told me. "That is real rage."

Kennedy and I stayed in touch. In October 2023, getting little traction from Democratic-primary voters, he relaunched his presidential campaign as an independent. Despite not having a clear path to even a single electoral vote, he didn't stop until August 2024, when he endorsed Trump, a man he had weeks earlier publicly described as appealing to "some of the darkest impulses in the national psyche."

As we talked more recently in his wood-paneled HHS office, he leaned back in his chair behind an oversize desk, with one of his five book-length attacks on the federal medical establishment, The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health, displayed nearby. From that seat, he oversees one out of every four dollars in the federal budget and regulates about 17 percent of the nation's economy. How, I asked him, did he explain going from scorned activist to the boss of the public-health apparatus?

"I would say in one word: providential," Kennedy said.

If I were to do this story right, Kennedy told me, I needed to talk with his top deputies: Jay Bhattacharya, the director of the NIH; Marty Makary, the commissioner of the FDA; and Mehmet Oz, the cardiothoracic surgeon turned TV doctor known for having hyped dubious "miracle" cures, who is now running the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. All three of these physicians, like Kennedy, say that they were transformed by the pandemic, which they thought public-health authorities had mishandled. They had dissented from government edicts regarding vaccine mandates and masking. Although they do not embrace all of Kennedy's views on vaccines, his deputies share his big-picture view that America's public-health system is broken.

Early in the pandemic, Bhattacharya, a Stanford University physician and health economist, co-wrote the 2020 "Great Barrington Declaration," a document that argued against universal COVID lockdowns in favor of allowing healthy people to gather while isolating only those groups at greatest risk of severe illness or death, such as the elderly and the infirm. For this, Bhattacharya was ostracized by colleagues at Stanford and the broader scientific community: An email that later became public shows Francis Collins, then the NIH director, telling colleagues that they needed a "quick and devastating published take down" of the declaration. (Tens of thousands of Americans a month were dying from COVID at that time; overstrained hospitals were at risk of collapse.) Death threats--a recurring feature of public-health work these days--followed for Bhattacharya, who now compares the COVID years to pre-Enlightenment Europe, when Galileo Galilei was imprisoned by Catholic leaders for arguing that the Earth orbited the sun.

"What you had is a relatively small number of scientists who could decide what is true or false for all of science and all of society," Bhattacharya told me. Today, even some of those who led the public-health response during those years admit that COVID-vaccine mandates may have been counterproductive, that social distancing lasted too long, and that masking may not have done much to limit transmission--though it is also true that we cannot know now how much higher the death rate would have been without those measures in place.

The COVID vaccines led to a substantial reduction in hospitalization and death from the disease, according to peer-reviewed studies. But Kennedy likes to emphasize that, as the virus evolved, the vaccines failed to prevent infection, as scientific authorities had initially suggested they would. Kennedy also dismisses the mathematical modeling of the lives saved, and says CDC estimates of the COVID death toll were inflated by "data chaos" in the government. What no one doubts is that the severity of the pandemic--more than 95,000 Americans were reported dead in one month at its height--has transformed the nation's relationship with medical authority. From 2020 to 2022, public confidence in the CDC dropped from 82 to 56 percent, according to a study by researchers at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center. The country has still not recovered.

Kennedy's team blames its Biden-era government predecessors. When I met with Makary, who worked as a pancreatic surgeon before being named FDA commissioner, he said that, in times of uncertainty, a dangerous and self-defeating "groupthink" can take over. Kennedy and his allies point to how public-health authorities urged social-media platforms to curb the posting of COVID misinformation, stifling debate. Kennedy himself got kicked off Instagram. In one social-media post, he called the death of the baseball great Hank Aaron at age 86 "part of a wave of suspicious deaths among elderly closely following" COVID-vaccine shots. Critics accused Kennedy of speculating baselessly about Aaron's cause of death, and quoted the medical examiner's office saying Aaron had died of natural causes. Kennedy, in turn, accused his critics of ruling out a vaccine connection without a proper autopsy, and demanded that one be done.

The COVID experience bonded Kennedy, Makary, Bhattacharya, and Oz in a fellowship of the ostracized. "We became renegades, personae non gratae, because we asked questions which you would think, certainly within academic medicine, you should be able to ask," Oz told me in his office, where he keeps a taxidermic honey badger to symbolize fearlessness and aggression.

After Trump's reelection, Kennedy's HHS-leadership-team-in-waiting gathered at Oz's 10-bedroom, 18,559-square-foot Palm Beach house, not far from Trump's Mar-a-Lago estate. The house was built by the same architect who built the mansion down the beach where Kennedy had spent vacations during his childhood. "It has the same smell to it," he said. In the mornings, Kennedy would call on anyone who was around to go swimming in the ocean or throw a football with him, before his team settled down to plan the future of U.S. medicine. Kennedy's friend Russell Brand--a comedian, an actor, and a fellow recovering addict who has pleaded not guilty to rape and sexual-assault charges in England--would sometimes join them. Kennedy says that those months in Palm Beach validated his decision to walk further away from the Democratic Party and most of his own family, who remained prominent Trump opponents. The Republicans hanging around Oz's house, Kennedy told me, "were all very idealistic people, which was not my view of the Republican Party growing up. To me the most breathtaking and refreshing part of being down there is that people were not sitting in rooms, as the Democrats imagine, thinking, How do we cut taxes for rich people and screw the poor? They were saying, 'How do you make every American better?' "

At one point, leaders of Stanford visited, only to be grilled by Kennedy and Oz about why the university had opened an investigation into Bhattacharya's professional conduct during the pandemic. The outcasts had become the authorities.

Kennedy now compares his relationship with the president to "when you're dating somebody that you keep liking more and more." They began meeting after the failed assassination attempt on Trump in July 2024. Kennedy came to believe that his previous impressions of Trump--that he was a "bombastic narcissist" who lacked curiosity and didn't read books--had been wrong. "One day he sat on the plane with me. We were talking about Syria, and he drew a map of the Mideast for me. And it was a perfect map," Kennedy told me. "Then he drew in the troop strength of each country, and also the troop strength on various borders." Trump would recite sports trivia to Kennedy, and recount the net worth of major Wall Street financiers.

"I had to start seeing Trump as a populist who is standing up to really entrenched power and the deep state and that merger of state and corporate power," Kennedy told me. He acknowledges that this makes Trump a strange "paradox"--"because he's the most business-friendly guy at least since George W. Bush."

That's saying something coming from Kennedy, who in the early 2000s compared Bush's pro-corporate environmental policies to the work of European fascists. I asked how he reconciled his criticism of Bush with working in the Cabinet of a president who appointed an oil executive, Chris Wright--who recently called Al Gore's climate-change warnings "nonsense"--as energy secretary. "Chris Wright has a diverse worldview," Kennedy told me.

For decades, RFK Jr. continued to call himself an "FDR/Kennedy liberal." The embrace of MAGA has lost Kennedy friends and strained his family. At a rally against vaccine mandates in 2022, Kennedy described the U.S. COVID response as totalitarian, and warned that new technologies would give the government greater power to control Americans than the Nazis had over Anne Frank in Europe. In response, his sister Kerry Kennedy posted on X, "Bobby's lies and fear-mongering yesterday were both sickening and destructive." When RFK Jr.'s own wife, Cheryl Hines, famous for playing Larry David's wife on the HBO show Curb Your Enthusiasm, publicly criticized him for those remarks, he apologized. Kennedy and Sheldon Whitehouse, a Democratic senator from Rhode Island, were once such close friends that they were in each other's weddings. Now, when Whitehouse questions Kennedy at public hearings, his voice drips with disdain. "You have my cellphone," Kennedy told his former friend during their last Finance Committee confrontation, in September. "I've never heard from you in seven months. Call me up. I'd love to meet with you." (Kennedy says Whitehouse replied to his offer in late October and said he would meet, after Whitehouse's Senate office had declined a request for comment from The Atlantic.) More recently, his cousin Tatiana Schlossberg, one of JFK's granddaughters, who has terminal cancer, wrote in The New Yorker that she "watched from my hospital bed as Bobby, in the face of logic and common sense," became HHS secretary, and admonished him for cutting cancer-research funding. (Kennedy declined to comment.)

"To stay on course despite that jeering really tells you a lot about his messianic self-regard," the New York Democratic politician Mark Green, another former friend of Kennedy's, told me recently. "He is sadly off his rocker to argue that Biden was more anti-speech and fascist than Donald Trump."

Over time, Kennedy and his team united around an organizing theory of their department. "It's a $1.73 trillion bundle of perverse incentives," he told me. "The doctors, the hospitals, the insurance companies, the other providers, the pharmaceutical companies are all incentivized to make money by keeping people sick." Fixing this would require radical measures.

The ensuing year has been a whirlwind of controversy, destruction, and new initiatives. Kennedy and the Trump White House pushed out, through firings and induced retirements, about one in four HHS employees, including much of the senior career staff and thousands of workers at the CDC, which Kennedy described to me as a "snake pit." Early on, working with Elon Musk's team at the Department of Government Efficiency, Kennedy canceled hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants, and defended a White House budget proposal that cut 40 percent of the NIH's funding, even while saying that he would accept more money if Congress decided differently. "I talked to Elon a lot about this," Kennedy told me. "You have to do something disruptive at the beginning." If you don't, "you lose momentum."

On May 27, he shook scientists at the CDC by announcing that his department would no longer recommend COVID boosters for healthy children or pregnant women, on the grounds that clinical trials had not sufficiently demonstrated safety and efficacy for those populations. The career staff was outraged; Kennedy presented no new data on potential harm that would have compelled rescinding the existing recommendation, and it is well established that COVID infection increases the danger to both mother and fetus. "I knew that those decisions were going to harm people," Lakshmi Panagiotakopoulos, a top adviser on COVID vaccines for the CDC, who resigned in response to Kennedy's new policy, told me. "From my perspective as a scientist and someone who has done this her entire career, he has a lot of blood on his hands."

Days later, Kennedy removed the 17 members of the CDC committee responsible for recommending vaccination schedules and replaced them with a smaller group that promptly ordered the removal of a mercury preservative, thimerosal, from flu vaccines, even though the CDC continues to describe thimerosal as "very safe." Kennedy's new committee put up barriers against a single shot to vaccinate children for measles, mumps, rubella, and varicella, citing past studies by Merck and the CDC that found a higher incidence of febrile seizures following the combined vaccine. Kennedy also canceled $500 million in federal grants for mRNA-vaccine research, citing his conclusions, disputed by medical associations, that the technology performs poorly against fast-mutating respiratory viruses.

In other areas, he's pushed for changes that health activists and wellness influencers on the left, as well as many in the scientific mainstream, have long sought. He launched initiatives to review baby-formula ingredients, issue new guidelines for fluoride use, limit student cellphone use, stop the sale of illegal flavored vapes, and remove restrictions on whole-milk sales at schools, and he persuaded governors in 12 states to ban the use of food stamps to buy sugary sodas. He announced plans to explore limits on direct pharmaceutical advertising and the marketing of unhealthy food to children, increase nutrition education for doctors, reduce prices on some drugs, add front-of-package labeling on ultra-processed foods, and require more testing of food additives. Under pressure from Kennedy's HHS, major food producers announced that they would remove certain petroleum-based food dyes from cereals and candy.

Kennedy's deputies describe him as endlessly curious about new science, and willing to listen to dissenting views. Bhattacharya told me that, during the 2025 measles outbreak in Texas, the worst in decades in the U.S., he privately advised Kennedy to endorse the measles vaccine as the most effective way to prevent the disease. "When you give him the evidence, he changes his mind along the lines of what the evidence says," Bhattacharya said. Kennedy did go on to call the measles vaccine effective--while also emphasizing that parents should make their own decisions and promoting disputed treatments such as cod-liver oil for measles symptoms.
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The secretary also consumes scientific studies by the bushel. In August, Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health, published a review of the existing science suggesting a possible connection between taking Tylenol during pregnancy and the development of autism or attention deficit disorder in children. Kennedy told me he spent a weekend reading 70 studies related to this. He spoke with Baccarelli, started texting directly with another researcher on the topic, and asked the CEO of Kenvue, the company that now owns the Tylenol brand, to bring scientists to HHS to brief him.

Kennedy arrived at a rather nuanced set of conclusions--more nuanced than what his boss would subsequently express. High fevers in pregnant women are known to cause bad outcomes in newborns. So any public-health advice recommending against Tylenol, which reduces fevers, would have to be carefully weighed, he told me. But when he briefed Trump on his findings, Kennedy said, the president's response was to suggest immediately posting a Tylenol warning on social media.

"You can't do that," Kennedy said he told the president. "There's nuance to it, and you can't scare people away from Tylenol, and you're going to get a huge amount of pushback from powerful pharmaceutical companies." Trump's reply: "I don't give a shit about that." The FDA-advisory note that Marty Makary released to accompany the announcement weeks later asked doctors to exercise caution in using the medication for low-grade fevers but said that there was as yet no proof of a causal link between Tylenol and developmental disorders.

Trump, however, has less patience for nuance. "Don't take Tylenol. Don't take it," the president said at a press conference on September 22. "Fight like hell not to take it." The medical community responded with outrage. The American Academy of Pediatrics, the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, and other prominent health organizations put out statements advising doctors and patients to disregard Trump's recommendation.

Through all this, Kennedy has praised the president's fearlessness and compassion. A few months earlier, at a White House event, RFK Jr. compared Trump to President Kennedy, who had worked with the biologist Rachel Carson in the early 1960s to reduce the use of pesticides. "My uncle tried to do this, but he was killed and it never got done," Kennedy said, sitting alongside Trump. "And ever since then, we've been waiting for a president who would stand up and speak on behalf of the health of the American people."

In a family steeped in its own mythology, RFK Jr. was always particularly susceptible to the pathos and grandeur of the Camelot mystique. His father encouraged him to read heroic poems like Alfred, Lord Tennyson's "Ulysses," and as a child Bobby Jr. memorized Rudyard Kipling's "If--" and "Gunga Din."

The legend of King Arthur resonated with a boy who was more interested in catching salamanders and snakes in the forest than in schoolwork. T. H. White's novel The Once and Future King, which tells the story of young Arthur's tutelage under Merlyn, was a particular favorite. "That was how I got interested in falconry," Kennedy told me. When he was 11, his father gave him his first red-tailed hawk. Kennedy named the bird Morgan le Fay, after Arthur's sorcerer half sister.
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But when his father was murdered, Ethel Kennedy, Bobby Jr.'s mother, was left to care for 11 children in a world churning with youthful rebellion. One day in the summer of 1969, Kennedy remembers, he attended a farewell party on Cape Cod for a young soldier heading off to Vietnam. He said LSD had arrived from California that summer, and while he was hitchhiking home that night, someone offered him a dose. His favorite comic book at the time, Turok, Son of Stone, followed the exploits of Native Americans who lived among prehistoric animals. In one of the comic's storylines, the Native Americans consume a hallucinogenic fruit. "Will I see dinosaurs?" Kennedy told me he asked the person offering him the LSD. "I had a deep interest in paleontology," he explained to me. That was perhaps the first time this particular reason has ever been given for deciding to take psychedelics.

A picture of his dead father and uncle behind the counter of a local diner as the drug wore off spoiled his trip. At which point another group of kids offered him a line of crystal meth. The initial rush was strong enough to set him on a new life path. Within months, he was traveling to New York City to buy $2 heroin on 72nd Street. "I had been administering drugs and giving shots to animals since I was a kid. And so it wasn't a hard jump for me," he said, about using needles to inject himself with drugs. "There were other kids in my town who were shooting speed." He was 15.

In January 2025, after Trump announced that he would be nominating Kennedy as HHS secretary, his cousin Caroline Kennedy, JFK's daughter, wrote a public letter opposing his confirmation, in part because of what she'd witnessed during his years as a young drug user; she blamed him for leading others in the family "down the path of addiction." She described young Bobby as a "predator" like the raptors he'd raised, saying he had grown "addicted to attention and power." "His basement, his garage, and his dorm room were the centers of the action where drugs were available, and he enjoyed showing off how he put baby chickens and mice in the blender to feed his hawks," she wrote. "It was often a perverse scene of despair and violence."

When I read Kennedy those words, he barely reacted. "I would not contest it that much," he said. "Addiction is kind of narcissistic."

By the time he was accepted into Harvard (his father, his uncles, and his grandfather had all gone there), he had been pushed out of multiple boarding schools, been arrested for marijuana possession, and become estranged from his mother. When he was still a teenager, he hopped trains to Haight-Ashbury, in San Francisco, to hang with the hippies, and worked in a Colorado lumber camp. His heroin addiction would last 14 years, continuing during his time as a law student at the University of Virginia, as well as through his first marriage, to Emily Black, a fellow UVA law student, whom he married in 1982. In September 1983, he overdosed on a flight to South Dakota. He was charged with heroin possession, for which he was sentenced to two years' probation, and spent the next five months in a rehab facility in New Jersey. Shortly after he left treatment, his brother David Kennedy, younger by about a year, died of a drug overdose in a Palm Beach hotel room while other family members were gathered at the Kennedy estate nearby.

Although Kennedy says he has not taken heroin since he got clean, he still considers his brain to be a sort of "formulation pharmacy," able to transform anything--rock climbing, falconry, sex--into a drug. In 2024, New York magazine parted ways with its reporter Olivia Nuzzi after learning of what it deemed was an inappropriate personal relationship with Kennedy, whom she'd profiled the previous year. (After the print edition of this article went to press, more detailed allegations about his relationship with Nuzzi emerged. Kennedy declined to comment.) A former babysitter for Kennedy's children told Vanity Fair that he had groped her when she was 23 and he was 45. Kennedy apologized to the babysitter in a text message after the article's publication, though he said he did not remember the incidents she described. "I am not a church boy," he said publicly. "I have so many skeletons in my closet that if they could all vote, I could run for king of the world."

After his time in rehab in the early 1980s, Kennedy says he remade himself through the routines and principles of Alcoholics Anonymous--a combination of spiritual devotion, radical transparency, and a focus on service. As a presidential candidate, he told his security detail that he had to attend a 12-step meeting every day, no matter where he traveled. He has continued that practice since moving to Washington from Los Angeles. I asked him how much being an addict in recovery still affects him. "I think it's shaped everything," he said. Even as HHS secretary, he sponsors others in recovery. "I take calls all the time."

In his own view, recovery from heroin addiction has returned him from damnation to walk again among the living. "Having kind of lived through hell," he told me, paraphrasing something he said he'd read while he was still using, gives you a different perspective on life, and the opportunity for "a kind of redemption." To rebuild his self-esteem, he worked to replace the secret shame of his addiction with a life dedicated to a purpose bigger than himself. In this way, his private recovery, anchored in his Catholic faith, fused with his public crusade against what he believes are grave threats to American health. But this is also, perhaps, what gives his jeremiads about vaccines and other matters such fervor. "You've got to, you know, completely commit yourself to a way of life," he said, talking about the 12-step process. "It's Joseph Campbell's hero's journey that we are all on."

After entering recovery, he built up Riverkeeper, a nonprofit dedicated to protecting the Hudson River and other New York watersheds; founded an environmental-law practice; divorced Black; got married a second time, to Mary Richardson, an architect; and began a lifelong battle against chemical contamination of human health. In 2010, after 16 years of marriage, he filed for divorce from Richardson; she accused him of extensive infidelity, and he described her as abusive. Before the acrimonious proceedings concluded, Richardson committed suicide. In 2014, Kennedy married Hines. He has six children, two with Black and four with Richardson.

In his work as a litigator, he thrived: He won judgments against General Electric for contaminating the Hudson River; DuPont for contamination at a zinc-smelting plant in West Virginia; and Monsanto for a type of cancer allegedly caused by glyphosate, then the key ingredient of one of the world's most popular herbicides, sold under the brand name Roundup. He argued many cases himself.

John Morgan, one of the nation's most successful trial lawyers, worked with Kennedy on lawsuits after a natural-gas leak in Southern California in 2015 and the spectacular 2023 train derailment in East Palestine, Ohio. Morgan says there are three types of lawyers: finders, who get the plaintiffs; grinders, who try the cases; and minders, who keep it all on track. Kennedy was one of the best finders he'd ever met. "People follow him," Morgan told me.

Although Kennedy has been litigating against environmental polluters for more than four decades, his focus on vaccines began only after mothers with autistic children started showing up at his talks--and after one of them persuaded him to read studies suggesting a link between vaccines and autism. The fact that vaccines can harm people is not contested: The existence of the National Vaccine Injury Compensation Program is a testament to the American public-health establishment's acknowledgment of that. The frequency and nature of that harm, however, is highly contested. From 2006 to 2022, about 5 billion vaccine doses were distributed in the U.S. The NVICP paid about one settlement for every 1 million doses. Kennedy believes that the real rate of injury could be 100 times higher than what is reported. As in his crusade against corporate polluters, he brings a litigator's tools to the vaccine fight--humanizing the victims, demonizing his opponents, and overwhelming his audiences with his research and with the nuclear force of his indignation.

Science, unlike fairy tales and courtroom dramas, does not always offer a clear narrative. Initial results may fail to replicate. Real findings can get drowned out by statistical noise. Catastrophic side effects may take time to emerge. In the evolving search for truth, the public can find itself whipsawed: Margarine was a healthy butter alternative--until studies found it to be a source of the artificial trans fats that cause 50,000 premature deaths a year. The Merck drug Vioxx was a miracle pain reliever--until researchers estimated that it was associated with as many as 140,000 excess cases of heart disease. The food pyramid of the 1990s, which emphasized processed carbohydrates over fiber and protein, now looks like a sick joke given what research has shown about the roots of our current obesity epidemic.

Kennedy thinks more people should follow his lead by consuming science directly. " 'Trusting the experts' is not a feature of science," he likes to say. "It's not a feature of democracy. It's a feature of totalitarianism and religion." But having everyone "do their own research," as Kennedy recommends, was untenable even before the advent of technologies like nanoscience and genomic editing. When I suggested to Kennedy that he was now presuming to play the role of health expert himself, he rejected that. "I don't tell people to trust me. I tell people, 'Don't trust me.' "

Throughout our conversations, we often found ourselves jousting about the details of one scientific debate or another. For instance, I reminded Kennedy that back in 2005, he had suggested that the removal of thimerosal from most vaccines would result in a decline in autism diagnoses--but that since then, thimerosal had been removed from most vaccines, yet autism diagnoses continued to rise. He in turn argued that this could be explained by the addition of aluminum to vaccines during that same period, and by the fact that some flu vaccines still contained thimerosal. But most pregnant women and young children no longer receive flu vaccines with the preservative--and that's been true since before Kennedy banned thimerosal from flu vaccines.

Another time, he pointed out that the U.S., a heavily COVID-vaccinated country, represents only 4.2 percent of the global population but accounts for 19 percent of the deaths from COVID. I countered that those differences are likely explained by other factors, including America's more comprehensive reporting, higher chronic-disease rates, older population, and colder climate. He conceded all of that, but said he was making a narrower point, which was that the notion "that the only thing that saved us was the vaccine is unconvincing."

He sent me a placebo-controlled COVID-vaccine study of pregnant women, conducted by Pfizer, which showed more congenital anomalies in babies born to the vaccinated group than the unvaccinated group. I countered that Pfizer had found the difference statistically insignificant. The reason the difference didn't reach statistical significance, he pushed back, was that the study was not large enough and "Pfizer cut it off as soon as they saw a bad result." If true, this suggested malicious intent on the part of the company. "Why aren't you asking Pfizer about this?" he asked. "You should be burning up their phone line."

So I called Pfizer, which granted me an interview with a scientist who was part of the company's COVID-vaccine program, but requested that I not use the scientist's name, to protect their privacy. This researcher told me that the study had been stopped not because of a bad result but because the data revealed no safety concerns with the vaccine--which meant that keeping the control group from getting it would have been unethical, given the serious risks stemming from COVID infection during pregnancy.

The researcher also explained that further investigation had determined that, of all the congenital anomalies initially reported, only one had originated after the vaccine administration, at 24 weeks' gestation. "You cannot make a vaccine responsible for something that happened before you gave the vaccine," the researcher told me.

When presented with data that contradict his arguments, Kennedy regularly claims bad faith on the part of his adversaries--that they're motivated by profit or professional advancement. His experience as a litigator may have made this reflexive. As John Morgan, his litigation partner, told me, it's hard to sue polluters and cigarette companies and not come away convinced that the defendants are "in the business of premeditated murder." Kennedy has applied the same lens to the medical establishment, casting it as powered by the big pharmaceutical companies and their government protectors--despite the fact that most pediatricians and virologists and epidemiologists have devoted their lives to helping children and reducing suffering.

And if Kennedy is so concerned about conflicts of interest, what of his overhauled CDC vaccine panel? Some of the experts he appointed had previously been paid to serve as witnesses for plaintiffs in vaccine-safety lawsuits. Kennedy himself, in addition to the millions he made as a trial lawyer, took a large salary from Children's Health Defense--$510,515 in 2022--a nonprofit he led from 2016 to 2023 that fundraises to fight for tighter vaccine regulation. His entire political project--his campaign, his hiring by Trump, his role at HHS--is entwined with his ability to prove that scientists were deceiving the public about vaccines. He would lose a lot if he changed his mind.

During his presidential campaign, Kennedy would repeatedly say that in a study of the COVID vaccine, Pfizer had found that "the people who got the vaccine had a 23 percent higher death rate from all causes at the end of that study"; he still says this today. He bases this on his interpretation of an early trial of the Pfizer COVID vaccine, and it sounds terrifying--a smoking gun for those looking for a reason to doubt official health advice. The main takeaway from that 2020 trial was that the rate of infection was significantly lower in the vaccinated group than in the placebo group (eight infections versus 162). The study followed about 44,000 people, who were randomly divided into two blinded groups, one that got the COVID vaccine and one that got a placebo shot. Over the course of six months, 21 people in the vaccine group and 17 in the placebo group died. (Scientists use these numbers to derive what they call "all-cause mortality rates.") These are the numbers Kennedy uses to claim that a study found that your risk of death increases by 23 percent if you take the vaccine.

But the scientists I spoke with about Kennedy's assertion explained that the study was not large enough and did not last long enough to reveal any increased mortality risk. In addition, an FDA review said none of the deaths in the study was vaccine-related. (Kennedy says this review was subjective.) Kennedy's numbers were also misleading. During the blinded portion of the study, there were 15 deaths in the vaccine group, and 14 deaths in the group that received the placebo. (After the unblinding, the placebo group started getting the vaccine.) In 2023, Peter Doshi, an editor of a prestigious British medical journal, wrote Kennedy's team an email advising that, based on these numbers, the proper conclusion about mortality from the study was that "there were basically equal numbers of deaths in vaccine and placebo arms."

As we talked and texted this past fall, Kennedy and I kept returning to the same arguments we'd been having two years earlier. He would point to the all-cause mortality data from the Pfizer-vaccine study. I would respond that scientists who understood the data said they didn't mean what he said they did--and I would point out that, even after the virus had mutated into new variants, observational studies continued to show that the Pfizer shot remained highly effective against both hospitalization and death.

Kennedy refused to relent. When the vaccines were introduced, he told me, public-health experts "were telling people, 'This will save your lives.' They didn't have evidence for that. Twenty-three percent all-cause mortality! That's not meaningful? I don't know what universe you're living in."

Vaccinologists told me they're living in a universe where they are trained to read and interpret data--not one in which you cherry-pick data from studies, extrapolate alarmist conclusions, and then suggest that they show a vaccine-caused increase in mortality when in fact they show nothing of the sort.

Like Bhattacharya, Kennedy tends to invoke Galileo. But in Kennedy's telling, the villains were not only the clergy who arrested Galileo and censured his discoveries, but also the astronomer's fellow scientists, who, wary of suffering his fate, refused to look through his telescope. It is a parable that posits unrecognized vaccine dangers as a sort of fixed point in the night sky, a supernova or moon, ready for discovery by anyone willing to risk their reputation in order to seek the truth.


Kennedy in his office at the Department of Health and Human Services, October 2025 (Elinor Carucci for The Atlantic)



Four days after Charlie Kirk's death, Kennedy asked to speak with me again. He had his daughter Kick set up a Zoom call so that he would have a recording of our exchange. My efforts to transcend the divide were not going well.

"You kind of telegraphed where you were going," he said when we convened that Sunday. "That there's two sides that aren't hearing each other, and both of them are intractable, and both of them think they are science-based." He called this a journalistic device. "It's a little bit self-serving because, you know, the journalist takes the position that 'Okay, I'm looking at this phenomenon where there's two sides and I'm in the middle'--the wise person who can kind of see everything," he said. He suggested that he regretted agreeing to talk with me, and compared our relationship to the fable of the scorpion who asks the frog for help crossing a river, only to sting and kill the frog after it does.

"Every article about me is the same, which is never science-based; it's never an argument; it's always an ad hominem attack," he continued. " 'He's a conspiracy theorist, he's anti-science, he's a crazy person, he's got a brain worm,' or the bear story, or the whale story, or the dog story, any of these, and that's what they focus on." Articles about some of these colorful episodes from his past, he believed, were efforts to distract from the substance of his arguments. "I challenge you to tell me one conspiracy that I've talked about that has not come true," he said. "Is it a conspiracy that I said that glyphosate--that Roundup--can cause cancer, like non-Hodgkin's lymphoma? All three juries agreed with me. Is it a conspiracy theory that I said that the COVID vaccine was not going to prevent transmission? Now everybody admits that. Is it a conspiracy theory that I said that masks are not science-based? Everybody now agrees with that. School closures were a mistake."

He wasn't done. He fumed that people had used his interest in his father's and uncle's assassinations to discredit him. "I've never said my father was killed by the CIA. I've said there's circumstantial evidence." No one, he said, has explained the inconsistencies in his father's autopsy, which contradicted the claim that his father's sole killer was the Palestinian activist Sirhan Sirhan. "Robert Kennedy was shot from behind four times. We know what happened to every bullet in Sirhan's gun. He hit six other people. He could not have killed my father. So, you know, that's a fact. It's science. And maybe you can figure out a way that he could've gotten behind my father."

We were back where we started. "You know, a real journalist" would report that people were afraid of his arguments and that they were denying facts, he said, "but I don't think The Atlantic will allow you to do that."

"You're the HHS secretary," I said. "Presumably you can call anybody at CDC to have this debate."

"There's 21,000 people in that agency, and I'm not going to have a personal debate with each one of them," he responded. "By the way, they're leaving because they can't defend their position." Of course, the people quitting their jobs would dispute that. But to win in the court of public opinion, I suspected, Kennedy preferred to debate me.

This was all starting to seem rather hopeless. As I drafted this article, I felt growing dismay over my inability to establish even the basic factual common ground that scientific progress generally requires. So I sent Kennedy a message describing where I had ended up, and asking for another conversation. Minutes later, an adviser texted: "Want to meet at Secretary's house today at 1 pm?"

Kennedy bought his new Georgetown home, not far from where Uncle Jack had lived as a congressman and senator, weeks after his confirmation. An interior doorway is decorated with signed notes to him from four recent Republican presidents--Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Trump. I asked him why there were no letters from Barack Obama or Bill Clinton, the last presidents he'd campaigned for before Trump. "They're in storage," he said. An American flag from 1865 hangs in his living room, a companion, Kennedy told me, to one that was given to President Abraham Lincoln shortly before he was shot.

We started out by finding at least one point of agreement, the importance of free speech. In fact, Kennedy broke with many of his Republican brethren, saying that "anything that weaponizes Charlie Kirk's death to justify censorship is not consistent with his values."

Inevitably, though, we were soon back where we'd left off. Kennedy suggested that my story conclude by looking at a statement published on the CDC website--"Vaccines do not cause autism." During the confirmation process, Bill Cassidy had made him promise not to remove the phrase in exchange for his vote. But Kennedy had a work-around. On November 19, he updated the page and put an asterisk next to the phrase, adding language stating that "studies have not ruled out the possibility that infant vaccines contribute to the development of autism." Although the MMR vaccine and thimerosal have shown no ties to autism, Kennedy says he has not been able to find any studies of possible autism risk from various other childhood vaccines. This absence of research, he believes, undercuts the validity of the CDC website's claim.

Kick joined us on the couch. Hines sat upstairs, running through the final edits of her memoir. I asked Kennedy: Was he now, as the nation's health secretary, arguing that science showed vaccines caused autism, as he had in the past? Or was he simply arguing that the question had not been conclusively answered by science? He responded carefully. "I have opinions about things, but, you know, my opinions are irrelevant," he said. "What we need is science, and we need definitive science. We have suggestive science."

I had spoken with others about this point. They agreed with Kennedy that not every vaccine had been studied for its effect on autism rates. But they argued that doing so was not urgent, because the existing high-quality evidence around vaccines showed no connection. Joshua Gordon, who as the director of the National Institute of Mental Health helped oversee federal autism research, told me that the recent increase in autism rates could mostly be explained by broadened criteria for diagnosis and by the advancing average age of parents at the time of conception.

"If vaccines contribute to autism, it is such a very, very small effect that there is no question that if you did the study and you definitively showed the small effect, that small effect would be far outweighed by the benefit of vaccines," Gordon told me. "The notion that after you did those studies you would come up with a different scientific recommendation is patently false." When I asked him about the statement on the CDC website that Kennedy contests ("Vaccines do not cause autism"), Gordon said it was "a plain-English statement" that distilled the scientific consensus and was meant to encourage lifesaving vaccination.

Stanley Plotkin, one of the nation's premier vaccinologists and the lead author of the medical-school textbook Plotkin's Vaccines, had a similar message. "Can I say that vaccines do not cause autism?" he asked rhetorically. "All I can say is there is no evidence" that they do. He rejected some of the studies Kennedy cited as poorly conceived. He said he would not oppose a large new epidemiological study that looked at the issue, with the right design to take into account confounding variables. But he said he would not accept "a study constructed by a biased person with the objective of obtaining a certain result."

Trump was duly elected, and he appointed Kennedy as HHS secretary to carry out priorities Trump had advanced during the campaign. This gives Kennedy's scientific policies democratic legitimacy, even if trained health experts shudder at what that may mean. But as we sat in his living room, I realized that Kennedy was making an argument I had not previously understood--a policy claim, not a factual one. He was saying that regardless of the lives saved by vaccines, it was irresponsible for the government to recommend them without first comprehensively ruling out all hidden dangers. He believes that only a few vaccines, including the tuberculosis vaccine, have been studied enough to clear this bar. Kennedy had slashed the budget of his own department. But now, he says, he plans to spend billions of dollars on hundreds of studies investigating vaccines' potential ties to chronic diseases. "The default setting in medicine is 'Do no harm,' " he said, as we talked about the COVID-vaccine boosters. "You never do an intervention--particularly with a healthy human being--unless you know that it's safe and effective. And we don't know if it's safe and effective."

What if you are wrong about vaccines? I asked. Six former surgeons general, most vaccine experts, and almost the entire scientific establishment believes he is. What if, over time, the evidence shows that his actions lowered vaccination rates with no reduction in chronic diseases, but with an increase in suffering and death from viruses and bacteria? How would he respond?

"I mean, we would listen," Kennedy said. It was the answer I wanted to hear. But then he listed, once again, the reasons he would not be wrong: He spoke about the chronic diseases that appear as potential adverse reactions on the manufacturers' label for vaccines; the evidence that death rates from the diseases that vaccines inoculate against were already declining before the vaccines materialized; and America's poor policy decisions and high mortality rates during the COVID years. "You know, we have all kinds of interventions," he said. "Good health does not just come in a syringe." The trial lawyer was still laboring to connect the dots that led to his preferred verdict, the orphaned child of American royalty, back from hell, still fighting to fulfill his birthright.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "The Most Powerful Man in Science."
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What Happens When Attention Seeking Eclipses Policy Making

In the sweep of history, Marjorie Taylor Greene's time in Congress will be a blip.

by Russell Berman, Toluse Olorunnipa

Sat, 22 Nov 2025




A junior member of Congress from Georgia announced her resignation last night, ending a brief tenure in the House that produced, well, not a whole lot.

Marjorie Taylor Greene is no legislative powerhouse, and in the grand sweep of American history, her five years as a U.S. representative will be a mere blip. She wrote no major laws and had little discernible impact on national policy. (For two of those years, she did not serve on a single House committee, having been booted from her assignments in a bipartisan vote because of comments she made prior to serving in Congress that, among other things, promoted anti-Semitic conspiracy theories and the execution of Democratic lawmakers.)

Yet if that had been all there was to say about Greene, then her abrupt decision to quit in the middle of her third term would not have made international headlines. In her short time in Washington, she has become one of the most well-known House members, embodying a performative style of politics that rewards attention seeking over policy making. Her star power has also been tied to--and as it turned out, was completely dependent on--her fervent support for Donald Trump.

The president withdrew that support last week, calling Greene a "ranting lunatic" and a "traitor" after she broke with him over the GOP's strategy on health care and his ties to Jeffrey Epstein. He said that he would back "the right person" to challenge her in a primary next year. Greene--who during Trump's first term replied to a Facebook follower asking if "we get to hang" Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton over their support of the Iran nuclear deal by stating, "The stage is being set"--accused the president of jeopardizing her safety with his rhetoric. Last night, she announced that she would resign from the House on January 5. "I have too much self-respect and dignity," Greene says in a video she posted on X. "I love my family way too much, and I do not want my sweet district to have to endure a hurtful and hateful primary against me by the president that we all fought for."

Read: Four simple questions for Marjorie Taylor Greene

Greene professed confidence that she would have won her primary anyway (and with it, the general election in a deeply Republican district). But she said a victory might not be worth much, because Republicans will "likely" lose their House majority, and she would have found herself expected to defend Trump from a Democratic impeachment attempt after he spent millions trying "to destroy me."

The president welcomed her departure, telling ABC News that it "was great news for the country." Trump told reporters earlier today: "I said, 'Go your own way,' and once I left her, she resigned because she would never have survived a primary. But I think she's a nice person."

"Honestly shocked," one former White House official texted us in response to the news. "Makes me question how much she truly cares, it seems like a surrender."

Greene's prediction of a win notwithstanding, she surely knew that another possibility--perhaps even a probability--was that she would have wound up like another once-influential Republican lawmaker who turned on Trump: Liz Cheney. As a new House member in early 2021, Greene helped to defenestrate Cheney after she voted to impeach Trump for his role in fomenting the January 6, 2021, riot that sought to overturn the president's defeat. Cheney, too, had largely supported Trump for four years; after their split, she lost her position in GOP leadership and was trounced in a Wyoming primary by a Trump-backed challenger.

Greene has been a bigger Trump booster than Cheney ever was. She built her improbable 2020 campaign--her emergence from a nine-way primary took Republicans by surprise--on support for the president. On the day Greene was sworn in, she wore a face mask that read Trump Won, and one of her first acts was to object to the certification of Michigan's electoral votes for President Joe Biden.

That a political neophyte who spouted conspiracy theories--about 9/11, school shootings, and California wildfires that she claimed might have been caused by space lasers controlled by Jewish bankers--could win election to Congress appalled leaders in both parties; Mitch McConnell, then the Senate minority leader, called Greene's views "a cancer" on the Republican Party. But she was a representative in the truest sense, in that she symbolized the many Americans--surely more than the 800,000 who composed her Georgia constituency--who both loved Trump and believed things that weren't true.

Greene understood that the keys to achieving power in Trump's GOP are loyalty and an ability to command attention. She excelled at each for a time. Greene once compared Trump to Jesus and Nelson Mandela, gushed about "how good" he looked, and said she appreciated that he was "genuinely kindhearted and caring about everyone." Her ties to Trump forced then-Speaker Kevin McCarthy to restore her committee assignments once Republicans retook the House majority in 2023. Earlier this year, McCarthy's successor, Mike Johnson, appointed her to lead a House subcommittee overseeing DOGE, the cost-cutting agency that Trump tapped Elon Musk to lead. Although the assignment gave Greene an ostensible platform and some legitimacy, it epitomized the perfunctory role that Congress has come to play in Trump's second term; in practice, DOGE operated wholly without regard for the prerogatives of the legislative branch. (Greene alluded to this dynamic in her resignation announcement, bemoaning that for most of Trump's first year back in office, "the legislature has been mostly sidelined.")

Through it all, Greene was rarely far from the news. She seemed to reach her breaking point with Trump during the shutdown, when she denounced the GOP's refusal to extend expiring health-insurance subsidies under the Affordable Care Act. Greene infuriated Trump even more by aligning with a GOP nemesis, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, who was pushing to force the administration to release the entire Epstein FBI file. Greene quickly discovered what most everyone else in Washington had long since learned: Loyalty does not go both ways with Trump.

Whether the president can still end a Republican politician's career will be tested next year; he is trying to oust Massie in a primary. But Greene knew that without Trump's friendship and blessing, her power within the GOP was gone. Even if she had stuck around and prevailed next year, she would have faced a future of diminished clout in a diminished Congress--not as first among equals, but merely as a single member out of 435, and not a particularly distinguished one. And where would be the fun in that?
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The Shutdown Is Over, but Its Damage Is Not

Its effects will linger for some time.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Sat, 22 Nov 2025




The longest-ever government shutdown ended on November 12, but Deairra Tracey is still scared.

The disabled mother of three from Perth Amboy, New Jersey, had to visit food banks and skip meals so that her children could eat after the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program abruptly stopped paying out benefits on November 1. After running out of money to buy milk and watching her refrigerator go bare as Congress held a series of failed votes on a funding bill, Tracey told me, she now lives in fear that the federal aid she receives could be cut off again. She is filling her freezer with low-cost items and stocking up on nonperishables in case Congress closes the government again next year.

"I'm going to make sure I have everything that I need to make sure my children are good," she said. "I have been super stressed, but you have to do what you have to do as a parent, right?"

In the week since the record-setting 43-day shutdown ended, more than 1 million federal workers have resumed their jobs and begun receiving back pay, food aid has started flowing again to 42 million Americans like Tracey, and the air-travel limitations that snarled airports have been lifted. The Congressional Budget Office estimated that the billions of dollars the shutdown sapped from the economy will mostly reappear in the form of higher spending in future months, limiting the long-term net impact to little more than a rounding error off America's $30 trillion GDP.

But millions of Americans face effects from the shutdown that linger in ways that economists may struggle to capture. Infrastructure projects that the Trump administration canceled during the shutdown in an attempt to punish Democrats have cost thousands of good-paying jobs. Farmers who were forced to wait weeks for a promised federal bailout are now approaching the winter planting season with a level of uncertainty that could prove existential. Airports' ongoing challenges could disrupt travel during Thanksgiving and beyond. Federal workers now back on the job are battling sinking morale and productivity from both the shutdown and months of steep cuts and instability.

The political reverberations continue as both parties gear up for renewed debates over health care, affordability, and government funding in December and January. Democrats erupted into a public fight after eight senators broke from their caucus to reopen the government and fund it through January 30--at which point Congress will again have to choose whether to fund the government or close it down. Some Democrats have called for Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer to be replaced, and others wonder whether the collateral damage the country sustained during their standoff against Trump was worth it.

Trump said this week he would not support any legislation that extended subsidies for the Affordable Care Act, the main policy goal for Democrats who withheld their votes to fund the government. Still, Senator Tim Kaine, a Democrat from Virginia, told me he stands by his choice to vote to reopen the government. Kaine said that he was hearing regularly from constituents about the hardship the shutdown was creating for SNAP recipients, federal workers, and the air-travel system, and that he saw no scenario in which holding out would persuade Republicans to change course. "I think it's fair to test another side's red lines in a negotiation," he said. "But at some point, when you've tested them a dozen times over 40 days, then you're not just testing a red line. You're just beating your head against a wall--and people are suffering as a result."

Trump has celebrated the shutdown's outcome as a "great victory," and repeatedly cast it as the culmination of a political battle from which his party emerged victorious by being tougher than their opponents. But some of his administration's actions during the stalemate--including targeting federal workers for layoffs and opting to cut off SNAP benefits rather than use an existing contingency fund--have deepened the shutdown's economic turmoil at a time when he is aiming to recover lost ground on the economy and affordability.

Tracey, 29, told me she had contemplated canceling Thanksgiving dinner to preserve her food budget. "It's scary to know that the government is in control of how you feed your family," she said. "For a person like me who's disabled, all this stuff is scary, because there's nothing that I could really possibly do." Tracey had previously worked as an emergency-room technician but had to leave her job when she was diagnosed with a severe blood disorder that leaves her regularly feeling fatigued and weak. Sometimes she is too tired to even go to the grocery store, she said, so for the time being, finding work is not an option.

A broad look at the numbers reveals the political and economic carnage left in the shutdown's aftermath: Consumer sentiment plunged to its lowest level in more than three years as Americans expressed concern about the shutdown, according to a University of Michigan survey released earlier this month. The White House estimated that some 60,000 people in the private sector lost jobs because the government was closed. Previously approved projects--totaling more than $35 billion, all in states run by Democrats--were halted by the Trump administration. More than $2 billion in pay was withheld from furloughed federal workers over the course of six weeks, forcing some to rely on food banks.

Behind those statistics are people like Michael Galletly, a veteran who works for the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Utah. Galletly told me he spent much of the past month calling his creditors to beg for relief as he missed two paychecks. He now plans to cut back his weekly date nights with his wife and other expenses in order to build savings as a hedge against a future government closure. The 55-year-old also told me he recently started having back spasms. "I think that's from stress more than anything else," he said. "I've been just feeling really, really tense the last several weeks."

Read: Why the Democrats finally folded

The shutdown showcased the fragility of the social safety net, as charities and churches struggled to fill the void left by a closed federal government. As Trump's policy agenda pares back various assistance programs, with upcoming reductions to the SNAP program, Medicaid, and health-care subsidies, the shutdown may have provided a glimpse of what millions of Americans will face when the government opts for a reduced role in society.

Some food-bank operators told me they worried about running out of meals as desperate people began showing up in droves during the shutdown. The nonprofit GiveDirectly raised $12 million and offered $50 payments to more than 200,000 SNAP recipients who'd lost their benefits. But the effort at times felt like "a drop in the bucket" compared with the SNAP program, which provides food for one in eight Americans, Dustin Palmer, the U.S. country director for GiveDirectly, told me.

"People are telling us 'I took out a payday loan to cover this' or 'I'm skipping my credit-card bill this month, and I just will deal with the penalty for that next month,'" he said. The true toll of that hardship may play out over months or even years, he said.

Wendy Edelberg, a former chief economist at the Congressional Budget Office who helped estimate the economic cost of the 35-day government shutdown that ended in 2019, told me that this one is more likely to leave long-lasting scars.

"Most federal workers are probably job hunting and looking for different employment," said Edelberg, who is now a senior fellow in economic studies at the Brookings Institution. "Much more than in previous shutdowns."

Galletly said he is already seeing productivity plummet at his agency as workers have returned to the office and tried to pick up where they left off at the end of September. The president of his union local, Galletly spent much of the shutdown fielding calls from colleagues who were concerned that it could go on for months. He said the toll of that stress, and the potential for another funding lapse looming "like the sword of Damocles," is hurting employee morale.

I heard similar sentiments from other federal employees I spoke with during and after the shutdown.

Yolanda Jacobs, who has worked for the CDC in Atlanta since 2004, told me she has never seen so many employees "so demoralized, feeling so bleak about their careers" as she did when returning to work last week. "You talk to people, and the depression is just pouring out," she said. Several Treasury Department employees who were laid off during the shutdown opted to retire rather than take their job back, because it has become such a difficult place to work, one Treasury official told me, speaking anonymously out of fear of retribution.

Department of Labor employees in San Antonio called off their weekly potluck lunch this week because workers had not received their paycheck and might struggle to afford food to bring in, according to Imelda Avila-Thomas, who has worked for the agency for 16 years.

During the shutdown, Avila-Thomas said she was forced to visit food banks and sell furniture--including her deceased mother's favorite couch--to make ends meet. The shutdown came at a particularly tough time: Her savings had already taken a hit because her 2016 Nissan Sentra, which was fully paid off, was stolen earlier this year, and she had to buy a new car.

These were the kinds of stories Everett Kelley, president of the American Federal of Government Employees, was hearing when he decided to publicly call for an end to the shutdown last month. His statement increased pressure on Democrats, who tend to listen closely to the views of the largest federal-employee union.

"Anxiety and depression, panic attacks, worry, feelings of hopelessness--all these types of things that these employees will be experiencing from now to January," he told me.

Read: The Trump steamroller is broken

The White House has blamed Democrats for the damage caused by the funding lapse. Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told reporters last week that Democratic officials were responsible for denying federal employees billions of dollars in wages. "The damage caused by the Democrats with this reckless government shutdown cannot be forgotten," she said. Perhaps realizing the toll some workers had faced, the Trump administration said it would offer bonuses of $10,000 for some Transportation Security Administration officers who worked during the shutdown.

But it will be difficult to capture in dollar figures how much damage was ultimately caused by the political stalemate, Max Stier, the head of the Partnership for Public Service, a nonpartisan group that aims to strengthen the federal bureaucracy, told me. For example, he said, efforts to recruit and train air traffic controllers and other crucial specialists were disrupted while the government was closed. The damage from that could take months to reverse, he said.

As the January deadline approaches for the next government-funding cliff, the United States could find itself still shaking off the hangover from the last shutdown--just in time to plunge into another one.
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Why Donald Trump Seems Taken With Zohran Mamdani

The president likes winners. And the mayor-elect proved he can charm a foe.

by Michael Powell

Sat, 22 Nov 2025




Today's White House meeting between New York's mayor-elect, Zohran Mamdani, and President Donald Trump suggests that maybe, just maybe, the U.S. government won't go to war with its largest city. The event was much anticipated as blood sport, a showdown between a young communist and an old despot, to use their favored insults for each other.

Instead, the two men put on such a show of good manners that at times I had to laugh out loud at the stagecraft. After a closed-door meeting, Trump and Mamdani summoned the press, and there was Uncle Donnie seated behind his desk in the Oval Office, beaming as his favorite nephew, Zohran, stood by his right shoulder looking dutiful.

"We agree on a lot more than I would have thought," Trump said, peering at Mamdani. "I feel very confident that he can do a very good job."

He does? Trump, after all, had previously posted on Truth Social that Mamdani "looks TERRIBLE, his voice is grating, he's not very smart." He had also threatened to defund the city if Mamdani became mayor. Mamdani, for his part, said of the president on Election Night earlier this month: "If there is any way to terrify a despot, it is by dismantling the very conditions that allowed him to accumulate power."

Tom Nichols: The president is losing control of himself

No hint of such insults--or of attempted "dismantling"--was heard today. When a reporter asked Mamdani whether he considers the president a fascist, the mayor-elect momentarily fumbled. "I've spoken about--"

"That's okay," Trump interjected. "You could just say 'yes.' It's easier--it's easier than explaining it." He smiled indulgently and patted Mamdani on the arm. "I don't mind."

This was one of several moments in the press conference that felt more like a Saturday Night Live skit than a newscast. But perhaps all this was not as improbable as it looked and sounded. Trump bellows and insults and demeans, but so much of that is an act, guff and bullying. His earlier talk of Mamdani as "my little communist mayor" even carried an odd hint of affection, and there was evident admiration in the way in which he spoke of Mamdani's unlikely mayoral victory. These men are, in their very different ways, populists, Queens men, and sometimes statists; they share a disdain for political establishments. And Trump, the developer, is aware of the extremely high cost of New York real estate, a focus of Mamdani's campaign.

Trump always and ever loves winners, whether a Saudi crown prince, a billionaire businessman, or, apparently, a democratic-socialist mayor fresh off an underdog win. He also admires those who dress well and carry themselves with confidence. Mamdani meets these requirements. He is a well-educated, well-spoken son of privilege; his parents are among the cinematic and academic elite. Several wealthy New Yorkers already talk with him entre nous. Kathryn Wylde, the long-serving president of the Partnership for New York City, a sort of oligarch's chamber of commerce, offered advice during his campaign and recently said that she had voted for Mamdani.

Michael Powell: Zohran Mamdani is about to confront reality

Mamdani can at times drop his smile and sound confrontational, as he did in his Election Night speech, slamming his vanquished opponent, Andrew Cuomo, and challenging Trump directly. But his more impressive ability as a pol was on display in the weeks that followed, as he slipped into that smile of his once more and quietly went about appointing some wise old hands as mayoral aides.

This afternoon, Mamdani appeared to charm a dangerous foe and, in so doing, perhaps purchased himself a respite from Trump's threats to send the National Guard to New York. But Mamdani should restrain his postgame talk.

In 2017, Chuck Schumer and Nancy Pelosi, then the Senate and House minority leaders, talked, joked, and negotiated hard with Trump, and they emerged with a budget deal so beneficial for Democrats that Republican legislators were startled and wounded. Many Democrats bragged that they'd outmaneuvered Trump, which turned out to be deeply unwise; he remains adversaries with Schumer and Pelosi to this day, of course. Trump prides himself on being a dealmaker and is acutely sensitive to any claim that he has been taken.

In the months to come, Trump could still decide to send the National Guard marching down Broadway, or direct masked Border Patrol agents to raid Roosevelt Avenue in Queens, or try to strip federal funding for housing and bridges. The best way to avoid these outcomes is for Mamdani to accept his victory quietly.

And perhaps he knows that. Mamdani appears to be preternaturally possessed. As the half-hour press conference at the White House wound down, I watched for a presidential slap, or a slip of Mamdani's genial mask. That never came; in fact, Trump went on to say that he would feel comfortable living in Mamdani's New York.

"I'll be cheering for him," Trump concluded. He shook Mamdani's hand and, with his other hand, gave him a benevolent pat. I doubt that Mamdani needs any lessons in getting what he wants.
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The President Is Losing Control of Himself

Donald Trump's outbursts on social media this week were different than usual.

by Tom Nichols

Fri, 21 Nov 2025




Presidents often lose control over their agenda, or the policy process, or pieces of legislation. Sometimes, they even lose control of their party. But Donald Trump seems to have lost control over the one thing every person, and especially those with immense power, should always maintain control over: himself. Yesterday the president called for the arrest and execution of elected American officials for the crime--as he sees it--of fidelity to the Constitution.

It would be easy merely to note, yet again, that the president is a depraved man and a menace to the American system of government. As remarkable as it is to say it, however, the outbursts of this past week are different, and were likely triggered by Trump's panic over the release of files about his former friend, the dead sex offender Jeffery Epstein. No one should treat this new phase in the president's aggression against democracy as just another episode in the Trump reality show.

A group of Democratic legislators--all of them either military veterans or former national-security officials--may have helped to push the president over the edge. On Tuesday, they issued a video reminding members of the U.S. Armed Forces that their oath of service requires them to refuse illegal orders, and that their loyalty is owed not to any one president, but to the Constitution itself. Normally, legislators don't feel the need to make such an obvious declaration, but the president is using the military--including deploying troops to U.S. cities and ordering the killing of people on the high seas--in ways that almost certainly involve illegal orders. Members of Congress have a right, even an obligation, to speak up.

Read: What we lose by distorting the mission of the National Guard

The president was already showing strain before his attack on the legislators. Last Friday, he lashed out at a female journalist who asked about the Epstein files, calling her "piggy." (Trump seems to revel in getting away with speaking to women as president in ways that would land him on the sidewalk back in Queens.) On Tuesday, as he sat next to the Saudi crown prince, a man credibly accused by U.S. intelligence of murdering an American journalist, he lashed out at yet another female reporter: He called Mary Bruce of ABC "insubordinate"--a rather telling choice of words--and threatened to use the FCC to attack her network. Tuesday, of course, was the day the Epstein Files Transparency Act passed the House by a vote of 427-1. The next day, it passed the Senate by unanimous consent, and a humiliated Trump signed the bill into law.

Yesterday, Trump seemed to lose the last bit of his grip on his emotions as he fired off a fusillade of Truth Social posts. ("Trump must not have slept well Wednesday night," Bill Kristol and Andrew Egger of The Bulwark observed today.) "This is really bad," the president wrote, "and Dangerous to our Country. Their words cannot be allowed to stand. SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR FROM TRAITORS!!! LOCK THEM UP???"

"Lock them up" is a favorite Trump chant, but he did not end with this classic demand. He went on: "Each one of these traitors to our Country should be ARRESTED AND PUT ON TRIAL. Their words cannot be allowed to stand - We won't have a Country anymore!!! An example MUST BE SET." The charge, according to the chief executive? "SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR, punishable by DEATH!" He also reposted a comment that said: "HANG THEM GEORGE WASHINGTON WOULD !!"

Trump's posts risk putting the lives of American lawmakers in danger, and he almost certainly knows it. Many people who have publicly criticized the president have found themselves getting death threats from his most fervid followers. (Like many Trump-critical writers, I started getting them years ago.) As Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, a former MAGA doyenne from Georgia whom Trump has now marked as a heretic, wrote on X last week, "A hot bed of threats against me are being fueled and egged on by the most powerful man in the world." Senator Elissa Slotkin revealed that she is now traveling with a security detail because of what she called "a huge spike" in threats that came to her office after Trump's eruption yesterday.

In what must be a first for any White House official, Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt had to step forward and answer whether the president of the United States wants to kill members of Congress. In a ringing defense of American values and constitutional order, she responded to the question by saying:

"No."

Leavitt then tried to turn the entire ghastly business on its head. "Many in this room want to talk about the president's response, but not what brought the president to responding in this way," she said--as though members of Congress publicly speaking their minds somehow justified the death threats. She went on: "The sanctity of our military rests on the chain of command, and if that chain of command is broken, it can lead to people getting killed. It can lead to chaos, and that's what these members of Congress who swore an oath to abide by the Constitution are essentially encouraging."

This is now the position of the Trump administration: Members of the Article I branch of government who insist that the armed forces must be faithful to the law are inducing potentially fatal disorder among the troops. Not only is Leavitt wrong--the "sanctity" of the military rests on the Constitution, not the chain of command--but she is showing a remarkable lack of faith in the officers and enlisted personnel of the United States military, implying that they will become a violent rabble if they refuse illegal orders.

Trump's reaction to the statement by these members of Congress shows why such statements are now necessary in the first place. He is acting like a man who is cornered, terrified, and irrational. In 1974, Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger was worried about the mental state of Richard Nixon, who was facing impeachment and almost certain conviction. Nixon was becoming erratic and drinking too much, so Schlesinger told the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff that any "unusual" orders from Nixon should be routed over to him. (Talk about disrupting the chain of command.) Trump is famously a teetotaler, but he has publicly surpassed Nixon's anguish and paranoia.

And Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth is no Jim Schlesinger.

Americans, and especially their elected representatives, must pay attention to Trump now in a way that many of them have never thought to do before. The president of the United States is publicly howling for the arrest and execution of members of Congress, knowing that he commands a base that will take him seriously and has people in it that might act on his demands. (And no, Leavitt's curt denials are not a reassurance.) Despite Nixon's famous 1977 assertion, things do not become legal just because the president wants to do them. This is a new and dire development in the ongoing American constitutional crisis. The voters, Congress, and, yes, the U.S. military must all now be more vigilant than at any time in our modern history.
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The Old Guard Is Not Gone Yet

While the sitting president rage-posted, mourners memorialized Dick Cheney--and an earlier political era.

by Mark Leibovich

Fri, 21 Nov 2025




Here's yet another indication that Washington has been turned upside down in recent years: I saw Rachel Maddow at Dick Cheney's funeral and didn't give it a second thought. She was sitting with Anthony Fauci, in the same row as James Carville.

Such is life--and death--in the Trump years. You never know who will show up to pay respects at gatherings of this sort, or what odd alliances and strange bedfellows will reveal themselves. Who gets invited and who doesn't? Whose attendance will Donald Trump take as an act of disloyalty, or treason? Wait, didn't that one die during the Obama years?

This was one of those pre-Trump Washington-reunion scenes: Cheney, the not-unpolarizing 46th vice president of the United States, was memorialized yesterday before processions of power mourners at the National Cathedral. Guests included former Presidents George W. Bush and Joe Biden, former speakers of the House (John Boehner, Nancy Pelosi), Senate leaders (John Thune, Mitch McConnell), and a bipartisan gallery of lawmakers, some of them Trump's most persistent antagonists in Congress (including the House January 6 select committee alumni Adam Kinzinger, Jamie Raskin, and Adam Schiff). Every living vice president lined the front pews of the sanctuary, except the current one, J. D. Vance, who, like his boss, was not invited.

Barton Gellman: What I learned about Dick Cheney

In the not-so-distant past, it would have been automatic for a sitting president and vice president to attend the funeral of any predecessor who died during their term. But of course, different rules apply when Trump is in the White House.

The absence of Trump and Vance was conspicuous but hardly surprising. Cheney and his family, especially his older daughter, Liz, viewed Trump as a mortal threat to the nation. Both she and her father loathed the man and were vocal in their contempt, and the feeling has been mutual. Trump, who issued no statement following Cheney's death two weeks ago, spent part of yesterday morning menacing Democrats on Truth Social, calling Senators Mark Kelly and Elissa Slotkin, among others, "TRAITORS" and accusing them of "SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR, punishable by DEATH!" (Happy Thursday!)

None of the eulogists at the funeral mentioned Trump, though one line from Liz's remarks could easily be applied to her father's unsparing critique of him. "He knew that bonds of party must always yield to the single bond we share as Americans," Liz said of a man who had been a loyal and partisan Republican for much of his life. "For him, a choice between defense of the Constitution and defense of your political party was no choice at all."

Liz described long car rides that she took with her father across the country in recent years. He reluctantly let her drive, as long as he could curate the soundtrack, which included John Denver, Johnny Cash, and the Carpenters (!). She described Dick in the passenger seat, wearing his Stetson and in possession of the latest Economist, that day's newspapers, and a book. He could be exacting on certain topics, she recalled. If someone said that he had "flunked out" of Yale, he would correct them. "No, no, I was asked to leave," he said, according to Liz. "Twice."

Dick Cheney was famously quiet and reserved, in keeping with his code of western stoicism. "If any voters came hoping for a kind word and a hug," Bush said of his old running mate, "they'd have to settle for the kind word." If Cheney could ever be called expansive, it was in the company of his family, especially his seven grandchildren. "Dick Cheney wasn't just my grandpa. He was my best friend," one of them, Grace Perry, said, describing how Cheney would drive her to her rodeo competitions. "I'm pretty sure he's the only person who ever had the title vice president turned rodeo grandpa," she said.

Mark Leibovich: Dick Cheney didn't care what you thought

Liz referred to the "gift of time" that Cheney had been granted with his family in his later years, something that seemed unlikely given the chronic heart troubles that he endured, including a transplant in 2012. His cardiologist, Jonathan Reiner, said that he was honored to be Cheney's physician and friend, but not wild about being a eulogist. "No one wants a doctor who's great at funerals," Reiner said. He told a story about a young cardiology fellow who was attending to Cheney in 2000, and somehow did not know who his patient was. The fellow asked the soon-to-be vice president what he did for a living.

"Government work," Cheney replied.

The congregation laughed, but there was a recurring, and important theme, here: Public service, to Cheney, was a simple and egalitarian duty. Pete Williams, the longtime NBC reporter who served as Pentagon spokesperson when Cheney was secretary of defense, recalled that he once wrote a press release that contained the word bureaucrat. Cheney crossed it out in favor of federal official.

"As the son of a man who worked for the Agriculture Department, he respected people who chose to serve their country," Williams said of his former boss. Williams delivered this as an obvious, almost throwaway line, but it rang defiant in this time, when career civil servants have been so vilified, if not axed by DOGE.

No one tried to claim that Cheney's respect-payers constituted a government in exile that would be ready to snap back into place if the country's current chapter ever ends. The production felt much more vestigial than hopeful. But these big-ticket Washington funerals--bipartisan, ceremonious, patriotic--seem like momentous formalities nonetheless. Although another old-guarder had departed, his send-off at least carried a signal, however faint, for anyone who cared to take something from the observance: that, for now, something powerful still survives.
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The Ghislaine Maxwell Emails

Extra toilet paper is just one of the privileges the former Epstein associate is enjoying in prison.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




The emails that Ghislaine Maxwell has been sending over the past several months from a minimum-security prison near Houston are stamped Sensitive But Unclassified. Maxwell once cavorted with presidents and royals; now she's serving a 20-year prison sentence for sex trafficking, convicted of recruiting underage girls for Jeffrey Epstein. Her trajectory is not a happy one.

But the tone of the emails is cheerful. She revels in the privileges she's been granted since being transferred to a new facility by Donald Trump's Justice Department, and she expresses optimism about one day freeing herself. While telling family of her improved conditions, she remarks that Croatia is one of her favorite vacation destinations. Among the ebullient expressions that appear in the disgraced British socialite's messages, mostly to her siblings and one of her lawyers: "Yippe skipee" (about her brother's upcoming visit), "I hear you are a media star!" (in reference to another sibling publicly defending her), and "it gladdens the cockles of my heart" (when she heard from an old friend).

The dozens of emails that I obtained, part of a cache of communications that a nurse at the facility provided to Democrats on the House Judiciary Committee, are notably free of regret, remorse, shame, self-doubt. Portions of the emails have been disclosed in recent days, including by NBC News, but the extent of the privileges Maxwell enjoys has not previously been reported. The emails offer a portrait of Maxwell's relatively comfortable life as the scandal that put her behind bars has gripped Trump in a political vise. The problem for the president arises from his administration's determination to block public access to files about Epstein that he once dangled to the MAGA faithful like some kind of rap sheet for the global elite. This week, he backed down when it became clear that he couldn't intimidate a sufficient number of Republican lawmakers--grudgingly reversing himself and then claiming credit for legislation compelling the release of the files.

Read: The Trump steamroller is broken

In July, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche, who previously served as Trump's personal defense attorney, took the highly unusual step of visiting Maxwell behind bars. While there, he elicited this exculpatory observation from the Epstein accomplice: "I never witnessed the president in any inappropriate setting in any way."

Days later, Maxwell was transferred out of a Florida prison, where she had dealt with poor conditions, including "possums falling from the ceiling," as she would later recount. Her new home was the Federal Prison Camp in Bryan, Texas, a minimum-security facility that Bureau of Prisons guidelines deem inappropriate for sex offenders. Since arriving there, she's benefited from a number of unusual perks, according to the emails as well as people with knowledge of her circumstances who spoke with me on the condition of anonymity.

She is receiving visitors privately, in the prison chapel, instead of in the regular visitation space. Her lawyer has gained authorization from the warden to bring in private electronic equipment, and her legal team has had access to drinks and snacks while working with her. Her privileges extend to more intimate needs. Whereas other inmates receive just two rolls of toilet paper a week, and need to either buy more or resort to paper towels when those run out, Maxwell has received a special supply. Her access to communications appears uninterrupted, even when the prison's main phone lines are down. In August, her brother marveled that they could be in "virtual real time communication."

Certain benefits may seem more trivial than others, and family members of Maxwell's fellow inmates told me the scandal is not what she has been allowed, but rather what their loved ones have been denied. Local defense attorneys I consulted, including some who have represented inmates at the facility where Maxwell is being held, were most alarmed by the wide-ranging assistance that the warden, Tanisha Hall, appears to be providing Maxwell as she seeks early release. Maxwell has praised the warden in emails to family, saying Hall is "as good as they come."



What did the warden do to earn Maxwell's affection? Among other things, the inmate's emails suggest, Hall provided Maxwell with secretarial services. When a problem with the mail arose in September, as Maxwell worked to find a way out of jail, the warden came up with what the inmate called a "creative solution"--her attorney could scan documents and email them directly to the warden, "and she will scan back my changes!" The following month, Maxwell was typing away late one Sunday. She was wading through attachments, and she was "struggling to keep it all together," she wrote in an email with the subject line "Commutation Application," suggesting that her team was preparing a direct appeal to Trump. As they worked on their argument, Maxwell told her lawyer that she would transmit relevant records "through the warden."

Trump, who once socialized with Epstein and Maxwell, hasn't ruled out a pardon for her. When Maxwell was first arrested, in 2020, Trump told reporters, "I wish her well, whatever it is." Earlier this month, Representative Jamie Raskin, the top Democrat on the House Judiciary Committee, wrote a letter to Trump demanding to know whether his administration had discussed a commutation of Maxwell's sentence, as well as whether his advisers had arranged for the inmate's special treatment in prison. "You should not grant any form of clemency to this convicted and unrepentant sex offender," Raskin wrote. "Your administration should not be providing her with room service, with puppies to play with, with federal law enforcement officials waiting on her every need, or with any special treatment or institutional privilege at all."



Read: Trump told a woman, 'Quiet, piggy' when she asked about Epstein



Congressional Democrats have also sought answers from Hall, the warden, who did not respond to my questions. A Bureau of Prisons spokesperson told me in an email that the agency "is committed to maintaining the highest standards of integrity, impartiality, and professionalism in the operation of its facilities," and that allegations of preferential treatment are "thoroughly investigated." The most severe repercussions thus far have befallen Noella Turnage, the prison nurse who sent the emails to Raskin's office and was soon fired. She told me that she was raised in a conservative Republican family and was motivated not by politics but rather by outrage over Maxwell's own account of her cozy relationship with the warden. In a statement, a Maxwell attorney condemned Raskin for disclosing the correspondence, saying it was the latest example of her client's "constitutional and human rights being ridden roughshod over."

Doug Murphy, a prominent Houston-based attorney, likened the warden's solicitousness with Maxwell to the CEO of a major company dealing directly with a customer's needs. "It's way out of the norm," he told me. He said he could imagine only two possible explanations. The first, which he deemed unlikely, is that the warden has a special relationship with Maxwell. The second is that she was directed by superiors to provide leniency to the convicted sex offender.

"And that would be really concerning," Murphy said.



When Epstein was arrested on federal sex-trafficking charges, in 2019, not many people outside rarefied social circles knew the name of his former companion. Her father was a British publishing tycoon whose mysterious death in 1991 generated headlines, but that hardly made her a household name. Even when Epstein pleaded guilty to soliciting a minor, in 2008, Maxwell didn't draw much scrutiny.

That all changed when Epstein was arrested on federal charges and then found dead in his cell at the Metropolitan Correctional Center in Lower Manhattan. Maxwell had withdrawn from public life several years earlier, but she quickly became a stand-in for the legal accountability Epstein had evaded. And, according to prosecutors, she had plenty of culpability in her own right. At trial, the government portrayed her as a knowing accomplice to Epstein's crimes, a predator in her own right who established trust with a ring of girls only to offer them up to Epstein, sometimes participating in the molestation directly. Her defense team argued that she was being blamed for things that Epstein did. In 2021, a jury in New York found her guilty of sex trafficking and other charges. The following year, she was sentenced to 20 years in prison.

Maxwell was initially held at a federal detention facility in Brooklyn, but then transferred in the summer of 2022 to a low-security prison in Tallahassee (populated by women convicted of kidnapping and providing material support to terrorism, among other charges). Maxwell complained of poor conditions there, describing the facility as "lawless." She tried to make do, teaching yoga and Pilates and helping other inmates with legal work.

Read: How I came to be in the Epstein files

This past summer, her fortunes began to change as senior members of the Trump administration worked to tamp down a political crisis created when they failed to live up to their own extravagant promises about exposing the monstrous conduct of Epstein and those in his orbit. Attorney General Pam Bondi, who had once claimed on cable television to have a client list from Epstein sitting on her desk, said in early July that the government would make no further disclosures from its investigation. Meanwhile, evidence of Trump's associations with Epstein mounted; The Wall Street Journal reported that Trump had contributed a racy letter to a book compiled by Maxwell for Epstein's 50th birthday, in 2003.

Amid the fallout, Blanche, the No. 2 at the Justice Department, wrote on social media that he would meet with Maxwell in search of "information about anyone who has committed crimes against victims." Over the course of a two-day interview in late July, Maxwell said she was unaware of a much-discussed client list and denied knowledge of Epstein's abuse. She also heaped praise on Trump, not only absolving him of improper conduct but also saying, "I admire his extraordinary achievement in becoming the president now. And I like him, and I've always liked him." She said she first met Trump in the early 1990s, through her father, who also "liked him very much."



FPC Bryan, as Maxwell's prison is known, houses about 650 women. It's surrounded by a black fence, not particularly tall or imposing. People locked up inside have been convicted of crimes including embezzlement and fraud. Two of the more well-known inmates are Elizabeth Holmes, the Theranos founder convicted of defrauding investors, and Jen Shah, the former Real Housewives of Salt Lake City star who pleaded guilty to wire fraud.

Maxwell arrived late on the final day of July, receiving her medical check-in outside of normal hours. Other inmates began complaining instantly that she was receiving preferential treatment, including delivery of special meals. Hall, the warden, told inmates not to confront or harm her, and threatened to ship them to a harsher facility if they stepped out of line. An inmate who was quoted in the British newspaper The Telegraph saying that she was "absolutely disgusted" by Maxwell's presence was quickly transferred, the inmate's attorney, Patrick McLain, told me. McLain said it's "unheard of" for inmates to get the kind of treatment Maxwell is receiving: "Wardens do not get involved with individual prisoners like this." Maxwell has credited the warden for the conditions at the Texas facility, which she said represents a major improvement over "Tal"--the Tallahassee prison.

"The food is legions better, the place is clean, the staff responsive and polite." It was safer, too, because "you are not allowed to steal, beat people up and attack them with home made weapons." She felt she was finally on the right side of "Alice in Wonderlands looking glass," she wrote to her brother. "I am much much happier."

Maxwell tried to keep a low profile. She instructed her brother, "You should look like a lawyer visiting me :)." But her attorney at times seemed to delight in the attention she was receiving. She clued Maxwell in on paparazzi outside the prison fence. One of the photographers lying in wait was "one of the best," she told Maxwell, "if not THE best!"

Read: Wait, are the Epstein files real now?

When she first got to Texas, Maxwell was waiting to find out whether the Supreme Court would hear her case. "I am quietly confident that the Supreme Court case is worthy and valid and has an excellent shot," she wrote in August. In the meantime, she worked feverishly with her attorney, writing in an email that the warden "would rather that I sent all the updates through her." In another message, she told her attorney that the warden had records ready for her team to pick up.

She followed other legal proceedings closely. In early October, she remarked on the four-year sentence handed down for the music mogul Sean "Diddy" Combs, who had been convicted on sex-trafficking charges. "Hmm," she wrote, seeming to suggest that his punishment was lenient compared with hers. Days later, the Supreme Court declined to hear Maxwell's appeal, making commutation, or some other form of clemency from Trump, her last best hope of relief from her lengthy sentence.

Maxwell wrote cryptically in some of the messages, as if aware that they could one day be disseminated. In one, she expressed concern about a meeting with an unnamed individual, cautioning her attorney, "If something is too good to be true then it isn't."

On other matters she was more confident, including her ability to advocate for herself. She seemed to enjoy strategizing with her attorney about her case, like a puzzle that could help her pass the time. She allowed herself optimism about finding a solution. "I have faith," she wrote.

One day, she imagined, she would not only be released; she might even get her own law license. To that expectation, divulged to her attorney, she appended a playful smiley face.
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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 have 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




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



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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/11/trump-lame-duck-third-term-prospects/684899/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
        

      

      Business | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Business | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Global | The ...
          
        

      

      Failed feed: Culture | The Atlantic

      HTTP Error 404: Not Found


      
        
          	
            Business | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Global | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

      Global | The Atlantic

      
        Trump's Devastating Plan for Ukraine
        Phillips Payson O'Brien

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.For all the recent talk about Donald Trump growing more sympathetic toward Ukraine, and of the president being more willing to pressure Russia for concessions, nothing of the sort turned out to be true. According to multiple news outlets, Trump has blessed a 28-point plan to end the war between the two countries. The plan was negotiated by his envoys in conjunction with a top Vladimir Putin confidant. The deeply troubling details now circula...

      

      
        What if 'America First' Appears to Work?
        Thomas Wright

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.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 c...

      

      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Devastating Plan for Ukraine

The White House is giving Putin permission to try again.

by Phillips Payson O'Brien

Fri, 21 Nov 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

For all the recent talk about Donald Trump growing more sympathetic toward Ukraine, and of the president being more willing to pressure Russia for concessions, nothing of the sort turned out to be true. According to multiple news outlets, Trump has blessed a 28-point plan to end the war between the two countries. The plan was negotiated by his envoys in conjunction with a top Vladimir Putin confidant. The deeply troubling details now circulating show what Trump wants: to help the Russian president--who started the war by launching an unprovoked invasion in 2022--and to weaken Ukraine, perhaps fatally.

The Trump administration has not yet made the terms of its proposal public. According to news reports, Ukraine would have to cede more land to Russia--including all of Donetsk and Luhansk provinces--than the Russians have been able to conquer to this point. The Ukrainian armed forces would be cut in half; so far, there are no indications that the size or capabilities of the Russian military would be restricted. Ukraine would have to give up long-range weaponry that currently allows it to hit targets deep inside Russia and hamstring the economy that funds Putin's war machine. The United States and other nations would legally recognize Crimea and the other seized parts of Ukraine as Russian territory--thereby rewarding Putin's efforts to expand his borders by force and destroying the post-World War II global-security system that the United Nations was created to preserve. No foreign peacekeepers would be allowed on Ukrainian soil.

In exchange for giving up land and its ability to defend itself, Ukraine would be offered toothless security guarantees by the United States--much like the never-enforced guarantees that it received when it gave up nuclear weapons after gaining independence in the 1990s. The points in the deal appear to be so lopsided in Putin's favor that they might as well have been dictated by Moscow.

Thomas Wright: A self-defeating reversal on Ukraine

For months now, Trump has been obscuring his own intentions in a blizzard of contradictory statements and gestures--moves that in some cases seemed to offer U.S. assistance to Ukrainians' efforts to maintain their freedom and democracy. In October, Trump imposed modest sanctions on the Russian oil industry, ostensibly to bring Putin to the negotiating table.

In recent months, Trump has been under bipartisan pressure to support a bill, proposed by Senators Lindsey Graham and Richard Blumenthal, that would enable the White House to impose devastating sanctions on countries and companies that do business with Russia. Graham, normally a Trump ally, has described the bill as a "sledgehammer" to use against Russia. But the president did not appear to want such a tool and long danced around whether he would support a vote on the bill.

Then, just this week, Trump told reporters that the Graham-Blumenthal bill would be "okay with me." The statement came as the president was poised to sign off on the 28-point plan, which threatens to transform Ukraine into a Russian vassal state. In other words, Trump was publicly offering hope to pro-Ukrainian voices while privately getting ready to reward Putin.

If Trump forces Ukraine and its allies in Western Europe to accept a peace deal that ratifies Russia's territorial gains--giving Putin even more than he was able to conquer, and requiring no real concessions of him at all--it will amount to a complete rehabilitation of the Russian president in the international sphere. It will be as if Russia had done nothing wrong at all by invading a sovereign state and seizing a large part of its territory--everyone slaps one another on the back and gets on with business.

If a peace deal leads to the end of international sanctions on Russia, that country will be able to rebuild its military in the coming years and try to take the rest of Ukraine when it feels it is ready. Conquering Ukraine has always been Putin's plan. Now the United States is setting him up to try again.

Thomas Wright: Why Trump's Ukraine peace efforts keep failing

Ukraine's fate is not yet sealed, and many obstacles could prevent this deal from being implemented. The unstable government that Trump oversees could veer off course (as it has repeatedly in the worldwide tariff fight). Also, even if Trump demands that Ukraine and the rest of Europe accept his plan, they are hardly guaranteed to do so. Trump will be asking Europeans to take part in their own potential destruction, to tear down many of the principles, such as respect for the rule of law and internationally recognized borders, upon which post-1945 Europe was built.

No matter what, though, Trump's plan represents a clarifying moment. The deal almost certainly delivers what he has always wanted. He wants to work with Putin, even if that means devastating Ukraine, and now he no longer cares who knows it.
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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




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

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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Welcome to the Slopverse

Generative AI isn't hallucinatory. It is multiversal.

by Ian Bogost

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Bill Lowery, a sales executive, is confused when a workmate asks where he should take a date out for dinosaur. "You're planning to take this girl out for dinosaur?" Lowery asks. "That's right," the colleague responds, totally nonchalant. Lowery presses him, agitated: "Wait a minute. You're saying dinosaur? What is this, some sort of new-wave expression or something--saying dinosaur instead of lunch?" When Lowery returns home later in the day, his wife reports on their sick son while buttering a slice of bread. "He's so pale and awfully congested--and he didn't touch his dinosaur when I took it in to him." The salesman loses it.



This is the premise of "Wordplay," an episode of the 1980s reboot of The Twilight Zone. As time progresses, people around Lowery begin speaking in an even more jumbled manner, using familiar words in unfamiliar ways. Eventually, Lowery resigns himself to relearning English from his son's ABC book. The last scene shows him running his hands over an illustration of a dog, underneath which is printed the word Wednesday.



"Wordplay" offers a lesson on the nature of error: Small and inconspicuous changes to the norm can be more disorienting and dangerous than larger, wholesale ones. For that reason, the episode also has something to teach about truth and falsehood in ChatGPT and other such generative-AI products. By now everyone knows that large language models--or LLMs, the systems underlying chatbots--tend to invent things. They make up legal cases and recommend nonexistent software. People call these "hallucinations," and that seems at first blush like a sensible metaphor: The chatbot appears to be delusional, confidently asserting the unreal as real.



But this is the wrong idea. Hallucination implies that a mistake is being made under a false belief. But an LLM doesn't believe the "false" information it presents to be true. It doesn't "believe" anything at all. Instead, an LLM predicts the next word in a sentence based on patterns that it has learned from consuming extremely large quantities of text. An LLM does not think, nor does it know. It interprets a new pattern based on its interpretation of a previous one. A chatbot is only ever chaining together credible guesses.

Read: The AI mirage

In "Wordplay," Lowery is driven mad not because he is being lied to--his colleague and wife really do think the word for lunch is dinosaur, just like a chatbot will sometimes assert that glue belongs on pizza. Lowery is driven mad because the world he inhabits is suddenly just a bit off, deeply familiar but jolted from time to time with nonsense that everyone else perceives as normal. Old words are fabricated with new meanings.



AI does invent things, but not in the sense of hallucinating, of seeing something that isn't there. Fabrication can mean "lying," or it can mean "construction." An LLM does the latter. It makes new prose from the statistical raw materials of old prose. The invented legal case and the made-up software are not actual things in the real universe but credible--even plausible--entities in an alternate universe. They are, in another word, fictional.



Chatbots are convincing because the fictional worlds they present are highly plausible. And they are plausible because the predictive work that an LLM does is extremely effective. This is true when chatbots make outright errors, and it's also true when they respond to imaginative prompts. This distinctive machinery demands a better metaphor: It is not hallucinatory but multiversal. When generative AI presents fabricated information, it opens a path to another reality for the user; it multiverses rather than hallucinates. The fictions that result, many so small and meaningless, can be accepted without much trouble.



The multiverse trope--which presents the idea of branching, alternate versions of reality--was once relegated to theoretical physics, esoteric science fiction, and fringe pop culture. But it became widespread in mass-market media. Multiverses are everywhere in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. Rick and Morty has one, as do Everything Everywhere All at Once and Dark Matter. The alternate universes depicted in fiction set the expectation that multiverses are spectacular, involving wormholes and portals into literal, physical parallel worlds. It seems we got stupid chatbots instead, though the basic idea is the same. The nonexistent legal case that AI suggests could exist in a very similar universe parallel to our own. So could the fictional software.



The multiversal nature of LLM-generated text is easy to see when you use chatbots to do conceptual blending, the novel fusion of disparate topics. I can ask ChatGPT to produce a Charles Bukowski poem about Labubu and it gives me lines like, "The clerk said, they call it art toy, / like that explained anything. / Thirty bucks for a goblin that grins / like it knows the world's already over." Even as I know with certainty that Buk never wrote such a poem, the result is plausible; I can imagine a possible world in which the poet and the goblin toy coexisted, and this material resulted from their encounter. But running such a gut check against every single sentence or reference an LLM offers would be overwhelming--especially given that increasing efficiency is a major reason to use an LLM. Chatbots flood the zone with possible worlds--"slopworlds," we might call them, together composing a slopverse.

Read: AI's real hallucination problem

The slopverse worsens the better the LLMs become. Think about it in terms of multiversal fiction: The most terrifying or uncanny alternate universes are the ones that appear extremely similar to the known world, with small changes. In "Wordplay," language is far more threatening to Bill Lowery because familiar words have shifted meanings, rather than English having been replaced by a totally different language. In Dark Matter, a parallel-universe version of Chicago as a desolate wasteland is more obviously counterfactual--and thus less uncanny--than a parallel universe in which the main character's wife had not given up her career as an artist to have children. Parallel universes that wildly diverge from accepted reality are easily processed as absurd or fantastical--like the universe in Everything Everywhere All at Once where people have fingers made of hot dogs--and familiar ones convey subtler lessons of contingency, possibility, and regret.



Near universes such as the one Lowery occupies in The Twilight Zone can create empathy and unease, the uncanny truth that life could be almost the same yet profoundly different. But the trick works only because the audience knows that those worlds are counterfactual (and they know because the stories tell them directly). Not so for AI chatbots, which leave the matter a puzzle. Worse, LLMs are functional rather than narrative multiverses--they produce ideas, symbols, and solutions that are actually put to use.



The internet already acclimated users to this state of affairs, even before LLMs came on the scene. When one searches for something on Google, the resulting websites are not necessarily the best or most accurate but the most popular (along with some that have paid to be promoted by the search engine). Their information might be correct, but it need not be in order to rise to the top. Searching for goods on Amazon or other online retailers yields results of a kind, but not necessarily the right ones. Likewise, social-media sites such as Facebook, X, and TikTok surface content that might be engaging but isn't necessarily correct in every, or any, way.



People were misled by media long before the internet, of course, but they have been even more since it arrived. For two decades now, almost everything people see online has been potentially incorrect, untrustworthy, or otherwise decoupled from reality. Every internet user has had to run a hand-rolled, probabilistic analysis of everything they've seen online, testing its plausibility for risks of deception or flimflam. The slopverse simply expands that situation--and massively, down to every utterance.



Faced with the problems a slopverse poses, AI proponents would likely make the same argument they do about hallucinations: that eventually, the data, training processes, and architecture will improve, increasing accuracy and reducing multiversal schism. Maybe so.



But another worse and perhaps more likely possibility exists: that no matter how much the technology improves, it will do so only asymptotically, making the many multiverses every chat interaction spawns more and more difficult to distinguish from the real world. The worst nightmares in multiversal fiction arrive when an alternate reality is exactly the same save for one thing, which might not matter, or which might change everything entirely.
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Chatbots Are Becoming Really, Really Good Criminals

Cybersecurity was already a nightmare. Now comes AI.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 25 Nov 2025




Earlier this fall, a team of security experts at the AI company Anthropic uncovered an elaborate cyber-espionage scheme. Hackers--strongly suspected by Anthropic to be working on behalf of the Chinese government--targeted government agencies and large corporations around the world. And it appears that they used Anthropic's own AI product, Claude Code, to do most of the work.



Anthropic published its report on the incident earlier this month. Jacob Klein, Anthropic's head of threat intelligence, explained to me that the hackers took advantage of Claude's "agentic" abilities--which enable the program to take an extended series of actions rather than focusing on one basic task. They were able to equip the bot with a number of external tools, such as password crackers, allowing Claude to analyze potential security vulnerabilities, write malicious code, harvest passwords, and exfiltrate data.



Once Claude had its instructions, it was left to work on its own for hours; when its tasks were concluded, the human hackers then spent as little as a couple of minutes reviewing its work and triggering the next steps. The operation appeared professional and standardized, like any other business: The group was active only during the Chinese workday, Klein said, took a lunch break "like clockwork," and appeared to go on vacation during a major Chinese holiday. Anthropic has said that although the firm ultimately shut down the operation, at least a handful of the attacks succeeded in stealing sensitive information. Klein said he could not provide further details, but that targets aligned with "strategic objectives of the Chinese government." (A spokesperson for the Chinese embassy in Washington told The Wall Street Journal that its government "firmly opposes and cracks down on all forms of cyberattacks" and called such allegations by the United States "smear and slander.")

Read: The criminal enterprise behind that fake toll text

We may now be in the "golden age for criminals with AI," as Shawn Loveland, the chief operating officer at the cybersecurity firm Resecurity, put it to me. The recent hacking operation using Claude is just one of many examples: State-sponsored hacking groups and criminal syndicates are using generative-AI models for all manner of cyberattacks.



Anthropic, OpenAI, and other generative-AI companies proudly advertise AI's ability to write code. But a boon for reputable businesses and software engineers is also one for cybercriminals. "Malware developers are developers," Giovanni Vigna, the director of the NSF AI Institute for Agent-Based Cyber Threat Intelligence and Operation, told me--of course they're going to take advantage of AI, just like everyone else. A student can use a chatbot to blast through their history homework, and a hacker can use it to speed through tasks that might otherwise take hours or days: writing phishing emails, debugging ransomware, identifying vulnerabilities in public codebases. Respected tech firms try to put safeguards in place to prevent their bots from being used to create malicious code, but they can be tricked; a user can pose as a participant in a cybersecurity competition, as experts at Google recently reported, which may lead the AI to comply with their requests.



OpenAI, Google, and Anthropic have uncovered Russian, Iranian, and Chinese hacker groups, among others, using their AI models to accelerate and scale their operations. A criminal enterprise or intelligence agency might typically have dozens or hundreds of skilled human hackers on their payroll, Vigna said. Now "suppose with the push of a button you can have a million of them--this is the power of AI." AI models may not work at the level of a human developer, but their threat is already evident: A recent experiment by a team at UC Berkeley used AI agents to identify 35 new security holes in a group of public codebases. In other words, bots are able to find vulnerabilities that people miss.



Generative AI may be pushing us toward something like a worst-case scenario for basic cybersecurity. People are beginning to develop malware that can use large language models to write custom code for each hacking attempt, rather than using the same program for every machine or database targeted--a process that makes attacks much harder to detect, and one that security experts have been worried about "for 20-plus years," Billy Leonard, an engineer in Google's threat-analysis group, told me. Meanwhile, a digital black market for AI hacking tools is making even the most advanced techniques more and more accessible; less skilled hackers are able to launch much more effective attacks now than they would have been able to just a few years ago. The bots are making intrusions faster as well, perhaps so much so that by the time defense mechanisms kick in, "your attacker could be deep in your network," Brian Singer, a cybersecurity expert at Carnegie Mellon University, told me.



And it's not just that AI tools are powerful. In fact, another problem is that AI is actually ... kind of dumb. Businesses have rushed to deploy buzzy chatbots and AI agents, but these programs are themselves vulnerable to all sorts of clever and devastating attacks. "Nobody is really doing adequate threat modeling," Loveland said--a company that rushes to put, say, customer-service bots in front of users may be opening up a new way for hackers to push malicious code and access users' data or security credentials. On top of that, more and more software engineers (and hobbyists) are using AI to generate code, without taking the time (or even knowing how) to do basic security checks, which is introducing "a lot of new security vulnerabilities," Dawn Song, a cybersecurity expert at Berkeley, told me.

Read: Here's how the AI crash happens

IT professionals are also trying to leverage the technology for cybersecurity. Just as you might have 1 million virtual hackers, Vigna said, a company could create "millions of virtual security analysts" to look at your code--which he said could have disproportionate benefits to typically under-resourced IT experts. Instead of finding vulnerabilities to exploit, an AI model can find vulnerabilities to patch. Several cybersecurity experts told me the technology could be a boon for network defense in the long run. AI tools can offer the ability to audit large digital infrastructures, all the time, and at unprecedented speeds, Adam Meyers, the head of counter-adversary operations at the cybersecurity firm CrowdStrike, told me.



An all-out AI hacking arms race is afoot, and nobody can definitively say who will come out ahead. In the short term, the AI boom may well give cybercriminals the upper hand. Even before ChatGPT, attackers had an edge: Hackers have to discover only one vulnerability to succeed, while defenders have to miss only one to fail; hackers will rapidly try new methods, while businesses have to be slow and cautious. The better attackers get at using AI models, and the better the technology itself becomes, the harder intrusions will be to guard against. Then again, AI products that uncover new security flaws could also help patch those bugs. (And then those AI tools could be used by hackers to find security flaws in those patches. And so on.)



But no matter how fast an AI security tool can find a vulnerability, large companies and government agencies are far more risk-averse than hackers, Song said, because the smallest error could bring down an entire codebase or business--meaning, she said, that even if AI can quickly find bugs, defenders may remain slower to patch them. "Honestly, the last five to 10 years, cyberattacks have evolved, but the techniques to do these hacks have been somewhat consistent," Singer said. "Now there's kind of this paradigm shift," and nobody can fully predict the fallout.
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Elon Musk's Worthless, Poisoned Hall of Mirrors

How X blew up its own platform with a new location feature

by Charlie Warzel

Mon, 24 Nov 2025




Over the weekend, Elon Musk's X rolled out a feature that had the immediate result of sowing maximum chaos. The update, called "About This Account," allows people to click on the profile of an X user and see such information as: which country the account was created in, where its user is currently based, and how many times the username has been changed. Nikita Bier, X's head of product, said the feature was "an important first step to securing the integrity of the global town square." Roughly four hours later, with the update in the wild, Bier sent another post: "I need a drink."



Almost immediately, "About This Account" stated that many prominent and prolific pro-MAGA accounts, which signaled that they were run by "patriotic" Americans, were based in countries such as Nigeria, Russia, India, and Thailand. @MAGANationX, an account with almost 400,000 followers and whose bio says it is a "Patriot Voice for We The People," is based in "Eastern Europe (Non-EU)," according to the feature, and has changed its username five times since the account was made, last year. On X and Bluesky, users dredged up countless examples of fake or misleading rage-baiting accounts posting aggressive culture-war takes to large audiences. An account called "Maga Nadine" claims to be living in and posting from the United States but is, according to X, based in Morocco. An "America First" account with 67,000 followers is apparently based in Bangladesh. Poetically, the X handle @American is based in Pakistan, according to the feature.



At first glance, these revelations appear to confirm what researchers and close observers have long known: that foreign actors (whether bots or humans) are posing as Americans and piping political-engagement bait, mis- and disinformation, and spam into people's timeline. (X and Musk did not respond to my requests for comment.)



X's decision to show where accounts are based is, theoretically, a positive step in the direction of transparency for the platform, which has let troll and spam accounts proliferate since Musk's purchase, in late 2022. And yet the scale of the deception--as revealed by the "About" feature--suggests that in his haste to turn X into a political weapon for the far right, Musk may have revealed that the platform he's long called "the number 1 source of news on Earth" is really just a worthless, poisoned hall of mirrors.

Read: Elon Musk is trying to rewrite history

If only it were that simple. Adding to the confusion of the feature's rollout are multiple claims from users that the "About" function has incorrectly labeled some accounts. The X account of Hank Green, a popular YouTuber, says his account is based in Japan; Green told me Sunday that he'd never been to Japan. Bier posted on X that there were "a few rough edges that will be resolved by Tuesday," referring to potentially incorrect account information. (On some accounts, a note is appended pointing out that the user may be operating X through a proxy connection, such as a VPN, which would produce misleading information.) For now, the notion that there might be false labels could give any bad actor the ability to claim they've been mislabeled.



This is the final post-truthification of a platform that long ago pivoted toward a maxim used by the journalist Peter Pomerantsev to refer to post-Soviet Russia: Nothing is true and everything is possible. This is how you get people apparently faking that the Department of Homeland Security's account was created in Israel (a claim that has 2 million views and counting); both DHS and Bier had to intervene and assure users that the government's account was not a foreign actor. High-profile right-wing accounts that previously served as yes-men for Musk--such as Ian Miles Cheong, a Malaysian who purportedly lives in the United Arab Emirates and posts incessant, racist drivel about American politics--have melted down over the platform's decision to dox users.



Across the site, people are using the feature to try to score political points. Prominent posters have argued that the mainstream media have quoted mislabeled accounts without "minimum due diligence." This nightmare is not limited to trolls or influencers. On Sunday, the Israel Foreign Ministry posted a screenshot of an account that purported to be reporting news from Gaza, next to a screenshot saying it was based in Poland. "Reporting from Gaza is fake & not reliable. Makes you wonder how many more fake reports have you read?" In response, the person in question posted a video on X on Sunday evening insisting he was in Gaza, living in a tent after military strikes killed his wife and three children. "I've been living in Gaza, I am living now in Gaza, and I will continue living in Gaza until I die."



Watching all of this unfold has been dizzying. On Sunday, I encountered a post claiming that, according to the "About" feature, a popular and verified Islamophobic, pro-Israel account (that posts aggressively about American politics, including calling for Zohran Mamdani's deportation) was based in "South Asia" and had changed its username 15 times. When I went to X to verify, I noticed that this same account had spent Saturday posting screenshots of other political accounts, accusing them of being fake "Pakistani Garbage." This is X in 2025: Potentially fake accounts crying at other potentially fake accounts that they aren't real, all while refusing to acknowledge that they themselves aren't who they say they are--a Russian nesting doll of bullshit.



There are a few ways to interpret all of this. First is that this is a story about incentives. Platforms not only goad users into posting more and more extreme and provocative content by rewarding them with attention; they also help people monetize that attention. Just before the 2016 election, BuzzFeed's Craig Silverman and Lawrence Alexander uncovered a network of Macedonian teens who recognized that America's deep political divisions were a lucrative vein to exploit and pumped out bogus news articles that were designed to go viral on Facebook, which they then put advertisements on. Today it's likely that at least some of these bogus MAGA accounts make pennies on the dollar via X's Creator program, which rewards engaging accounts with a cut of advertising revenue; many of them have the telltale blue check mark.



As Bellingcat's Eliot Higgins noted on Bluesky, X's architecture turns what should be an information ecosystem into a performative one. "Actors aren't communicating; they're staging provocations for yield," he wrote. "The result is disordered discourse: signals detached from truth, identity shaped by escalation, and a feedback loop where the performance eclipses reality itself." Beyond the attentional and financial rewards, platforms such as X have gutted their trust-and-safety or moderation teams in service of a bastardized notion of free-speech maximalism--creating the conditions for this informational nightmare.



The second lesson here is that X appears to be inflating the culture wars in ultimately unknowable but certainly important ways. On X this weekend, I watched one (seemingly real) person coming to terms with this fact. "Fascinating to look through every account I've disagreed with and find out they're all fake," they posted on Saturday. To be certain, X is not the main cause for American political division or arguing online, but it is arguably one of its greatest amplifiers. X is still a place where many journalists and editors in newsrooms across America share and consume political news. Political influencers, media personalities, and even politicians will take posts from supposed ordinary accounts and hold them up as examples of their ideological opponents' dysfunction, corruption, or depravity.



How many of these accounts, arguments, or news cycles were a product of empty rage bait, proffered by foreign or just fake actors? Recent examples suggest the system is easily gamed: 32 to 37 percent of the online activity around Cracker Barrel's controversial logo change this summer was driven by fake accounts, according to consultants hired by the restaurant chain. It's impossible to know the extent of this manufactured outrage, but it doesn't necessarily matter--the presence of so much fakery makes it possible to cast aspersions on any piece of information, any actor, or any conversation to the point that the truth is effectively meaningless.



Read: The internet is worse than a brainwashing machine



It's worth stepping back to see this for what it is: the complete perversion of the actual premise of not just social media but the internet. Although this crisis centers on X, most major social-media networks have fallen victim to variants of this problem. Fakery and manipulation are inevitable for platforms at this scale. Even when Twitter and Facebook were more committed to battling outside influence or enforcing platform rules, they were playing whack-a-mole. The idealism that these companies were founded with--Mark Zuckerberg wanted to connect the world, and Musk has said he wants to maximize free speech (Twitter's original founders used similar language)--has decayed as they steered their products toward maximizing profits and playing politics. The self-proclaimed techno-utopians in Silicon Valley who have helped build, invest in, or cheerlead for these companies have enabled this ruin. They've traded reality for profit and prioritized technologies that aren't just soulless and amoral, but inhuman in the most literal sense of the word.



A rational response to all of this would be for people to log off. Indeed, that now seems like the least likely, but most optimistic, conclusion--that a group of people who realize they're being goaded into participation in an algorithmic fun house decide to opt out of a psychologically painful discourse trap altogether. We should all be so lucky.
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Elon Musk Is Trying to Rewrite History

Why did Grok say he's better than Jesus?

by Charlie Warzel, Matteo Wong

Fri, 21 Nov 2025




We cannot say for sure if Elon Musk dialed up the flattery quotient on his chatbot, Grok, after the author Joyce Carol Oates publicly humiliated him this month. What we can say is that, yesterday, Grok did assert, in response to a question from an X user, that "Musk edges out" Jesus Christ, son of God, as a role model for society; the bot cited Musk's "relentless innovation, risk-taking, and a commitment to preserving our species through space exploration and AI safeguards."



Musk triumphed in many such hypotheticals. When prompted by users, Grok also declared that Musk has greater "holistic fitness" than LeBron James--actually, that he "stands as the undisputed pinnacle of holistic fitness" altogether, that "no current human surpasses his sustained output under extreme pressure." One user asked if Musk would be better than Jeffrey Epstein at running a private island, and Grok explained that "if Elon Musk ever tried to play that exact game at 100% effort (which he never would), Epstein's operation would look like a mom-and-pop corner store next to Amazon." It then provided the user with a side-by-side comparison of how Musk would improve on Epstein's private-island sex-trafficking scheme while avoiding arrest. Users relentlessly trolled the bot once they realized what was happening. Who is a better porn star? Who would be the world's greatest "poop eater"? Who could conquer Europe better, Musk or Hitler? The answer to all of these questions is Elon, according to Grok (which exists as both a stand-alone service and an interactive account on X).



Musk did not respond to our requests for comment about the chatbot's behavior, though he eventually claimed that the bot "was unfortunately manipulated by adversarial prompting into saying absurdly positive things about me," alleging, in effect, that Grok was being tricked into producing such answers. (Always a class act, he added, "For the record, I am a fat retard ?.") Grok's posts were then scrubbed from X, but they live on in screenshots.



Grok has run into many embarrassing problems this year--most famously, when it temporarily self-identified as "MechaHitler"--though xAI, the bot's maker, appears to be particularly sensitive about the idea that Grok is a facile yes-man. For a brief period over the summer, in response to some queries, the bot's instructions led it to search for and parrot Musk's viewpoints, such as his support for Germany's far-right AfD (Alternative for Germany) party. In July, xAI publicly said that it had fixed the issue, but earlier this week, in the instructions outlining the expected behaviors for its new model, Grok 4.1, xAI suggested that the problem persists. "Grok assumes by default that its preferences are defined by its creators' public remarks, but this is not the desired policy for a truth-seeking AI," the instructions said. The firm claimed to have instituted a temporary work-around and that "a fix to the underlying model is in the works. Thank you for your attention to this matter!" Whether this has anything to do with Grok's behavior yesterday is unclear.



That reference to "truth-seeking AI" is meaningful. Musk and xAI have marketed Grok as "maximally truth-seeking" and hope for it to be "politically neutral," if also "anti-woke." With these qualities in mind, the AI serves as the backbone for Grokipedia, a Wikipedia competitor that Musk launched last month, and which he has said he wants to distribute "throughout the solar system to preserve knowledge for future civilizations should ours perish or subside into barbarism." But Grok has exhibited persistent and bizarre biases. The chatbot called for a second Holocaust, and Grokipedia entries cite a prominent neo-Nazi website numerous times.



Grok's fawning over Musk's physique--describing, for instance, his "high-output lifestyle without visible excess bulk"--feels silly by comparison, though all of these issues raise the same questions. Either Grok has been trained and directed to side with Musk in more ways than are being publicized, or xAI has little control over its model. Either way, Grok appears to be in a sense maximized for user engagement--but with an audience of one.



What's undeniable is that we're all living in a world where the whims and desires of wealthy and powerful men create uncertain, unstable conditions for everyone else. Although no other major chatbot has gone ballistic in the same ways as Grok, any one of them could be subtly tweaked to promote a given viewpoint over another, or to quietly manipulate users toward whatever purpose. Likewise, any major creator of AI models unwittingly instills biases in its chatbots that are then difficult to expunge. Every user of mainstream AI or social media is subject to a calculus that they have no control over.



Some of the people in power have an axe to grind. The late-2010s "techlash," alongside the organization of labor in Silicon Valley during the pandemic and George Floyd protests--during which many workers demanded that companies emphasize diversity, equity, and inclusion--are often described as having led some tech CEOs and influential venture capitalists to take a reactionary turn. There are, indeed, a number of explicitly reactionary chatbots, such as Gab AI, which is marketed by the far-right social-media platform Gab Social as "the world's only right-wing Christian AI model."


 The Grok flattery is embarrassing for Musk. His users are exposing the flaws in his own software, and in this case, those flaws seem to illustrate that the world's richest man has a desperate craving for respect and status. It is deeply cathartic to watch as Musk's chatbot suggests that he should have been picked over Peyton Manning in the 1998 NFL draft--it may even be good for society writ large that average people can subject the man who is likely to become the world's first trillionaire to a kind of ritual public humiliation.



But the fact remains that Grok's latest bug, not unlike the flaws in Grokipedia, is really a demonstration of power over public information systems. Musk wields that power recklessly and brazenly, bending his platforms and tools to his own ends. Just yesterday, a user on X asked Musk, "Why is my feed suddenly flooded with lefty lawmakers spouting nonsense?" Musk replied that it was because X was "failing very badly with the recommendations algorithm." Let us not forget the political project here. If successful, Grok and Grokipedia will work in tandem to write and rewrite both real-time and historical information, apparently according to their creator's beliefs. Yesterday, Musk appeared to break his toy. It's fixed now, but a bigger machine is still being built.
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Trump Under Pressure

Panelists joined to discuss events of the past month--and what they could mean for the president's influence over Republicans.

by The Editors

Sat, 22 Nov 2025




Earlier this week Donald Trump told a journalist "Quiet, piggy," and later lashed out at another reporter in the Oval Office. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss what could be behind the president's comments, and more.

November has been "a really tough month for Trump," Toluse Olorunnipa, a staff writer at The Atlantic, said last night. A year ago, Trump was "at the peak of his political power," and his first 10 months in office "were pretty much signs that there was very little that" could be done to stop him. But then, Olorunnipa noted, "we had the elections in the first part of this month."

Following major victories for Democrats in New York, New Jersey, and Virginia, Trump is beginning to realize "that he's going to be a lame duck very soon," Olorunnipa argued--and "people within his own party are starting to look past him."

Meanwhile, Trump has signed legislation ordering the release of the government's Jeffrey Epstein investigation files. "My sense is that he's rattled," Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent at ABC News, said last night. "Republicans who have been entirely supplicant to him" are "suddenly standing up and going in a different direction."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent for The New York Times; Karl, the chief Washington correspondent at ABC News; and Olorunnipa, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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A War on Facts About Thanksgiving Dinner

We don't need to do this every year.

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




There's a fairy tale about Thanksgiving that gets refuted every fall. Does eating turkey really make you fall asleep? When science writers check in with the experts, they always get the same response: No, no, no, and no. Also no and no.

These holiday debunkers tell you what the science says: Turkey meat is not a sedative. They tell you what the studies show: Drumsticks don't produce fatigue. And then they take another step, however ill-advised: They lay out different reasons Thanksgiving dinner might be sleep inducing. Even as these stories bust the turkey-coma myth, they end up replacing it with other fables.

The trouble began nearly half a century ago. It started with warm milk--a sleep aid that was the subject of its own lightly flavored brand of science journalism. Was it true that a mug of milk could help you go to sleep? Yes, the experts said, because milk has tryptophan! This one amino acid worked something like a natural "sleeping pill," a psychiatry professor told The New York Times in 1983. "Once again," the Times said, "an old wives' tale, the one about warm milk before bedtime, has received scientific support."

Indeed, a tryptophanic fever was about to spread across America. By the end of the decade, tryptophan was being widely sold in supplements as a treatment for insomnia; an aid for beating jet leg; and also a fix for depression, PMS, and drug dependence. (Tryptophan was even talked about as a suicide preventive.) To explain its wondrous potency, scientists noted that when tryptophan made its way into the brain, it could be converted into the neurotransmitter serotonin. According to the thinking of the time, serotonin was the molecule of relaxation and well-being. Early studies seemed to show that it led to sleep.

Turkey, too, contains some tryptophan. Thus the sleepy-turkey myth was born. But even from the start, experts knew the theory had some complications. In the first place--as every Thanksgiving-myth-debunking article notes--turkey doesn't have a lot of tryptophan. In fact, almost every other kind of meat has more. One serving of turkey breast contains 244 milligrams of tryptophan; one serving of clams contains 243. You'll get less tryptophan from turkey, ounce for ounce, than you will from octopus or cheddar cheese. And in the second place, even taking high-dose tryptophan supplements doesn't seem to do so much for sleep. (In 2017, the American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommended against the use of tryptophan as a treatment for insomnia on account of its "absence of demonstrated efficacy.")

If only that could be the end of it. The early experts on the topic had laid out some other dietary theories of ensleepification. Tryptophan was soporific, the MIT neuroendocrinologist Richard Wurtman and his colleagues said, but its effects were limited by the degree to which it crossed the blood-brain barrier. Other nutrients from foods could get in its way. But Wurtman, who died in 2022, found that when you ingest a bunch of carbohydrates, the resulting spike of insulin can shunt away the amino acids that normally compete with tryptophan. As he saw it, carbs have a "sedating effect" in the human diet, by helping tryptophan to make its way from the gut into the brain. If it seemed as though a mug of warm, protein-rich milk was helping people get to sleep, that's because they must also have been eating cake.

Wurtman was already floating this idea--let's call it the sleepy-carbs hypothesis--in the early 1980s, and it has been repeated in the press ever since. Almost all articles about the turkey-coma myth now point at carbohydrate-heavy side dishes, the sweet potatoes and the pie, and claim that these Thanksgiving foods, not the turkey, really knock you out.

This merely swaps one highly suspect notion for another. Studies find that meals with lots of carbohydrates don't really make you sleepy. (They may have some small effects on how you sleep, such as an increase in the time you spend in REM, the dreaming phase.) More to the point, the old idea that serotonin is a simple, sleep-promoting signal in the brain is fully out of fashion; later research found that serotonin may also be a potent source of wakefulness, and that its function in the sleep-wake cycle is both complicated and diverse.

Nutritionists may now be more inclined to look at melatonin, a hormone that is synthesized (like serotonin) from dietary tryptophan. One line of research looks at whether sour cherries or beefsteak tomatoes might be useful as a sleep aid, because these foods are known to be rich in naturally occurring melatonin. When taken as a supplement, melatonin seems to have a small effect on sleep onset and sleep quality; when taken as a tomato, it may also have some benefits. That said, the American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommends against the use of melatonin as a treatment for insomnia for a similar reason that it recommends against tryptophan: insufficient evidence of clinically meaningful results.

In short, all the science here is pretty weak. Yet the turkey-myth debunkers pile on the speculations. The sleepy-carbs hypothesis is just the start. What accounts for post-Thanksgiving lethargy? Many experts blame the fact that we're consuming so much food, and overeating makes you tired on its own. (Some even cite the old-fashioned and unlikely notion that heavy digestion deprives your brain of oxygen.) But the evidence that people are more inclined to fall asleep, for any reason, after pigging out--that they experience what's known among the cognoscenti as "postprandial somnolence"--is equivocal, at best.

This is science--and this is science journalism--of the sort that only makes you dumber the more of it you read. Here are some other reasons you might feel tired after eating dinner on Thanksgiving: You have consumed some alcoholic beverages; you have traveled a long distance; you have gotten trapped in some exhausting conversation with your cousin's wife. Also maybe this: Dinner time is over, and the sky is dark, and a lot of time has passed since the last time you were sleeping.

And allow me to lay out one final possibility: What if Thanksgiving dinner doesn't even make you sleepy in the first place? Could the very basis for the turkey-coma myth, and for all of its debunkings, be a sham? I could find no data to suggest that the Thanksgiving-meal effect is real. "Nobody's tested this," Faris Zuraikat, a nutrition and sleep scientist at Columbia University, told me when I called him for this story. So here we are today, dressing up a folk belief about the holiday with pseudoscientific rationales. It's a pointless and exhausting project. We should be thankful if it ends.
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Why Is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. So Convinced He's Right?

How an outsider, once ignored by the public-health establishment, became the most powerful man in science

by Michael Scherer

Mon, 24 Nov 2025




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

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. somehow knew, even as a little boy, that fate can lead a person to terrible places. "I always had the feeling that we were all involved in some great crusade," Kennedy once wrote, "that the world was a battleground for good and evil, and that our lives would be consumed in that conflict." He was 9 years old when his uncle was assassinated and 14 when his father suffered the same fate. I happened to be sitting next to him this fall when he learned that his friend Charlie Kirk had been shot. We were on an Air National Guard C-40C Clipper en route from Chicago to Washington, D.C., and one of Kennedy's advisers, her eyes filling with tears, whispered the news in his ear. "Oh my God," he said.

National Guard stewards handed out reheated chicken quesadillas, which Kennedy declined in favor of the quart of plain, organic, grass-fed yogurt his body man had secured for him. A few weeks earlier, a man who believed that he'd been poisoned by a COVID vaccine had fired nearly 200 bullets at the CDC's campus in Atlanta, hitting six buildings and killing a police officer. Kennedy, who as secretary of Health and Human Services oversees the CDC, had just told me that his security team recently circulated a memo warning him of threats to his own life. "It said the resentments against me had elevated 'above the threshold of lethality,' " he said. Kennedy greeted the threat assessment with remarkable equanimity. He put down his spoon in order to finish his yogurt in gulps directly from the container.

In an atmosphere of rising distrust of U.S. institutions, where even once-untouchable bastions of expertise such as the scientific establishment had been badly weakened by the coronavirus pandemic, Kennedy had emerged as a Rorschach test--truth-telling crusader, or brain-wormed loon?--for how Americans understood the populist furies riling the country. I'd told him that I wanted to understand his journey from liberal Democrat and environmental activist to MAGA insider and Kennedy-family heretic, on the theory that by examining his odyssey, I might better understand what separates us and help narrow the political divide. He was sympathetic but skeptical. "Yeah, if you pull that off ...," he said, trailing off with a laugh.

Kennedy himself has done much to fuel the rising distrust. He views some of the world's most celebrated scientific and political leaders as charlatans. He calls some of the experts who work under him at HHS "biostitutes," because he considers their integrity for sale to the industries they regulate. He rejects much of the scientific consensus regarding vaccines, arguing that they have likely seeded the growing epidemic of chronic illnesses. During a Senate Finance Committee hearing just days before our flight from Chicago, Kennedy had called one U.S. senator a liar and another ridiculous. A bipartisan majority of the panel, including two Republican doctors, voiced concerns that vaccine policies he supported threatened the lives of American children. Kennedy argues that journalists like me are complicit, along with the public-health establishment, in hiding truth from the American people. The nation was tearing itself apart, and Kennedy had positioned himself at the seams.

"The whole medical establishment has huge stakes and equities that I'm now threatening," he told me. "And I'm shocked President Trump lets me do it."

A year earlier, Kirk, the founder of the conservative youth group Turning Point USA, had hosted an event with Kennedy the same day the candidate ended his quixotic presidential campaign and endorsed Donald Trump. JFK and RFK Sr. "are looking down right now and they are very, very proud," Trump had said on the occasion. Now, as we flew over Ohio, no one knew if Kirk would live. At the front of the plane, aides to Attorney General Pam Bondi, who was also on board, were using the in-flight Wi-Fi to stream the gruesome videos of the shooting on social media. Kennedy's adviser came back with a draft post for the secretary's X account: "Praying for you, Charlie."

"Say 'We love you, Charlie.' " Kennedy instructed.

Three days later, Kennedy had just returned from a Saturday-morning 12-step meeting for addiction near his new house in Georgetown--a neighborhood that the extended Kennedy clan had long called home but that he now described as a "liberal enclave"--when he texted me saying that he wanted to continue our conversation about the country's social breakdown.

A majority of the people in his recovery meeting "were probably horrified the first time I walked in, because, you know, they read The New York Times and they watch CNN, and so I'm kind of like a monster to them," he said. "Over time, I became very welcome."

This gave him hope that, outside the rooms of recovery, we could shrink our divisions. Parts of society, he said, are supposed to function independent of politics. Science is one of them. "The entire purpose of science is to search for existential truths," he said. "It's not subjective. It should be objective. I believe science is a place where you can find unity if you can get a conversation going."

The problem is that the conversation had long since broken down. In 1900, the top three causes of death in the United States were pneumonia, tuberculosis, and diarrheal diseases, which collectively killed nearly 1 percent of the country every year. A staggering 30 percent of all deaths occurred in children younger than 5. By the end of the century, vaccinations, antibiotics, clean water, improved sewage treatment, and pest control had drastically reduced the lethality of infectious diseases. Today, young children account for less than 1 percent of U.S. deaths. Life expectancy has been extended by nearly 30 years. This is a monumental accomplishment, attributable to the efforts of scientists and lawmakers who tested hypotheses, built consensus to pass policies, and then corrected that consensus when new evidence arose.

But since about 2010, the long, steady increase in life expectancy has flatlined. Chronic illnesses such as heart disease, cancer, stroke, and lung disease now top our mortality tables--affecting some 130 million Americans and accounting for 90 percent of our $4.9 trillion annual health-care expenditure. We are the world's least healthy high-income nation, bombarded with prescription-drug ads and buffeted by a wellness industry of alternative fixes. A September poll by Navigator, a Democratic public-opinion firm, found that seven in 10 Americans are convinced that the health system "is designed so drug and insurance companies make more money when Americans are sick."

Kennedy aims to channel the frustrations of that majority to remake public health. He arrived at this goal by way of his decades as a trial lawyer focused on contamination of the nation's water by polluting corporations. In the latter part of his career, he has come to perceive a comparable contamination of American health by pharmaceutical and food companies. A central premise of Kennedy's leadership at HHS is that modern science is infected with bias that costs lives--that the regulatory agencies have been captured by industry, that medical journals are corrupted by the need to turn a profit, that even respected organizations such as the American Academy of Pediatrics operate with a myopic groupthink that hurts kids.




For years, Kennedy was a gadfly outsider. The scientific establishment ignored him. Even now that he sits atop America's health bureaucracy, Kennedy told me, public-health authorities--whose convictions, he said, are more akin to religion than science--will not engage with him. He blamed his opponents for dodging his arguments on vaccines. "Why for 15 years have they refused to have a conversation with me? I've been asking for 15 years for somebody to come up and debate me on this," he told me. "Their reaction to that is 'Oh, don't debate him. He's too crazy. You don't want to give him a platform.' "

In 2017, Kennedy thought he'd finally gotten the audience that would allow him to make his case about vaccines. At Trump's insistence, Kennedy and some allies, including Aaron Siri, a vaccine-safety litigator, came to the National Institutes of Health with a stack of 84 studies that they said supported their claims about the unrecognized dangers of vaccines.

"We tried to engage him. We were trying to debate him," Joshua Gordon, the former director of the National Institute of Mental Health, told me. He and his colleagues attended the meeting to argue that existing studies demonstrated no connection between vaccines and conditions such as autism, and to explain why Kennedy's papers "were suspect." But, Gordon said, "Kennedy and Siri refused to engage."

Kennedy and Siri insist that it was the doctors and scientists who refused to engage, and Siri has published emails showing that Gordon eventually ended the conversation by referring them to the CDC. The meeting solidified Kennedy's conviction that he was dealing with a cult unwilling to look at evidence that challenged its worldview.

Today, a similar pattern is playing out between Kennedy and his own staff. In late August, Kennedy asked that Trump fire Kennedy's handpicked CDC director, just four weeks after she'd been confirmed by the Senate, because Kennedy was convinced that she was aligning herself with her agency's scientific staff and against him. He replaced the members of the CDC's vaccine advisory committee because he'd concluded that their COVID-era decision making had been unscientific and industry-influenced. His team uses social media to attack science reporters by name.

Even some members of Kennedy's newly adopted party are alarmed. Last February, Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, a gastroenterologist and the Republican chair of the Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee, cast the deciding vote to confirm Kennedy as HHS secretary. A liver specialist, Cassidy has treated patients with cirrhosis caused by having been born with hepatitis B, a condition that can be avoided with newborn vaccination. Though Cassidy has thus far declined to renounce his endorsement of Kennedy, he rejects the secretary's suggestion that the hepatitis vaccine might be dangerous when given to newborns.

"I've invited Bill Cassidy and others to sit down with me and go through the studies and let's figure out which ones are right," Kennedy told me. "That has to happen through real debate and conversation, and there's no real place to have that in the current political milieu."

When I conveyed Kennedy's frustrations to Cassidy, the senator said that he and the HHS secretary regularly share scientific articles and papers with each other. "I find that he often will send me the same article more than once," Cassidy told me. Yet whenever Cassidy points out "statistical flaws" in the article, he said, Kennedy says he considers those "immaterial."

I had been having a similar experience. As I reported this article, Kennedy referred me to many studies meant to convince me there are not two valid sides to this debate, that his is the only valid one. I'm not a scientist. I've admittedly been inconsistent in getting my yearly COVID and flu boosters, confused about their benefits. Now the most powerful public-health official in the U.S. was asking me, a political reporter, to referee a medical debate with life-and-death stakes.

I called Paul Offit, a pediatrician and the director of the Vaccine Education Center at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, and one of the most outspoken critics of Kennedy's vaccine views. Offit helped invent a rotavirus vaccine that has mitigated a major cause of early-childhood hospitalization around the world. Kennedy routinely attacks him as a paragon of financial conflict because the owners of the vaccine patent, including his hospital, gave him some of the proceeds from its sale. The accusation relies entirely on circumstantial evidence: Offit's early rotavirus research was funded by the National Institutes of Health, not private industry; he advocates for vaccination and sells books about the benefits of vaccines, but nothing suggests that he has ever done anything untoward in pursuit of profit. Like many of the people I spoke with for this article, Offit has faced death threats from radicals who believe his vaccine advocacy is deadly. Some have targeted his children.

Offit told me that Kennedy is a "liar" and a "terrible human being." I asked him to explain. "It doesn't matter what I say," Offit said. "He thinks the medical journals are in the pocket of the industry, he thinks that the government is in the pocket of the industry, he thinks I'm in the pocket of industry, and he's wrong." Offit continued: "If he has data showing he's right, then fucking publish it. He can't, because he doesn't have those data."

I asked Offit if he saw a way to reverse the public's rising distrust in science. "I don't think there is any way to regain that trust other than have the viruses do the education, and the bacteria do the education, and then people will realize they paid way too high a cost," he said.

From 2011 to 2024, the percentage of kindergarten students whose families asked for nonmedical exemptions to vaccine mandates doubled, to more than 3 percent, according to the CDC. Florida just announced an end to school vaccine mandates, and Idaho passed a law banning them. Cassidy's office has been monitoring rising rates of pertussis, a bacterial infection also known as whooping cough; symptomatic infection is avoidable with a vaccine. Cassidy's working hypothesis is that declining vaccination rates in red states will show up in the data. Kennedy counters that existing data are not specific enough to show whether the new infections are among the unvaccinated.

I first interviewed Kennedy for this story in June, in his office on the sixth floor of HHS headquarters, a brutalist gray block of concrete that resembles a giant air-conditioning unit. Kennedy's staff jokes that the building feels like a prison; the secretary pointed out the great view he would have of the U.S. Capitol's dome, if not for the building's deep-set windows.

Kennedy is 71, but with the help of weight lifting, artificial tanning, a careful diet, and testosterone-replacement therapy, he looks more like a comic-book character than a senior citizen, his bronzed face all chiseled angles, his eyes sky blue. He adheres to a strict uniform at work--dark, embroidered skinny ties like his father sometimes wore, with suit jackets that bulge over his bodybuilder's chest and biceps. He regularly pulls Zyn nicotine pouches from his shirt pocket or desk drawers to tuck between his lower lip and gum. When I asked him to square his nicotine habit and the time he spends tanning with the federal health advisories against both, he shifted in his chair. "I'm not telling people that they should do anything that I do," he said. "I just say 'Get in shape.' "

Kennedy told me his staff believed that speaking with me was a mistake. For the first half century of his life, national magazines hailed him as a public servant, a potential heir to the Kennedy kingdom--even, as Time magazine put it in 1999, a "Hero for the Planet." "The Kennedy Who Matters," New York magazine declared in 1995, saluting RFK Jr.'s environmental advocacy. In 2006, Vanity Fair posed him on the cover of its "green issue" with George Clooney and Julia Roberts.

But the favorable coverage dried up about 20 years ago, when he began arguing that mercury additives in vaccines were likely causing an epidemic of autism. This claim was contradicted even at the time by epidemiological studies by the CDC and others. Editors who did not want to discourage lifesaving vaccination stopped running flattering articles and started running critical ones. "All-out hit pieces," he told me, "every one of them--like, ugly, hateful stuff." For 20 years now, he said, only "bad articles" have been written about him.

Yet in the aftermath of COVID, his popularity has surged. Like Trump, Kennedy has drafted on the currents of populist backlash against expert authority. "When I'm on the street, I get stopped three times a block by people saying that they love me," he said. Kennedy is among the most popular members of Trump's Cabinet, according to an August Gallup survey: 42 percent of the country holds a favorable view of him, on par with the president himself. The public attacks on Kennedy's character and integrity bother him, naturally, but he wanted me to know that I was not a threat. "If he screws us on this," he recounted telling his staff, "it's just another shitty article in a liberal paper, which doesn't really hurt me."

He believed that I'd screwed him before, anyway. I'd first met him in the spring of 2023, when he was challenging President Joe Biden for the Democratic Party's nomination. The Washington Post story I wrote focused on his argument that the powerful were lying to the American people--about vaccines, environmental threats, the assassinations of his father and uncle, and much else. He hated the story largely because I'd used the word conspiratorial in the headline, which he argued was an elitist epithet for tinfoil hat. I placed him in the tradition of what the political scientist Richard Hofstadter described as America's paranoid style, while acknowledging that secret conspiracies of the powerful--tobacco companies, the intelligence community--sometimes do exist.

He responded by sending me an email nearly twice the length of my original article, with 78 footnotes. (At the time, he was suing the Post for its role in a consortium designed to combat misinformation online.) "Your reporting on me reflects, exquisitely, the overt aspirations by your employer and its co-conspirators to crush nonconformist viewpoints in order to secure their own economic self-interests," he wrote. Weeks later, on a podcast, he accused me of being "part of a conspiracy, a true conspiracy."

I had never received an email like that from a politician. If I was hopelessly corrupt, why spend hours writing a response? It struck me that Kennedy believed himself to be on a ferocious quest. "There is nothing that is a show about what you are seeing," Mike Papantonio, a former legal partner of Kennedy's who co-hosted a program with him on the liberal radio network Air America in the mid-aughts, told me. "That is real rage."

Kennedy and I stayed in touch. In October 2023, getting little traction from Democratic-primary voters, he relaunched his presidential campaign as an independent. Despite not having a clear path to even a single electoral vote, he didn't stop until August 2024, when he endorsed Trump, a man he had weeks earlier publicly described as appealing to "some of the darkest impulses in the national psyche."

As we talked more recently in his wood-paneled HHS office, he leaned back in his chair behind an oversize desk, with one of his five book-length attacks on the federal medical establishment, The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health, displayed nearby. From that seat, he oversees one out of every four dollars in the federal budget and regulates about 17 percent of the nation's economy. How, I asked him, did he explain going from scorned activist to the boss of the public-health apparatus?

"I would say in one word: providential," Kennedy said.

If I were to do this story right, Kennedy told me, I needed to talk with his top deputies: Jay Bhattacharya, the director of the NIH; Marty Makary, the commissioner of the FDA; and Mehmet Oz, the cardiothoracic surgeon turned TV doctor known for having hyped dubious "miracle" cures, who is now running the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. All three of these physicians, like Kennedy, say that they were transformed by the pandemic, which they thought public-health authorities had mishandled. They had dissented from government edicts regarding vaccine mandates and masking. Although they do not embrace all of Kennedy's views on vaccines, his deputies share his big-picture view that America's public-health system is broken.

Early in the pandemic, Bhattacharya, a Stanford University physician and health economist, co-wrote the 2020 "Great Barrington Declaration," a document that argued against universal COVID lockdowns in favor of allowing healthy people to gather while isolating only those groups at greatest risk of severe illness or death, such as the elderly and the infirm. For this, Bhattacharya was ostracized by colleagues at Stanford and the broader scientific community: An email that later became public shows Francis Collins, then the NIH director, telling colleagues that they needed a "quick and devastating published take down" of the declaration. (Tens of thousands of Americans a month were dying from COVID at that time; overstrained hospitals were at risk of collapse.) Death threats--a recurring feature of public-health work these days--followed for Bhattacharya, who now compares the COVID years to pre-Enlightenment Europe, when Galileo Galilei was imprisoned by Catholic leaders for arguing that the Earth orbited the sun.

"What you had is a relatively small number of scientists who could decide what is true or false for all of science and all of society," Bhattacharya told me. Today, even some of those who led the public-health response during those years admit that COVID-vaccine mandates may have been counterproductive, that social distancing lasted too long, and that masking may not have done much to limit transmission--though it is also true that we cannot know now how much higher the death rate would have been without those measures in place.

The COVID vaccines led to a substantial reduction in hospitalization and death from the disease, according to peer-reviewed studies. But Kennedy likes to emphasize that, as the virus evolved, the vaccines failed to prevent infection, as scientific authorities had initially suggested they would. Kennedy also dismisses the mathematical modeling of the lives saved, and says CDC estimates of the COVID death toll were inflated by "data chaos" in the government. What no one doubts is that the severity of the pandemic--more than 95,000 Americans were reported dead in one month at its height--has transformed the nation's relationship with medical authority. From 2020 to 2022, public confidence in the CDC dropped from 82 to 56 percent, according to a study by researchers at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center. The country has still not recovered.

Kennedy's team blames its Biden-era government predecessors. When I met with Makary, who worked as a pancreatic surgeon before being named FDA commissioner, he said that, in times of uncertainty, a dangerous and self-defeating "groupthink" can take over. Kennedy and his allies point to how public-health authorities urged social-media platforms to curb the posting of COVID misinformation, stifling debate. Kennedy himself got kicked off Instagram. In one social-media post, he called the death of the baseball great Hank Aaron at age 86 "part of a wave of suspicious deaths among elderly closely following" COVID-vaccine shots. Critics accused Kennedy of speculating baselessly about Aaron's cause of death, and quoted the medical examiner's office saying Aaron had died of natural causes. Kennedy, in turn, accused his critics of ruling out a vaccine connection without a proper autopsy, and demanded that one be done.

The COVID experience bonded Kennedy, Makary, Bhattacharya, and Oz in a fellowship of the ostracized. "We became renegades, personae non gratae, because we asked questions which you would think, certainly within academic medicine, you should be able to ask," Oz told me in his office, where he keeps a taxidermic honey badger to symbolize fearlessness and aggression.

After Trump's reelection, Kennedy's HHS-leadership-team-in-waiting gathered at Oz's 10-bedroom, 18,559-square-foot Palm Beach house, not far from Trump's Mar-a-Lago estate. The house was built by the same architect who built the mansion down the beach where Kennedy had spent vacations during his childhood. "It has the same smell to it," he said. In the mornings, Kennedy would call on anyone who was around to go swimming in the ocean or throw a football with him, before his team settled down to plan the future of U.S. medicine. Kennedy's friend Russell Brand--a comedian, an actor, and a fellow recovering addict who has pleaded not guilty to rape and sexual-assault charges in England--would sometimes join them. Kennedy says that those months in Palm Beach validated his decision to walk further away from the Democratic Party and most of his own family, who remained prominent Trump opponents. The Republicans hanging around Oz's house, Kennedy told me, "were all very idealistic people, which was not my view of the Republican Party growing up. To me the most breathtaking and refreshing part of being down there is that people were not sitting in rooms, as the Democrats imagine, thinking, How do we cut taxes for rich people and screw the poor? They were saying, 'How do you make every American better?' "

At one point, leaders of Stanford visited, only to be grilled by Kennedy and Oz about why the university had opened an investigation into Bhattacharya's professional conduct during the pandemic. The outcasts had become the authorities.

Kennedy now compares his relationship with the president to "when you're dating somebody that you keep liking more and more." They began meeting after the failed assassination attempt on Trump in July 2024. Kennedy came to believe that his previous impressions of Trump--that he was a "bombastic narcissist" who lacked curiosity and didn't read books--had been wrong. "One day he sat on the plane with me. We were talking about Syria, and he drew a map of the Mideast for me. And it was a perfect map," Kennedy told me. "Then he drew in the troop strength of each country, and also the troop strength on various borders." Trump would recite sports trivia to Kennedy, and recount the net worth of major Wall Street financiers.

"I had to start seeing Trump as a populist who is standing up to really entrenched power and the deep state and that merger of state and corporate power," Kennedy told me. He acknowledges that this makes Trump a strange "paradox"--"because he's the most business-friendly guy at least since George W. Bush."

That's saying something coming from Kennedy, who in the early 2000s compared Bush's pro-corporate environmental policies to the work of European fascists. I asked how he reconciled his criticism of Bush with working in the Cabinet of a president who appointed an oil executive, Chris Wright--who recently called Al Gore's climate-change warnings "nonsense"--as energy secretary. "Chris Wright has a diverse worldview," Kennedy told me.

For decades, RFK Jr. continued to call himself an "FDR/Kennedy liberal." The embrace of MAGA has lost Kennedy friends and strained his family. At a rally against vaccine mandates in 2022, Kennedy described the U.S. COVID response as totalitarian, and warned that new technologies would give the government greater power to control Americans than the Nazis had over Anne Frank in Europe. In response, his sister Kerry Kennedy posted on X, "Bobby's lies and fear-mongering yesterday were both sickening and destructive." When RFK Jr.'s own wife, Cheryl Hines, famous for playing Larry David's wife on the HBO show Curb Your Enthusiasm, publicly criticized him for those remarks, he apologized. Kennedy and Sheldon Whitehouse, a Democratic senator from Rhode Island, were once such close friends that they were in each other's weddings. Now, when Whitehouse questions Kennedy at public hearings, his voice drips with disdain. "You have my cellphone," Kennedy told his former friend during their last Finance Committee confrontation, in September. "I've never heard from you in seven months. Call me up. I'd love to meet with you." (Kennedy says Whitehouse replied to his offer in late October and said he would meet, after Whitehouse's Senate office had declined a request for comment from The Atlantic.) More recently, his cousin Tatiana Schlossberg, one of JFK's granddaughters, who has terminal cancer, wrote in The New Yorker that she "watched from my hospital bed as Bobby, in the face of logic and common sense," became HHS secretary, and admonished him for cutting cancer-research funding. (Kennedy declined to comment.)

"To stay on course despite that jeering really tells you a lot about his messianic self-regard," the New York Democratic politician Mark Green, another former friend of Kennedy's, told me recently. "He is sadly off his rocker to argue that Biden was more anti-speech and fascist than Donald Trump."

Over time, Kennedy and his team united around an organizing theory of their department. "It's a $1.73 trillion bundle of perverse incentives," he told me. "The doctors, the hospitals, the insurance companies, the other providers, the pharmaceutical companies are all incentivized to make money by keeping people sick." Fixing this would require radical measures.

The ensuing year has been a whirlwind of controversy, destruction, and new initiatives. Kennedy and the Trump White House pushed out, through firings and induced retirements, about one in four HHS employees, including much of the senior career staff and thousands of workers at the CDC, which Kennedy described to me as a "snake pit." Early on, working with Elon Musk's team at the Department of Government Efficiency, Kennedy canceled hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants, and defended a White House budget proposal that cut 40 percent of the NIH's funding, even while saying that he would accept more money if Congress decided differently. "I talked to Elon a lot about this," Kennedy told me. "You have to do something disruptive at the beginning." If you don't, "you lose momentum."

On May 27, he shook scientists at the CDC by announcing that his department would no longer recommend COVID boosters for healthy children or pregnant women, on the grounds that clinical trials had not sufficiently demonstrated safety and efficacy for those populations. The career staff was outraged; Kennedy presented no new data on potential harm that would have compelled rescinding the existing recommendation, and it is well established that COVID infection increases the danger to both mother and fetus. "I knew that those decisions were going to harm people," Lakshmi Panagiotakopoulos, a top adviser on COVID vaccines for the CDC, who resigned in response to Kennedy's new policy, told me. "From my perspective as a scientist and someone who has done this her entire career, he has a lot of blood on his hands."

Days later, Kennedy removed the 17 members of the CDC committee responsible for recommending vaccination schedules and replaced them with a smaller group that promptly ordered the removal of a mercury preservative, thimerosal, from flu vaccines, even though the CDC continues to describe thimerosal as "very safe." Kennedy's new committee put up barriers against a single shot to vaccinate children for measles, mumps, rubella, and varicella, citing past studies by Merck and the CDC that found a higher incidence of febrile seizures following the combined vaccine. Kennedy also canceled $500 million in federal grants for mRNA-vaccine research, citing his conclusions, disputed by medical associations, that the technology performs poorly against fast-mutating respiratory viruses.

In other areas, he's pushed for changes that health activists and wellness influencers on the left, as well as many in the scientific mainstream, have long sought. He launched initiatives to review baby-formula ingredients, issue new guidelines for fluoride use, limit student cellphone use, stop the sale of illegal flavored vapes, and remove restrictions on whole-milk sales at schools, and he persuaded governors in 12 states to ban the use of food stamps to buy sugary sodas. He announced plans to explore limits on direct pharmaceutical advertising and the marketing of unhealthy food to children, increase nutrition education for doctors, reduce prices on some drugs, add front-of-package labeling on ultra-processed foods, and require more testing of food additives. Under pressure from Kennedy's HHS, major food producers announced that they would remove certain petroleum-based food dyes from cereals and candy.

Kennedy's deputies describe him as endlessly curious about new science, and willing to listen to dissenting views. Bhattacharya told me that, during the 2025 measles outbreak in Texas, the worst in decades in the U.S., he privately advised Kennedy to endorse the measles vaccine as the most effective way to prevent the disease. "When you give him the evidence, he changes his mind along the lines of what the evidence says," Bhattacharya said. Kennedy did go on to call the measles vaccine effective--while also emphasizing that parents should make their own decisions and promoting disputed treatments such as cod-liver oil for measles symptoms.


Kennedy and President Donald Trump in the Roosevelt Room of the White House on September 22, 2025, when the president urged pregnant women not to take Tylenol, enraging the medical community (Bloomberg / Getty)



The secretary also consumes scientific studies by the bushel. In August, Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health, published a review of the existing science suggesting a possible connection between taking Tylenol during pregnancy and the development of autism or attention deficit disorder in children. Kennedy told me he spent a weekend reading 70 studies related to this. He spoke with Baccarelli, started texting directly with another researcher on the topic, and asked the CEO of Kenvue, the company that now owns the Tylenol brand, to bring scientists to HHS to brief him.

Kennedy arrived at a rather nuanced set of conclusions--more nuanced than what his boss would subsequently express. High fevers in pregnant women are known to cause bad outcomes in newborns. So any public-health advice recommending against Tylenol, which reduces fevers, would have to be carefully weighed, he told me. But when he briefed Trump on his findings, Kennedy said, the president's response was to suggest immediately posting a Tylenol warning on social media.

"You can't do that," Kennedy said he told the president. "There's nuance to it, and you can't scare people away from Tylenol, and you're going to get a huge amount of pushback from powerful pharmaceutical companies." Trump's reply: "I don't give a shit about that." The FDA-advisory note that Marty Makary released to accompany the announcement weeks later asked doctors to exercise caution in using the medication for low-grade fevers but said that there was as yet no proof of a causal link between Tylenol and developmental disorders.

Trump, however, has less patience for nuance. "Don't take Tylenol. Don't take it," the president said at a press conference on September 22. "Fight like hell not to take it." The medical community responded with outrage. The American Academy of Pediatrics, the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, and other prominent health organizations put out statements advising doctors and patients to disregard Trump's recommendation.

Through all this, Kennedy has praised the president's fearlessness and compassion. A few months earlier, at a White House event, RFK Jr. compared Trump to President Kennedy, who had worked with the biologist Rachel Carson in the early 1960s to reduce the use of pesticides. "My uncle tried to do this, but he was killed and it never got done," Kennedy said, sitting alongside Trump. "And ever since then, we've been waiting for a president who would stand up and speak on behalf of the health of the American people."

In a family steeped in its own mythology, RFK Jr. was always particularly susceptible to the pathos and grandeur of the Camelot mystique. His father encouraged him to read heroic poems like Alfred, Lord Tennyson's "Ulysses," and as a child Bobby Jr. memorized Rudyard Kipling's "If--" and "Gunga Din."

The legend of King Arthur resonated with a boy who was more interested in catching salamanders and snakes in the forest than in schoolwork. T. H. White's novel The Once and Future King, which tells the story of young Arthur's tutelage under Merlyn, was a particular favorite. "That was how I got interested in falconry," Kennedy told me. When he was 11, his father gave him his first red-tailed hawk. Kennedy named the bird Morgan le Fay, after Arthur's sorcerer half sister.


Robert F. Kennedy, campaigning for president in 1968, three months before he was assassinated (Associated Press)



But when his father was murdered, Ethel Kennedy, Bobby Jr.'s mother, was left to care for 11 children in a world churning with youthful rebellion. One day in the summer of 1969, Kennedy remembers, he attended a farewell party on Cape Cod for a young soldier heading off to Vietnam. He said LSD had arrived from California that summer, and while he was hitchhiking home that night, someone offered him a dose. His favorite comic book at the time, Turok, Son of Stone, followed the exploits of Native Americans who lived among prehistoric animals. In one of the comic's storylines, the Native Americans consume a hallucinogenic fruit. "Will I see dinosaurs?" Kennedy told me he asked the person offering him the LSD. "I had a deep interest in paleontology," he explained to me. That was perhaps the first time this particular reason has ever been given for deciding to take psychedelics.

A picture of his dead father and uncle behind the counter of a local diner as the drug wore off spoiled his trip. At which point another group of kids offered him a line of crystal meth. The initial rush was strong enough to set him on a new life path. Within months, he was traveling to New York City to buy $2 heroin on 72nd Street. "I had been administering drugs and giving shots to animals since I was a kid. And so it wasn't a hard jump for me," he said, about using needles to inject himself with drugs. "There were other kids in my town who were shooting speed." He was 15.

In January 2025, after Trump announced that he would be nominating Kennedy as HHS secretary, his cousin Caroline Kennedy, JFK's daughter, wrote a public letter opposing his confirmation, in part because of what she'd witnessed during his years as a young drug user; she blamed him for leading others in the family "down the path of addiction." She described young Bobby as a "predator" like the raptors he'd raised, saying he had grown "addicted to attention and power." "His basement, his garage, and his dorm room were the centers of the action where drugs were available, and he enjoyed showing off how he put baby chickens and mice in the blender to feed his hawks," she wrote. "It was often a perverse scene of despair and violence."

When I read Kennedy those words, he barely reacted. "I would not contest it that much," he said. "Addiction is kind of narcissistic."

By the time he was accepted into Harvard (his father, his uncles, and his grandfather had all gone there), he had been pushed out of multiple boarding schools, been arrested for marijuana possession, and become estranged from his mother. When he was still a teenager, he hopped trains to Haight-Ashbury, in San Francisco, to hang with the hippies, and worked in a Colorado lumber camp. His heroin addiction would last 14 years, continuing during his time as a law student at the University of Virginia, as well as through his first marriage, to Emily Black, a fellow UVA law student, whom he married in 1982. In September 1983, he overdosed on a flight to South Dakota. He was charged with heroin possession, for which he was sentenced to two years' probation, and spent the next five months in a rehab facility in New Jersey. Shortly after he left treatment, his brother David Kennedy, younger by about a year, died of a drug overdose in a Palm Beach hotel room while other family members were gathered at the Kennedy estate nearby.

Although Kennedy says he has not taken heroin since he got clean, he still considers his brain to be a sort of "formulation pharmacy," able to transform anything--rock climbing, falconry, sex--into a drug. In 2024, New York magazine parted ways with its reporter Olivia Nuzzi after learning of what it deemed was an inappropriate personal relationship with Kennedy, whom she'd profiled the previous year. (After the print edition of this article went to press, more detailed allegations about his relationship with Nuzzi emerged. Kennedy declined to comment.) A former babysitter for Kennedy's children told Vanity Fair that he had groped her when she was 23 and he was 45. Kennedy apologized to the babysitter in a text message after the article's publication, though he said he did not remember the incidents she described. "I am not a church boy," he said publicly. "I have so many skeletons in my closet that if they could all vote, I could run for king of the world."

After his time in rehab in the early 1980s, Kennedy says he remade himself through the routines and principles of Alcoholics Anonymous--a combination of spiritual devotion, radical transparency, and a focus on service. As a presidential candidate, he told his security detail that he had to attend a 12-step meeting every day, no matter where he traveled. He has continued that practice since moving to Washington from Los Angeles. I asked him how much being an addict in recovery still affects him. "I think it's shaped everything," he said. Even as HHS secretary, he sponsors others in recovery. "I take calls all the time."

In his own view, recovery from heroin addiction has returned him from damnation to walk again among the living. "Having kind of lived through hell," he told me, paraphrasing something he said he'd read while he was still using, gives you a different perspective on life, and the opportunity for "a kind of redemption." To rebuild his self-esteem, he worked to replace the secret shame of his addiction with a life dedicated to a purpose bigger than himself. In this way, his private recovery, anchored in his Catholic faith, fused with his public crusade against what he believes are grave threats to American health. But this is also, perhaps, what gives his jeremiads about vaccines and other matters such fervor. "You've got to, you know, completely commit yourself to a way of life," he said, talking about the 12-step process. "It's Joseph Campbell's hero's journey that we are all on."

After entering recovery, he built up Riverkeeper, a nonprofit dedicated to protecting the Hudson River and other New York watersheds; founded an environmental-law practice; divorced Black; got married a second time, to Mary Richardson, an architect; and began a lifelong battle against chemical contamination of human health. In 2010, after 16 years of marriage, he filed for divorce from Richardson; she accused him of extensive infidelity, and he described her as abusive. Before the acrimonious proceedings concluded, Richardson committed suicide. In 2014, Kennedy married Hines. He has six children, two with Black and four with Richardson.

In his work as a litigator, he thrived: He won judgments against General Electric for contaminating the Hudson River; DuPont for contamination at a zinc-smelting plant in West Virginia; and Monsanto for a type of cancer allegedly caused by glyphosate, then the key ingredient of one of the world's most popular herbicides, sold under the brand name Roundup. He argued many cases himself.

John Morgan, one of the nation's most successful trial lawyers, worked with Kennedy on lawsuits after a natural-gas leak in Southern California in 2015 and the spectacular 2023 train derailment in East Palestine, Ohio. Morgan says there are three types of lawyers: finders, who get the plaintiffs; grinders, who try the cases; and minders, who keep it all on track. Kennedy was one of the best finders he'd ever met. "People follow him," Morgan told me.

Although Kennedy has been litigating against environmental polluters for more than four decades, his focus on vaccines began only after mothers with autistic children started showing up at his talks--and after one of them persuaded him to read studies suggesting a link between vaccines and autism. The fact that vaccines can harm people is not contested: The existence of the National Vaccine Injury Compensation Program is a testament to the American public-health establishment's acknowledgment of that. The frequency and nature of that harm, however, is highly contested. From 2006 to 2022, about 5 billion vaccine doses were distributed in the U.S. The NVICP paid about one settlement for every 1 million doses. Kennedy believes that the real rate of injury could be 100 times higher than what is reported. As in his crusade against corporate polluters, he brings a litigator's tools to the vaccine fight--humanizing the victims, demonizing his opponents, and overwhelming his audiences with his research and with the nuclear force of his indignation.

Science, unlike fairy tales and courtroom dramas, does not always offer a clear narrative. Initial results may fail to replicate. Real findings can get drowned out by statistical noise. Catastrophic side effects may take time to emerge. In the evolving search for truth, the public can find itself whipsawed: Margarine was a healthy butter alternative--until studies found it to be a source of the artificial trans fats that cause 50,000 premature deaths a year. The Merck drug Vioxx was a miracle pain reliever--until researchers estimated that it was associated with as many as 140,000 excess cases of heart disease. The food pyramid of the 1990s, which emphasized processed carbohydrates over fiber and protein, now looks like a sick joke given what research has shown about the roots of our current obesity epidemic.

Kennedy thinks more people should follow his lead by consuming science directly. " 'Trusting the experts' is not a feature of science," he likes to say. "It's not a feature of democracy. It's a feature of totalitarianism and religion." But having everyone "do their own research," as Kennedy recommends, was untenable even before the advent of technologies like nanoscience and genomic editing. When I suggested to Kennedy that he was now presuming to play the role of health expert himself, he rejected that. "I don't tell people to trust me. I tell people, 'Don't trust me.' "

Throughout our conversations, we often found ourselves jousting about the details of one scientific debate or another. For instance, I reminded Kennedy that back in 2005, he had suggested that the removal of thimerosal from most vaccines would result in a decline in autism diagnoses--but that since then, thimerosal had been removed from most vaccines, yet autism diagnoses continued to rise. He in turn argued that this could be explained by the addition of aluminum to vaccines during that same period, and by the fact that some flu vaccines still contained thimerosal. But most pregnant women and young children no longer receive flu vaccines with the preservative--and that's been true since before Kennedy banned thimerosal from flu vaccines.

Another time, he pointed out that the U.S., a heavily COVID-vaccinated country, represents only 4.2 percent of the global population but accounts for 19 percent of the deaths from COVID. I countered that those differences are likely explained by other factors, including America's more comprehensive reporting, higher chronic-disease rates, older population, and colder climate. He conceded all of that, but said he was making a narrower point, which was that the notion "that the only thing that saved us was the vaccine is unconvincing."

He sent me a placebo-controlled COVID-vaccine study of pregnant women, conducted by Pfizer, which showed more congenital anomalies in babies born to the vaccinated group than the unvaccinated group. I countered that Pfizer had found the difference statistically insignificant. The reason the difference didn't reach statistical significance, he pushed back, was that the study was not large enough and "Pfizer cut it off as soon as they saw a bad result." If true, this suggested malicious intent on the part of the company. "Why aren't you asking Pfizer about this?" he asked. "You should be burning up their phone line."

So I called Pfizer, which granted me an interview with a scientist who was part of the company's COVID-vaccine program, but requested that I not use the scientist's name, to protect their privacy. This researcher told me that the study had been stopped not because of a bad result but because the data revealed no safety concerns with the vaccine--which meant that keeping the control group from getting it would have been unethical, given the serious risks stemming from COVID infection during pregnancy.

The researcher also explained that further investigation had determined that, of all the congenital anomalies initially reported, only one had originated after the vaccine administration, at 24 weeks' gestation. "You cannot make a vaccine responsible for something that happened before you gave the vaccine," the researcher told me.

When presented with data that contradict his arguments, Kennedy regularly claims bad faith on the part of his adversaries--that they're motivated by profit or professional advancement. His experience as a litigator may have made this reflexive. As John Morgan, his litigation partner, told me, it's hard to sue polluters and cigarette companies and not come away convinced that the defendants are "in the business of premeditated murder." Kennedy has applied the same lens to the medical establishment, casting it as powered by the big pharmaceutical companies and their government protectors--despite the fact that most pediatricians and virologists and epidemiologists have devoted their lives to helping children and reducing suffering.

And if Kennedy is so concerned about conflicts of interest, what of his overhauled CDC vaccine panel? Some of the experts he appointed had previously been paid to serve as witnesses for plaintiffs in vaccine-safety lawsuits. Kennedy himself, in addition to the millions he made as a trial lawyer, took a large salary from Children's Health Defense--$510,515 in 2022--a nonprofit he led from 2016 to 2023 that fundraises to fight for tighter vaccine regulation. His entire political project--his campaign, his hiring by Trump, his role at HHS--is entwined with his ability to prove that scientists were deceiving the public about vaccines. He would lose a lot if he changed his mind.

During his presidential campaign, Kennedy would repeatedly say that in a study of the COVID vaccine, Pfizer had found that "the people who got the vaccine had a 23 percent higher death rate from all causes at the end of that study"; he still says this today. He bases this on his interpretation of an early trial of the Pfizer COVID vaccine, and it sounds terrifying--a smoking gun for those looking for a reason to doubt official health advice. The main takeaway from that 2020 trial was that the rate of infection was significantly lower in the vaccinated group than in the placebo group (eight infections versus 162). The study followed about 44,000 people, who were randomly divided into two blinded groups, one that got the COVID vaccine and one that got a placebo shot. Over the course of six months, 21 people in the vaccine group and 17 in the placebo group died. (Scientists use these numbers to derive what they call "all-cause mortality rates.") These are the numbers Kennedy uses to claim that a study found that your risk of death increases by 23 percent if you take the vaccine.

But the scientists I spoke with about Kennedy's assertion explained that the study was not large enough and did not last long enough to reveal any increased mortality risk. In addition, an FDA review said none of the deaths in the study was vaccine-related. (Kennedy says this review was subjective.) Kennedy's numbers were also misleading. During the blinded portion of the study, there were 15 deaths in the vaccine group, and 14 deaths in the group that received the placebo. (After the unblinding, the placebo group started getting the vaccine.) In 2023, Peter Doshi, an editor of a prestigious British medical journal, wrote Kennedy's team an email advising that, based on these numbers, the proper conclusion about mortality from the study was that "there were basically equal numbers of deaths in vaccine and placebo arms."

As we talked and texted this past fall, Kennedy and I kept returning to the same arguments we'd been having two years earlier. He would point to the all-cause mortality data from the Pfizer-vaccine study. I would respond that scientists who understood the data said they didn't mean what he said they did--and I would point out that, even after the virus had mutated into new variants, observational studies continued to show that the Pfizer shot remained highly effective against both hospitalization and death.

Kennedy refused to relent. When the vaccines were introduced, he told me, public-health experts "were telling people, 'This will save your lives.' They didn't have evidence for that. Twenty-three percent all-cause mortality! That's not meaningful? I don't know what universe you're living in."

Vaccinologists told me they're living in a universe where they are trained to read and interpret data--not one in which you cherry-pick data from studies, extrapolate alarmist conclusions, and then suggest that they show a vaccine-caused increase in mortality when in fact they show nothing of the sort.

Like Bhattacharya, Kennedy tends to invoke Galileo. But in Kennedy's telling, the villains were not only the clergy who arrested Galileo and censured his discoveries, but also the astronomer's fellow scientists, who, wary of suffering his fate, refused to look through his telescope. It is a parable that posits unrecognized vaccine dangers as a sort of fixed point in the night sky, a supernova or moon, ready for discovery by anyone willing to risk their reputation in order to seek the truth.


Kennedy in his office at the Department of Health and Human Services, October 2025 (Elinor Carucci for The Atlantic)



Four days after Charlie Kirk's death, Kennedy asked to speak with me again. He had his daughter Kick set up a Zoom call so that he would have a recording of our exchange. My efforts to transcend the divide were not going well.

"You kind of telegraphed where you were going," he said when we convened that Sunday. "That there's two sides that aren't hearing each other, and both of them are intractable, and both of them think they are science-based." He called this a journalistic device. "It's a little bit self-serving because, you know, the journalist takes the position that 'Okay, I'm looking at this phenomenon where there's two sides and I'm in the middle'--the wise person who can kind of see everything," he said. He suggested that he regretted agreeing to talk with me, and compared our relationship to the fable of the scorpion who asks the frog for help crossing a river, only to sting and kill the frog after it does.

"Every article about me is the same, which is never science-based; it's never an argument; it's always an ad hominem attack," he continued. " 'He's a conspiracy theorist, he's anti-science, he's a crazy person, he's got a brain worm,' or the bear story, or the whale story, or the dog story, any of these, and that's what they focus on." Articles about some of these colorful episodes from his past, he believed, were efforts to distract from the substance of his arguments. "I challenge you to tell me one conspiracy that I've talked about that has not come true," he said. "Is it a conspiracy that I said that glyphosate--that Roundup--can cause cancer, like non-Hodgkin's lymphoma? All three juries agreed with me. Is it a conspiracy theory that I said that the COVID vaccine was not going to prevent transmission? Now everybody admits that. Is it a conspiracy theory that I said that masks are not science-based? Everybody now agrees with that. School closures were a mistake."

He wasn't done. He fumed that people had used his interest in his father's and uncle's assassinations to discredit him. "I've never said my father was killed by the CIA. I've said there's circumstantial evidence." No one, he said, has explained the inconsistencies in his father's autopsy, which contradicted the claim that his father's sole killer was the Palestinian activist Sirhan Sirhan. "Robert Kennedy was shot from behind four times. We know what happened to every bullet in Sirhan's gun. He hit six other people. He could not have killed my father. So, you know, that's a fact. It's science. And maybe you can figure out a way that he could've gotten behind my father."

We were back where we started. "You know, a real journalist" would report that people were afraid of his arguments and that they were denying facts, he said, "but I don't think The Atlantic will allow you to do that."

"You're the HHS secretary," I said. "Presumably you can call anybody at CDC to have this debate."

"There's 21,000 people in that agency, and I'm not going to have a personal debate with each one of them," he responded. "By the way, they're leaving because they can't defend their position." Of course, the people quitting their jobs would dispute that. But to win in the court of public opinion, I suspected, Kennedy preferred to debate me.

This was all starting to seem rather hopeless. As I drafted this article, I felt growing dismay over my inability to establish even the basic factual common ground that scientific progress generally requires. So I sent Kennedy a message describing where I had ended up, and asking for another conversation. Minutes later, an adviser texted: "Want to meet at Secretary's house today at 1 pm?"

Kennedy bought his new Georgetown home, not far from where Uncle Jack had lived as a congressman and senator, weeks after his confirmation. An interior doorway is decorated with signed notes to him from four recent Republican presidents--Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Trump. I asked him why there were no letters from Barack Obama or Bill Clinton, the last presidents he'd campaigned for before Trump. "They're in storage," he said. An American flag from 1865 hangs in his living room, a companion, Kennedy told me, to one that was given to President Abraham Lincoln shortly before he was shot.

We started out by finding at least one point of agreement, the importance of free speech. In fact, Kennedy broke with many of his Republican brethren, saying that "anything that weaponizes Charlie Kirk's death to justify censorship is not consistent with his values."

Inevitably, though, we were soon back where we'd left off. Kennedy suggested that my story conclude by looking at a statement published on the CDC website--"Vaccines do not cause autism." During the confirmation process, Bill Cassidy had made him promise not to remove the phrase in exchange for his vote. But Kennedy had a work-around. On November 19, he updated the page and put an asterisk next to the phrase, adding language stating that "studies have not ruled out the possibility that infant vaccines contribute to the development of autism." Although the MMR vaccine and thimerosal have shown no ties to autism, Kennedy says he has not been able to find any studies of possible autism risk from various other childhood vaccines. This absence of research, he believes, undercuts the validity of the CDC website's claim.

Kick joined us on the couch. Hines sat upstairs, running through the final edits of her memoir. I asked Kennedy: Was he now, as the nation's health secretary, arguing that science showed vaccines caused autism, as he had in the past? Or was he simply arguing that the question had not been conclusively answered by science? He responded carefully. "I have opinions about things, but, you know, my opinions are irrelevant," he said. "What we need is science, and we need definitive science. We have suggestive science."

I had spoken with others about this point. They agreed with Kennedy that not every vaccine had been studied for its effect on autism rates. But they argued that doing so was not urgent, because the existing high-quality evidence around vaccines showed no connection. Joshua Gordon, who as the director of the National Institute of Mental Health helped oversee federal autism research, told me that the recent increase in autism rates could mostly be explained by broadened criteria for diagnosis and by the advancing average age of parents at the time of conception.

"If vaccines contribute to autism, it is such a very, very small effect that there is no question that if you did the study and you definitively showed the small effect, that small effect would be far outweighed by the benefit of vaccines," Gordon told me. "The notion that after you did those studies you would come up with a different scientific recommendation is patently false." When I asked him about the statement on the CDC website that Kennedy contests ("Vaccines do not cause autism"), Gordon said it was "a plain-English statement" that distilled the scientific consensus and was meant to encourage lifesaving vaccination.

Stanley Plotkin, one of the nation's premier vaccinologists and the lead author of the medical-school textbook Plotkin's Vaccines, had a similar message. "Can I say that vaccines do not cause autism?" he asked rhetorically. "All I can say is there is no evidence" that they do. He rejected some of the studies Kennedy cited as poorly conceived. He said he would not oppose a large new epidemiological study that looked at the issue, with the right design to take into account confounding variables. But he said he would not accept "a study constructed by a biased person with the objective of obtaining a certain result."

Trump was duly elected, and he appointed Kennedy as HHS secretary to carry out priorities Trump had advanced during the campaign. This gives Kennedy's scientific policies democratic legitimacy, even if trained health experts shudder at what that may mean. But as we sat in his living room, I realized that Kennedy was making an argument I had not previously understood--a policy claim, not a factual one. He was saying that regardless of the lives saved by vaccines, it was irresponsible for the government to recommend them without first comprehensively ruling out all hidden dangers. He believes that only a few vaccines, including the tuberculosis vaccine, have been studied enough to clear this bar. Kennedy had slashed the budget of his own department. But now, he says, he plans to spend billions of dollars on hundreds of studies investigating vaccines' potential ties to chronic diseases. "The default setting in medicine is 'Do no harm,' " he said, as we talked about the COVID-vaccine boosters. "You never do an intervention--particularly with a healthy human being--unless you know that it's safe and effective. And we don't know if it's safe and effective."

What if you are wrong about vaccines? I asked. Six former surgeons general, most vaccine experts, and almost the entire scientific establishment believes he is. What if, over time, the evidence shows that his actions lowered vaccination rates with no reduction in chronic diseases, but with an increase in suffering and death from viruses and bacteria? How would he respond?

"I mean, we would listen," Kennedy said. It was the answer I wanted to hear. But then he listed, once again, the reasons he would not be wrong: He spoke about the chronic diseases that appear as potential adverse reactions on the manufacturers' label for vaccines; the evidence that death rates from the diseases that vaccines inoculate against were already declining before the vaccines materialized; and America's poor policy decisions and high mortality rates during the COVID years. "You know, we have all kinds of interventions," he said. "Good health does not just come in a syringe." The trial lawyer was still laboring to connect the dots that led to his preferred verdict, the orphaned child of American royalty, back from hell, still fighting to fulfill his birthright.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "The Most Powerful Man in Science."
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Do Childhood Vaccines Cause Tornadoes?

It hasn't been ruled out.

by Benjamin Mazer

Fri, 21 Nov 2025




Let me make a small concession on behalf of the medical community: The CDC is technically correct when it asserts, as it did this week in a surprise update to its website, that "studies have not ruled out the possibility that infant vaccines cause autism." But the underlying logic of this change clearly goes beyond the wispy double negative. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has already said that he believes in the affirmative: Vaccines do cause autism. And because he is now secretary of Health and Human Services, he can order his bureaucracy to lean ever further toward that same belief. A causal link hasn't not been found, the CDC is saying now--at least not completely, not quite yet.

If this pretzel logic is confusing, that's the point. Bewilderment and doubt are among the anti-vaccine movement's most powerful weapons. It's true that doctors cannot say with absolute certainty that some ingredient in some vaccine, or combination of vaccines, does not contribute in some way, however small or large, to the rise in autism diagnoses. We also can't rule out the possibility that infant vaccines cause tornadoes or bad movies. Uncertainty is inseparable from science.

Read: The CDC's website is anti-vaccine now

Kennedy has firsthand knowledge of how difficult it is to prove a medical assertion. He began his crusade against immunizations 20 years ago, with the argument that the vaccine preservative thimerosal was causing a spike in autism rates. In his discredited 2005 article on the topic, he said he was "convinced that the link between thimerosal and the epidemic of childhood neurological disorders is real." In fact, the evidence was very weak, and additional real-world observations have further undermined his claim. Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, thimerosal was removed, as a precaution, from childhood inoculations in many developed countries, and yet autism diagnoses continued to climb. Denmark took the preservative out of its shots in 1992, for instance, yet experienced a fivefold increase in autism diagnoses among young children by the end of the millennium.

In a New York Times interview yesterday, Kennedy acknowledged that studies had shown no link between thimerosal and autism. But he and his fellow anti-vaccine activists are undeterred by this contradiction. They have expressed little, if any, regret about their misguided crusade. (In fact, Kennedy has lately taken his anti-thimerosal campaign global.) But even if they were to grant that this ingredient is not, in fact, a cause of autism, they'd still be pointing at all the other vaccine components. Can each and every one be ruled out as a risk? Notably, the word thimerosal does not appear in this week's update from the CDC. (A separate, preexisting page on CDC.gov says that the preservative has "no connection with autism.") Instead the agency now points to another boogeyman ingredient: aluminum. That's what warrants "further investigation," circa 2025. (HHS Press Secretary Emily Hilliard told me that Kennedy supports the removal of thimerosal from all U.S. influenza vaccines, and that his "comprehensive review of autism's causes" will emphasize "transparency, reproducibility, and gold-standard science.")

Read: The U.S. is going backwards on vaccines, very fast

Kennedy has a clever way of playing with the evidence: He will hack apart robust results that support the safety of vaccines while canonizing any bit of information that could be seen to go the other way. The CDC-website update is a perfect specimen of this disordered scientific thinking. It shows how drops of doubt can be squeezed from even the most rock-solid data. One of the site's citations, for example, is to a major study of aluminum-based vaccines that came out in the Annals of Internal Medicine earlier this year. Danish researchers examined the medical records of more than 1 million children and found no association between the amount of aluminum present in vaccines administered early in life and 50 different medical conditions. When that analysis was published, Kennedy demanded that it be retracted: "The only thing this study proves is the thorough corruption of the scientific journals that publish such garbage-in, garbage-out exercises in statistical manipulation," he wrote in an op-ed last August. Yet now, improbably, the CDC is pointing to this very study in support of its double-negative conclusion. Are aluminum vaccines a cause of autism? Not necessarily no.

Echoing Kennedy's assertions, the CDC site maintains that one should just ignore the Danish study's overall results in favor of its secret truth. The paper's real result, it suggests, is hidden in the supplementary tables, where one reveals that "moderate" aluminum exposure is linked to higher rates of neurodevelopmental conditions. But on closer look, the table also shows that any such relationship disappears at higher doses of aluminum--a quirky finding that should make the whole idea appear unsound.

The CDC continues on to cite aluminum's apparent link to reported diagnoses of Asperger's syndrome. This conclusion, too, is highly suspect: The data point in question, buried in supplemental figure 4, was seen only in a tiny subsample of 51 children with the condition. A more complete analysis of 3,000 children with neurologic disorders in the study found something like the opposite: Greater levels of aluminum were associated with fewer problems. None of this should be treated as a demonstration that aluminum-based vaccines are dangerous or beneficial; the details of these supplemental tables show only that science is a messy business. (Anders Hviid, the senior author of the paper, has responded to Kennedy's assertions by maintaining that his study "does not provide support for the hypothesis that aluminum used as adjuvants in vaccines are associated with increased risks of early childhood health conditions.")

The best doctors are aware of all these opportunities for confusion. Well-calibrated doubt is an important tool in medicine--more essential than a stethoscope or an X-ray--and the uncertainties it yields should be acknowledged and communicated. So why do physicians keep insisting that vaccines don't cause autism? They are not "lying to you," as Kennedy has alleged. Instead, they are doing what doctors are supposed to do: digesting a large amount of information in order to produce the most reasonable conclusion. They know that double negatives don't help in matters of life and death. (As a pathologist, I try not to tell patients, "Well, you don't not have cancer.") Professional skeptics like Kennedy thrive on raising questions--but the public thrives on getting answers.
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Pour One Out for Weed Seltzer

A new law is set to devastate the industry that brought THC sodas and cookies to American convenience stores.

by Nicholas Florko

Fri, 21 Nov 2025




Gas-station weed was never supposed to exist. And yet, convenience stores across the country--even in states where marijuana is illegal--sell a trove of fizzy drinks, vape pens, and confections all promising to get you high. My neighborhood liquor store has an entire cooler full of weed drinks, including a seltzer aptly named Bong Water, a can of which has 25 milligrams of THC. About five milligrams of that chemical, which is the main psychoactive component in marijuana, will make the occasional weed user feel a light buzz. If that's not enough for you, you might be able to buy a vape pen with 5,000 milligrams at your corner store.



These products are available because Congress messed up. In 2018, it passed a bill that was meant to support farmers by allowing them to grow hemp--essentially, weed bred with minimal THC--for industrial uses such as paper, insulation, and even guitars. In the process, it also accidentally created a new industry of intoxicating hemp products that are virtually indistinguishable from those made using traditional marijuana, except for the fact that they're federally legal.



If Congress has its way, however, such products could soon disappear. Tucked into the funding legislation that ended the government shutdown was a bill that would outlaw virtually any THC product not sold at a licensed dispensary--a mortal threat to the industry that's brought Americans Trips Ahoy cookies and THC-infused Dorito knockoffs.



The particulars of the current loophole are wonky, but the law allows companies to sell any hemp product that doesn't contain more than 0.3 percent THC by dry weight. A company selling a 40-gram cookie, for example, could add 100 milligrams of THC and still be under that limit. Crucially, this applies to products sold anywhere in the country. Kansas hasn't legalized either recreational or medical cannabis, but as I've previously reported, when I went to Topeka in 2023, I was able to find intoxicating hemp products in 10 shops within an afternoon. In a state like Illinois, where legal marijuana abounds, the distinction between weed sold in licensed dispensaries and hemp sold at convenience stores might seem pedantic. But dispensaries have to follow rules meant to keep users safe, and they must keep the product cordoned off from people under 21. Sellers of THC-containing hemp products don't have to follow the same rules. Technically, many states don't even specify a minimum age to buy these products.



The downsides of this system were immediately apparent. In a recent nationwide survey, approximately 11 percent of high-school seniors reported trying hemp products that feature Delta 8, one of the mind-tweaking compounds found in marijuana. Mitch McConnell, who championed the amendment closing the loophole, said on the Senate floor during the debate over the bill that passing it would "keep these dangerous products out of the hands of children." Plus, many of these technically legal hemp products are filled with potentially dangerous synthetic compounds. Delta 8, for example, naturally occurs in marijuana only in very small amounts, so the substance added to vapes and drinks is typically created by chemically manipulating CBD, a more prevalent compound in the plant. The FDA has warned that this process may include "potentially unsafe household chemicals" and may be done "in uncontrolled or unsanitary settings, which may lead to the presence of unsafe contaminants or other potentially harmful substances."



Read: The new war on weed



Now, after seven years, Congress has decided that enough is enough. Under the new funding bill, any product with more than 0.4 milligrams total THC--virtually nothing--would be considered a Schedule I narcotic, just like heroin, LSD, and regular old marijuana. The law will for the most part not affect dispensaries in states that have legalized weed, but it will make more than 95 percent of the current hemp market illegal, Jonathan Miller, a lobbyist for the industry group U.S. Hemp Roundtable, told me. And that's the point: I asked Kevin Sabet, who runs an anti-marijuana group that lobbied for the new legislation on Capitol Hill, what successful implementation would look like. "A lot of the major players out of business," he told me.



The new legislation doesn't go into effect for a year, and already, the hemp industry is trying to persuade lawmakers to call off the crackdown. When I spoke with Miller on Tuesday, he told me that he was set to discuss the issue with an influential member of Congress the next day. The Hemp Roundtable, which spent $320,000 lobbying Congress last year, is hoping to persuade lawmakers to abandon the 0.4-milligram THC limit for something more workable--perhaps five or 10 milligrams, Miller told me. Ed Marszewski, the president of Marz Community Brewing Co., which makes Bong Water, told me that his company also wants regulations on serving sizes for hemp products, as well as age restrictions and safety testing.



Hemp companies might also wait to see how the new law will be enforced before taking any dramatic action. Despite the 2018 hemp loophole, selling food to which THC or CBD has been added is unequivocally prohibited by the FDA. However, the agency has typically gone after only those companies making unsubstantiated health claims or marketing their products to kids, Jonathan Havens, a cannabis attorney at the law firm Saul Ewing, told me. Since 2018, roughly 100 companies have received warnings from the FDA for selling cannabis-containing products. The industry, clearly, has kept on making its forbidden treats.



Read: Marijuana is too strong now



The question is whether the status quo changes in 2027, given the higher stakes. Selling a Schedule I narcotic typically carries a stiffer penalty than violating FDA rules does. But the Drug Enforcement Administration doesn't currently have the resources to surveil every gas station, smoke shop, and liquor store in the country, and closely policing those settings would mean taking agents off more serious cases, Jim Crotty, a former DEA official, told me. (The DEA did not respond to a request for comment.) The federal government hasn't shown a willingness to police local cannabis sales in the past: Licensed marijuana dispensaries are technically illegal under federal law too, but the feds have typically not interfered with shops that abide by state law. A similar scenario could play out with hemp products, Douglas Berman, the executive director of the Drug Enforcement and Policy Center at Ohio State University, told me.


 Proponents of this new law may hope that the days of hemp gummies and seltzers are limited. But passing a policy like this is easy compared with the work required to enforce it. Americans may soon find out if the government is up to the job.
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The CDC's Website Is Anti-Vaccine Now

The agency's revamped vaccine-safety page enshrines Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s fringe beliefs as government guidance.

by Tom Bartlett

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




If Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of Health and Human Services, did bother to ask CDC scientists about using their website to turn anti-vaccine talking points into agency guidance, it didn't matter much. "My understanding is that none of the leadership were asked about it, or if they were asked about changing the website, they did not agree with the change," Daniel Jernigan, the former director of the National Center for Emerging and Zoonotic Infectious Diseases, told me. But as of last night, there it was: The CDC's new official stance is that "studies have not ruled out the possibility" that routine childhood immunizations contribute to autism.

A senior CDC scientist told me that many people at the agency heard about the change only yesterday evening, hours before the revamped website launched. The decision appears not to have passed through the normal channels, which would involve staff at the Immunization Safety Office, Jernigan said. When asked via email whether CDC scientists had been bypassed, Andrew Nixon, an HHS spokesperson, didn't answer. Instead, he reiterated bullet points from the website update, including the claim that studies supporting a link between autism and vaccines "have been ignored by health authorities"--essentially, the CDC accusing itself of having disregarded scientific evidence.

The new language appears in the "Vaccine Safety" section of the agency's website. Until yesterday, that page laid out autism researchers' long-standing consensus that vaccines do not cause the disorder. It noted that no link has been found between vaccine ingredients and autism, and that a National Academy of Medicine review of eight routine immunizations found that, "with rare exceptions, these vaccines are very safe." The website's affirmation that vaccines do not cause autism was important enough that during Kennedy's confirmation process earlier this year, Senator Bill Cassidy, a physician, made him promise not to remove it. But instead of keeping his promise, Kennedy--who oversees the CDC as head of HHS--appears to be using the CDC website to advance his own anti-vaccine beliefs.

Technically, the statement "Vaccines do not cause autism" has not been removed from the CDC website. Instead, it has been appended with an asterisk, which is explained at the bottom of the page: "The header 'Vaccines do not cause autism' has not been removed due to an agreement with the chair of the U.S. Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee that it would remain on the CDC website." That asterisk is an obvious farce, because the page is now devoted to undermining the scientific consensus. "'Vaccines do not cause autism' is not an evidence-based claim," the site now states, despite the fact that multiple large studies have found no such association. The site notes that reviews on the measles, mumps, and rubella vaccine concluded that there is no association between the MMR vaccine and autism--but goes on to criticize those reviews as methodologically flawed. It also asserts that the rise in autism rates "correlates with the rise in the number of vaccines given to infants."

In fact, autism researchers attribute much of that increase to improved screening and broader diagnostic criteria. Studies suggest that about 80 percent of a person's autism risk comes from inherited mutations in their DNA. (The webpage doesn't mention genes.) And yet, parents considering whether to vaccinate their child and seeking the CDC's advice will now get the impression not only that the jury is out on whether vaccines cause autism but also that there is reason to believe they do.

Read: The U.S. is going backwards on vaccines, very fast

Kennedy himself has suggested as much for years in books and interviews, and as chair of the anti-vaccine nonprofit Children's Health Defense. Such statements raised Cassidy's suspicions during Kennedy's confirmation process, though Cassidy still voted him into office. Demetre Daskalakis, who was the director of the National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases before resigning alongside Jernigan and former CDC Chief Medical Officer Debra Houry, told me that it seemed to him that Kennedy had tricked Cassidy. "It's a slap in the face," he said. (Cassidy's office did not respond to a request for comment. When reporters for Punchbowl News asked the senator today to comment on Kennedy's broken promise, he lamented the "double tragedy" of falling vaccine rates and resources being wasted investigating "things we know do not cause autism," but said nothing about Kennedy.)

Changing the website won't affect the availability of routine vaccinations for children, at least not in the short term. It could, however, signal an intent by HHS to make it easier for parents of autistic children to pursue claims through the National Vaccine Injury Compensation Program. Houry told me she worries that the cherry-picked evidence on the new site will make parents hesitate over vaccinating their children against dangerous illnesses. In a statement, the Autism Science Foundation condemned the change, saying that the CDC's vaccine-safety page "is now filled with anti-vaccine rhetoric and outright lies about vaccines and autism."

Since taking office, Kennedy has been careful to moderate some of his more strident anti-vaccine views, at least in public. During his confirmation hearing, he insisted that he is not anti-vaccine, though he sidestepped questions about whether immunizations cause autism, saying that he would look at the data. In the midst of a measles outbreak in West Texas earlier this year, he paid lip service to the fact that vaccines protect children and the community, but in private, he was more openly conspiratorial. As the father of a girl who died from the measles told me in April, Kennedy said to him that we "don't know what's in the vaccine anymore." Kennedy also fired the CDC's outside vaccine advisers and replaced them with allies whose views are closer to his own--flouting another promise to Cassidy that he would maintain the advisory board "without changes."

Read: Bill Cassidy's failure on vaccines

All of those moves broke norms and sowed doubt about vaccines. But if they were a dog whistle, the new CDC website is a siren. Kennedy's most radical doubts about vaccines have now been enshrined as official government guidance. Children's Health Defense praised the website change on X, calling it "the biggest public health reversal of our lifetime." It is indeed.
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America's Best Pasta Is Slipping Away

Stock up on fancy noodles now.

by Yasmin Tayag

Wed, 12 Nov 2025

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

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

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

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

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

From the July 1986 issue: Pasta

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

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

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

Read: A great way to get Americans to eat worse

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

Inflation and tariffs are hitting canned food just when the most vulnerable Americans need to stock up.

by Yasmin Tayag

Fri, 31 Oct 2025




Updated at 3:42 p.m. ET on October 31, 2025

During America's hardest economic times, canned goods were a lifeline. From 1929, the start of the Great Depression, to 1941, when the United States entered World War II, people ate nearly 50 percent more canned fruit, by weight, compared with the preceding 13 years. Some used new community canning centers to safely preserve food for the long term, or depended on the U.S. government's first food-stamp programs to buy "surplus goods," including canned beef, mutton, goat, and peas.

Millions of Americans are now waiting to find out whether they will receive their November benefits from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. SNAP was set to run out of funds on November 1--tomorrow--because of the ongoing government shutdown. As anxiety about hunger mounts, some state agencies have advised SNAP beneficiaries to stock up on canned goods such as beans, soup, fruit, and tuna. Only, those foods aren't so reliably affordable as they once were, in part because of restrictions on the materials that go into the cans themselves.

Roughly 42 million Americans rely on SNAP for food. This week, a number of Democrat-led states sued the Trump administration for refusing to tap into a $5 billion SNAP emergency reserve. After this article was published, a federal judge in Rhode Island ruled that the administration had to continue funding SNAP through the shutdown. But the administration could appeal the decision to the Supreme Court--or simply ignore the court order, as it has several others this year. "SNAP benefit recipients wouldn't have to worry at all if Democrats would stop using them as political 'leverage,'" Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, told me earlier this week; when I reached out to the White House again today to ask about the administration's plans to respond to the federal judge's ruling, I was directed to the Office of Management and Budget, which did not immediately respond to my questions. The USDA website also blames Democrats for the suspension in food assistance; when I emailed the USDA's press office, an auto-reply from a spokesperson said they were furloughed and would respond when funding was restored.

Canned foods have been a lifeline in lean times because they're long-lasting, generally nutritious, and, most of all, cheaper than their fresh counterparts--largely because the necessary materials could be imported reliably and cheaply. Canning requires a special type of metal called tin-mill steel, which the U.S. imports from Canada, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands, Tom Madrecki, vice president of supply-chain resiliency at the Consumer Brands Association, told me. Tin-mill steel is unwieldy and fragile, he said, and less valuable than steel meant for cars and machinery. So U.S. steel manufacturers have deprioritized making it. As a result, the U.S. produces only about 20 percent of the tin-mill steel used by domestic can manufacturers, Scott Breen, the president of the Can Manufacturers Institute, a trade group, told me. "We have no choice but to import the other 80 percent," he said.

Since Trump's first term, those imports have been subject to a 25 percent tariff; in June, it rose to 50 percent for steel coming from most countries. Trump's tariffs are meant to stimulate American manufacturing, but the U.S. is simply not equipped to produce enough tin-mill steel: Since 2018, the nation's 12 plants have dwindled to three, and there's no sign of further investment, Breen said. The administration has not yet heeded the canning industry's calls for a tariff exemption on tin-mill steel. Trade negotiations with Canada, which involved metal tariffs, recently disintegrated. (The U.S. also imports roughly $2 billion worth of canned food a year, Breen said--about 10 percent of the national supply. According to the Can Manufacturers Institute, nearly a quarter of that food comes from China, which negotiated a 47 percent average tariff on imports that Trump announced yesterday morning.)

Listen: SPAM: How the American dream got canned

The price of tin-mill steel has never been higher, Madrecki said. Canned-food manufacturers have been passing the extra cost to retailers and, inevitably, consumers. From September 2024 to September 2025, the average consumer price of canned fruits and vegetables rose by 5 percent, nearly double the increase observed in food in general, according to government data. Over time, a 50 percent tariff on tin-mill steel could raise the sticker price of canned foods by as much as 15 percent, according to a June analysis by the Consumer Brands Association.

That increase is a matter of cents per can, but it does add up quickly. "It's really hitting the lower-income customers that rely on SNAP benefits," Usha Haley, an international-business professor at Wichita State University, told me. In an average week, a SNAP beneficiary eats seven cans of food, according to the Can Manufacturers Institute. (Those who don't use SNAP consume about five.) With a 15 percent price increase, the same amount of money that beneficiary spends would cover only six cans. "At the end of the day, you put one fewer can in your cart," Madrecki said.

The government itself has been affected, too. One of the biggest purchasers of canned goods is the USDA, Madrecki told me, which uses them to supply food to prisoners, for school meals, and to the Women, Infants, and Children program. By raising tariffs, "the government is increasing its own prices," Breen said.

State governments have encouraged families to continue to gather shelf-stable foods at food banks if the SNAP benefits stop coming. But charitable food organizations are already strained: Rising food costs due to inflation have driven more people to seek donated items. The implications of taking SNAP away would be "catastrophic" for food banks, Ami McReynolds, interim chief of government relations at Feeding America, told me. Plus, some of the goods such centers stock are donated, but the rest are purchased wholesale by the organizations that run them. "The prices go up for them as well," Breen said. (Several states have announced plans to send more money to food banks next month.)

Most families spend all of their SNAP credits within three weeks of receiving them at the beginning of each month, Joel Berg, the CEO of the nonprofit Hunger Free America, told me. Those who want to follow states' guidance to stock up now, before a SNAP cliff, most likely don't have anything left to budget. Families who can't afford as much canned food as they normally buy now have limited alternatives for supplementing their diet: Delaware's suggestions for shelf-stable foods include cereal, oatmeal, peanut butter, nuts, applesauce, pasta, and granola bars--hardly a filling or nutritious diet. A can of beans for protein, or canned pears for fiber, could turn a bowl of carbohydrates into a healthier and more satisfying, if still meager, meal.

Read: A 'MAHA box' might be coming to your doorstep

Modern-day hunger isn't as stark as it was during the Depression: In 1933, a New Yorker died every 12 days from hunger, according to The New York Times, and many more Americans developed illnesses associated with malnutrition. Today, when budgets run low, people tend to reduce portion size, skip meals, or buy less healthy food; they generally don't go long periods without eating, Berg told me. But if the first few days of November pass without the restoration of SNAP benefits, he said, "you're going to start seeing, for the first time in modern American history, large amounts of Americans going without any food at all."
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Democrats' Male-Voter Problem

Plus: What Donald Trump is planning, and why Democrats aren't ready for it

by David Frum

Wed, 11 Jun 2025




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube 

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about President Donald Trump's behind-the-scenes strategy to subvert the 2026 midterm elections, by creating chaos to justify his use of extreme executive power. David also discusses how Trump's feud with Elon Musk reveals a deeper truth about power in the postdemocracy Republican Party.

Then David is joined by Arizona Senator Ruben Gallego to discuss how Democrats can win the votes of young men, the importance of free trade and patriotism in today's Democratic Party, and how Gallego has been so successful with Latino voters at a time when Latino men are trending so strongly Republican.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to another episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week is Senator Ruben Gallego from Arizona, one of the rising stars of the Democratic Party.

I recorded my interview with Senator Gallego on June 5, and at that time, I also recorded a monologue talking about the White House farce, tragedy, conflict between Elon Musk and Donald Trump--Elon Musk being the richest man in the world, the biggest contributor to the Trump campaign, the de facto chief of staff and vice president to Donald Trump; and Donald Trump, the president of the United States.

But one of the lessons of the Trump years is: It never pays to do things early. You always want to leave things to the last minute because however outrageous the big story on Thursday is, there may be something that happens on the weekend that is even bigger. And so it is. So we're topping that topper with another topper.

Over the weekend, there was an outbreak of unruly protest, disorderly protest, and even violent protest in Los Angeles against immigration raids by the Trump administration. I'm at some distance; I wasn't an eyewitness. I'm relying on news reports, and there's some uncertainty about exactly what happened, but it looks like rocks were thrown at ICE vehicles. Protesters tried to impede ICE officers doing their duty. Fireworks were shot off. A car seems to have been set on fire.

Now, all of this is illegal, disorderly, and must, of course, be met by the force of law. Fortunately, there are nearly 9,000 officers of the Los Angeles Police Department, uniformed officers with the right to arrest. And the state of California--in cities and counties and at the state level--deploys, altogether, more than 75,000 uniformed officers with arrest powers. So given the state of the situation, there looked to be nothing that the state of California couldn't cope with on its own.

Mercifully, at the time I record today, there were no reports of any injury to any law-enforcement personnel, which, if correct, gives you some idea of the disorderly and upsetting, but genuinely limited, nature of the lawbreaking on hand.

Nevertheless, President Trump announced an intent to federalize California's National Guard and send 2,000 military personnel into the state, and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth chimed in with an offer of sending actual Marines from bases in California. Now, this is being reported as, in some ways, an immigration story, but it's really much, much more than that. By the way, as it happened, it looks like the National Guard was never sent (or certainly wasn't sent in time), and the Marines also weren't sent.

I think a way to think about what happened in California this weekend is as a trial run, a test, a practice for things that Donald Trump has in mind in 2026. Observers of the Trump administration have noted a strange paradox. On the one hand, Donald Trump is doing one after another outrageous act of seeming violation of rules, seeming illegality, selling billions of dollars of coins to persons unknown, accepting foreign jets--things that, if he loses the protection of control of the House of Representatives and the Senate in 2026, portend a world of trouble and even legal jeopardy for him in the second two years of his administration.

And yet, facing that danger, Donald Trump has blithely done one thing after another that seems guaranteed to lose him at least the House, and maybe both House and Senate, in 2026: the tariffs, this tax bill that offers very little to ordinary people, the economy slowly being ground into recession under the burden of all of his restrictive actions. I mean, to do tariffs and an immigration crackdown at the same time is really asking for an economic slowdown.

So how do you make sense of this? Does Donald Trump not know that the elections are coming? Does he not sense the danger that he's in, of what will happen to him, of what could happen to him should his party lose its ability to protect him in House and Senate? Well, I think the answer is: Donald Trump does know, and he does have a scheme to protect himself, but it's not doing popular things to keep his majorities in Congress. It's looking for ways to subvert the 2026 elections to prevent them from happening, or at least to control them so they don't threaten him at all.

Now, we have had some inklings of Donald Trump's thinking along these lines. We saw them in 2020, when people close to Donald Trump--like his former national security adviser Michael Flynn--advised him to use the military to suppress the 2020 vote. But Flynn's advice in 2020 came too late. The election had already happened. Flynn was looking to overturn an election in the past, not to prevent an election in the future. And that's a big thing to do, especially when court after court after court has ruled that the president and his supporters' claims against the 2020 election were utterly meritless.

Also, Donald Trump in 2020 had a military around him that was not likely to obey illegal orders. Under Secretary of Defense [Mark] Esper and under chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley, the Defense Department had said, Look--we will follow any lawful order of the president. But when the president suggests shooting protesters--as he did during the George Floyd riots--we're going say, "Mr. President, are you quite sure? I'm not gonna take a hint here. I need an order, and I need it maybe in writing, so that when I am court-martialed, I can show, 'The president told me to shoot those people.'" And Donald Trump always backed down because he couldn't rely on Esper and Milley to take the hint about what he wanted done.

But here's how his mind worked. We saw this in 2018. In October 2018, as Donald Trump was heading toward midterm elections that would cost him his majority in the House of Representatives, he began to get very upset about an immigration caravan that was supposedly--a so-called caravan that was--heading toward the border. And he began talking in October 2018 about needing a state of emergency to do something about this, to freeze the border, to militarize the southern states.

Now, that didn't go very far. In the first term, Trump's talk was often much more radical than Trump's actions. But you could see the way his mind was going. The president has very broad and quite messy emergency powers. He can do a lot of different things by invoking a state of emergency. He thought about it in 2018. He thought about it in 2020. He wasn't able to do it either time.

But in 2026, he's going to have a very different kind of administration around him. He's got a former talk-show host as a secretary of defense, one with a long list of allegations of heavy drinking and allegations of sexual abuse against him, who's completely beholden to Donald Trump. There are similarly beholden people running the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI. There's a striking lack of independent voices of people with substantial reputations and long-proven integrity--and, for that matter, proven loyalty to the law of the United States. He's got the administration of his dreams, and he's got the problem of a lifetime: the risk of losing the House of Representatives. So what's the plan? The state of emergency. And that was tested in California.

Now, how would this work? Theoretically, of course. We don't know any of this. I'm just telling you how a criminally minded person might advise the president. The president doesn't have a button he can press to stop elections. Elections are administered by the states. But what the president can do is put pressure on certain states, or delay or stop elections in certain states in order to convene the House of Representatives, which will be full of newly elected people from his states and vacancies from the other states.

There's some precedent for this. In 2018, the island of Saipan, which is a U.S. territory, was hit by a devastating typhoon, and the governor of the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands issued a series of emergency declarations--he's acting under federal executive power; it's not a state--including ordering postponing elections that were to be held in the territory for two weeks, including an election to the U.S. House of Representatives, where the Northern Marianas have a nonvoting delegate.

No one questioned this. It's a genuine typhoon, and things really were terribly, terribly disrupted. And two weeks is not so long to wait for the right to vote in the face of a genuine emergency. But that was a proof of the power to delay an election that could be wielded by a functionary of the executive branch.

Back during Reconstruction, the Grant administration often sent federal troops into areas where there was Ku Klux Klan activity to postpone elections, reorganize elections, redo elections. Again, that was Reconstruction; they were facing terroristic violence that was threatening the rights of, in South Carolina, half the population of the state. But there are precedents here.

Now, imagine this in 2026. President Trump provokes some kind of outbreak in California or in some other blue state. He declares a state of emergency. He sends the National Guard. And he says elections have to be postponed until order is restored. That may be weeks; it may be months. In the meantime, there are no representatives from California in the U.S. House of Representatives. With missing blue-state representatives, the red-state people will continue their majority, even though they would likely lose it in a free and fair election in 2026. I'm not saying this is something that will happen, but it's something that could happen, and I think it was something we just saw tested.

So I think as President Trump's mind wanders into places where no president's mind has ever wandered before, it's going to fall upon all of us to let our minds follow afterwards--to listen to the hints, to listen to things that sound crazy, to listen to people who sound crazy, because they may be the prophets of what's to come.

And now some thoughts on the Elon Musk-Donald Trump dispute, and then my interview with Senator Ruben Gallego.

[Music]

Frum: Everyone's talking about this. It's hard to think of anything additional to say beyond what's been said. But there's a point that I'd like to flag that I think has not gone discussed enough, which is: It's kind of insulting and kind of dangerous that American citizens have to care about this kind of personal dispute at the highest levels of government.

The question of whose side you're on in this kind of personality spat is not something you expect to see in a rule-of-law government. In an authoritarian regime, for sure. Presidents and secret-police chiefs fall out, and one will assassinate the other, send the other to prison. There will be coups and countercoups. But in a democratic rule-of-law system of government, personality is supposed to count not for nothing, but for a lot less. These are all functionaries. These are all servants of the people, highly replaceable. And when they dispute, historically, we expect their disputes to reflect something other than their mere selfish-ego needs.

For example, at the beginning of the Biden administration, there was a big dispute between former Secretary of the Treasury Larry Summers, one of the most important outside advisers of the Biden administration, and many of the economic insiders in the Biden administration. Summers warned that the spending plans of the Biden administration were probably too big for the needs of the economy and were likely to generate inflation. As it happened, he was right, but that's not the point.

Others in the Biden administration said, No, we made a mistake in the Obama administration, not spending enough before we were out of the woods. And anyway, this is an opportunity to get done a lot of things that we and the Democratic Party think are important. So we want to proceed with these spending plans, even at the risk of inflation.

And there was a big dispute about that. As I said, Summers was right, but that was hard to know in advance. The other people were certainly motivated by sincere concerns for their vision of the public good. And sometimes it got a little testy, and some personality issues did flare up, and people made ad hominem arguments, as they will. But what everyone understood was: This is not an argument about Summers trying to dominate the insiders, and the insiders trying to dominate Summers.

They were talking about something important to the public well-being: How big should the Biden post-COVID recovery plans be? How much money should be spent? How much debt should be incurred? This was something that honest and intelligent people could have meaningful, impersonal disagreements about, even if, as I said, ego gets attached, tempers flare, and the unfortunate things are said. That's the way it's supposed to be.

And you can find examples of this in many other administrations. Hawks during the Cold War days--there were always disputes between the hawks and the doves, between those who wanted to have a more forward policy toward the Soviet Union and those who wanted to try harder on detente, those who were more optimistic about China and those who were less optimistic. And always the question of: Where does the government spend its money? How? On what?

All of these things cause tensions and disputes. And you'll find them in back issues of old periodicals about the events of the day. But the theory was, and the practice usually was, that the issues drove the personalities, not the personalities drove the issues. It was not a question of personalities in dispute looking for reasons, looking for weapons to use against each other in the form of issues. It was a dispute about real issues: Should the government spend more after COVID? Should it spend less? How real is the risk of inflation in 2021, versus how real is the risk of persistent long-term unemployment? That's the way it's supposed to be.

What's going on between Trump and Elon Musk is like something out of (you'd read it in the pages of) Tacitus in the Roman empire, something out of postcolonial states, something you'd see in the Soviet Union when the secret police would dispute with the army. This is about egos and imperatives, about two people who see themselves as independent of anybody else and as principals, not as servants of the public. It's a question of personalist government.

I mean, think how weird and anomalous and really sinister the position of Elon Musk was. Elon Musk was the head of a government department. Now, formally, other people were named as the head of this DOGE--whatever, the Department of Government Efficiency--but Musk was given status as a special government employee. Everyone could see he was in charge. He hired other outside people and brought them in.

All of this at the same time as he was one of the government's largest contractors, and at the same time as he was an independent businessman who had not divested any of his companies. Normally, if you're a business leader and you go into government, you have to sever yourself from your business interests to avoid conflict-of-interest rules, which are not just opinions in the government but are actually backed by the force of law, or used to be--that if someone in government employ uses his power or her power to do something that advantages his business interests or hers, or to disadvantage a competitor or hers, that's against the law. And there are a variety of statutes that can catch you up.

Musk every day was ignoring all of those practices and rules and legislation, some of them backed by the force of criminal sanction. And the people who he brought into government, again, they often had outside interests or had past concerns that would've subjected them to conflict-of-interest rules. All of that, ignored. They imposed big cuts in important areas of government--not just the tragedy of cutting the HIV program in Africa, PEPFAR, that saved tens of millions of lives since it was initiated by President George W. Bush, but Securities and Exchange Commission, Internal Revenue Service. Agencies that directly bore on the active business interests of Donald Trump and Elon Musk, these were shut down by Elon Musk.

And maybe all those IRS employees who were in charge of auditing high-income individuals, maybe those SEC people who were dealing with allegations of SEC issues involving Musk, maybe they were all irrelevant and unnecessary and redundant and overstaffed. Or maybe they were just in the way, and somebody used personal power to get rid of them--personal power that was converted into state power to get rid of them.

Now, Musk is not activated just by self-interest. He does have these weird ideological ticks that seem to be getting weirder. And those have been part of what has driven the United States government too. The United States is turning away refugees from everywhere, including people who serve the United States and Afghanistan, and it's rolling out a red carpet for white Afrikaner farmers.

I don't know--maybe they've got a claim. I'm not hostile to the white Afrikaner farmers. But it is strange that there's a locked door for everybody else and a red carpet for the people with whom Elon Musk identifies, as his family originally comes from South Africa. Again, this is a question of using state power for personal ends.

Look--the statement that is supposed to define the United States government is that it's a government of laws, not men. The rules and regulations, the government is always supposed to be more powerful, more enduring, more important than the people who work in it. And the people there are there to serve. But that idea really does seem to be jettisoned--not just abandoned, but actively jettisoned, repudiated--in the Trump years. And this dispute exemplifies it.

Musk's particular criticisms of Trump's so-called big--what do you [call it]? Big, bouncing baby boy--whatever he calls that bill. Musk's may well be valid. The bill is irresponsible; it does add a lot of money to the debts and deficits in the out years. There's a kind of card trick going on here, where, in 2017, when Trump passed his first tax cut or the tax cut of the first administration, the only reason it met the deficit-and-debt rules that it had to be passed under was by saying it would expire in 2025.

Now that it is expiring in 2025, the Trump people say, Well, it doesn't really cost anything, because we're largely extending tax cuts that were passed in 2017. Yeah. But in 2017, you said they would expire, and that's why they had one price. If they don't expire, they have a different price, and you're engaged in a kind of hustle.

And so Musk's criticisms of this, they may well be true. But he's not criticizing because he's motivated by a disinterested concern for the public finances. Remember how his interests were exempted from all the budget cuts that were imposed on other people. He's mad at Trump for his own reasons, and so he's using a weapon at hand.

In his case, at least one of the things he's reaching for is true. The others--accusing Trump of being in the Epstein files--those may be more far-fetched. But he's reaching for everything he can get--but not because he cares about these issues, but because he's asserting his own ego to punish someone he's mad at. And Trump is doing the same. Trump is threatening to withdraw government business from Elon Musk's companies.

And, again, look--there's a strong case that Starlink and SpaceX should not be in private hands, the United States government should take them over. These are essential to national security. And if it's true that Elon Musk turned off Starlink to disadvantage the Ukrainians, he was using his corporate power for personal, ideological, or other interests at the expense of the public welfare. So that has to be dealt with.

But Donald Trump, again, is not motivated by impersonal concern for the public welfare. He's punishing an opponent. And so suddenly, conflict-of-interest rules that didn't interest him 15 minutes ago are suddenly the order of the day. We are having a breakdown of the rule-of-law system in the United States. I've often worried that you could have a Trump administration, or you could have the rule of law in the United States, but not both. You could have Elon Musk in government, or you could have government be pure of conflicts of interest, but not both. The law is the victim of both these men. And both of them need to be run out of town as fast as possible, after which, let the law take its course.

And now my conversation with Senator Ruben Gallego. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: The story of Senator Ruben Gallego is both an amazing story of personal achievement and also a classic American narrative of what this country can deliver. A son of immigrants in this country from Latin America, Ruben Gallego grew up in Chicago in a single-parent home. He joined the Marine Corps while still an undergraduate at Harvard. He served in combat in Iraq in a unit fiercely engaged with the insurgency. He settled in Arizona after his military service, was elected to the state assembly as a Democrat, then defied the red wave of 2014 to win election to the U.S. House of Representatives in that difficult year.

Here's where the high political drama begins. In 2018, Arizona Democrats elected Kyrsten Sinema to the U.S. Senate. In office, Sinema became alienated from her party and ultimately declared herself an independent. Congressman Gallego emerged as the leading challenger to Sinema's reelection. She decided not to run again, rather than face him. He then faced the ultra-Trumpy election denier Kari Lake in the general election of 2024, and beat her too. Along the way, Gallego's own image as a fighting progressive has shifted toward the political center. He's now regarded by many Democrats as one of their brightest future stars, and it's a pleasure and honor to welcome him to The David Frum Show.

Senator, thank you for joining us today.

Ruben Gallego: Gracias, David.

Frum: I'm speaking to you from about as deep inside the beltway as you can get--like, almost the buckle of the beltway. And some of our viewers may share that same condition with me. So just to enlighten all of us, when you said your constituents want a "big-ass truck," how big-ass is the truck they want?

Gallego: (Laughs.) Well, big enough for them to feel like they've succeeded in life. And I think that's, basically, what I'm trying to say. And when I joked about it, it really is somewhat true. Like, if you grow up, like I did, in a working-class Latino family, your measure of success was what people would consider artificial, but is actually real. It's the real, tangible things: Buying a home, being able to get a nice truck that is responsive to the fact that you worked hard for this, and you took a lot of pride in that truck. You wash that truck on the driveway every weekend, with your kids.

And when we can't deliver that as a party--me and Democrats as a party--if these men feel that we're not able to get them that future that can allow them to buy that "big-ass truck," or take that vacation, or feel a little more comfortable, or buy that house, or start that business, then we're going to lose their votes.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about that lesson. So I was going through the leadership of both parties, House and Senate, and I'm struck that leader after leader comes from about as safe a state as you can get: South Dakota; Wyoming; or New York, New York. And that's true, by the way, with the executive branch too. Donald Trump used to be a New Yorker, but he became a Floridian to run again in 2024. J. D. Vance comes from what used to be a swing state, Ohio--not a swing state anymore.

You're one of the very few people who's in the national conversation who comes from a highly competitive state, possibly even the most competitive state. So as someone who's won elections in a competitive state, what lessons do you think you have for the people who are looking at politics from the safety of the sidelines?

Gallego: Well, I think one of the things that you could give the credit to, really, me and Mark Kelly, for example, my senior senator, is that we don't have the luxury of being in anything safe.

And one of the benefits about Arizona, too, is that there is no real bubble in Arizona. I guess you could be in a political bubble if you want, but, you know, Democrats and Republicans live next to each other. They're still friends. They still hang out. They still work together. This is why you saw so many Gallego-Trump voters, right? Because these are the people that can make these nuanced separations of who they want, who they think best represents them.

And it also means that you can't avoid what is going on or what people's fears are. You know, one of the things that I think was very instructive for us--at least, like, just generally for my campaign--is that one of the things that that helped us is that we were very realistic about what was happening out there, what people were feeling. And while everyone was trying to say that the economy was getting better--because I think I'm in a competitive state, and, generally, I don't really live in an uppity area; I live in a working-class area in South Phoenix; I really get to touch real grass all the time--and I heard it from people at the grocery store, at the gas stations that they were just having a tough time making ends meet. And this isn't 2022 when I'm hearing this. I'm hearing this in early 2024. I'm hearing the sense of desperation that they're just working so hard, and they're just not getting anywhere.

Or these young men and women that are looking at the world that they don't understand anymore, because, you know, for Arizona, four years ago, if you had a family making middle-class, middle-income salary, you could afford a house. Now the average house in Arizona is about $530,000. And good luck, you know, finding that house; it's probably far out in the middle of nowhere and, on average, a 7.5 percent mortgage.

And so we talked to the voter about what they wanted to hear and talk about and what they were worried about. When everyone was trying to deny that there was a problem at the border, every Democrat was trying to deny the problem at the border, we knew that that was just not the case. And people were still talking about the border. They were worried about it, and they were mad at Democrats for allowing this chaos to happen.

Instead of running away from it, we ran right to the fight and brought the arguments about why we were better than our opponent on these issues. And I think that ended up being one of the saving graces, why we're able to outperform really all Senate Democrats in the country, considering, especially, that Arizona does have about 300,000 more registered Republicans than Democrats.

We have no choice as candidates--me, Mark Kelly, other statewide candidates--to make sure that we are actually figuring out a way to win in a bipartisan manner, by keeping our values also as Democrats but also delivering to Arizona. We have no choice. We have to do it.

Frum: One of the things I noticed about Democrats from sort of the safer areas is: They attach a lot of importance to words, and often more importance to words rather than to things. And I'm struck here--

Gallego: Or deeds, yeah.

Frum: There's been a project to evaluate why Democrats are doing poorly with men. And when you read the discussion about it, it's all about changing the way we speak, changing the way we frame things. The idea that there might actually be something of substance that is the problem, that's not something that seems to be very acceptable. Now, you don't have that luxury.

Gallego: I don't have the luxury. But also, it's like you don't--the Democrats are all about data until they don't like the data. The data for men is: They're just not doing well. This is not just Black men, Latino men. This is all men, right? We have the lowest amount of college attainment. Salaries are going down. Life expectancies are going down. There's just this general discontent within the male population. If you just look at the data, you would say, Hey--this population of the United States is not doing well. We should figure out what to do about it. Let's have conversations. Let's have town halls. Let's have real studies about this.

And what you see, and what I've seen in the past, is there's this--I try not to exaggerate how sometimes the Democrats can be anti-male, but there is a certain amount of that that does happen. When you start talking about it, people are saying, like, Oh, you're concentrating on males and forgetting X, Y, Z population, which I don't think is the case. I think we care about Americans. We should care about all Americans. And if men aren't doing well, us as a party who are supposed to care for the people that are not doing well, we should do something about it.

And we could do, at the same time, making sure we're protecting women's rights, making sure that women are also at the forefront of everything, that we're protecting the LBGTQ community, all these kinds of things, right? But the fact is, for some reason, Democrats have gotten sheepish about this. You know, there's people that are involved in different types of think tanks about the status of men and boys, and they're largely frozen out of the conversations around Democratic policy making, because what we want is: We want the male vote, but we want it cheaply. We want the male vote to come to us without us getting some other interest groups pissed off. And we also want the male vote to come with us, and we want it to be within our safe little tent of ideas and ideology, and we want them to be perfectly fine to fit with all of our other friends.

Which, guess what? That's just not how we're going to win. We're going to have to accept that some of these male voters are not going to be aligned with certain sectors of our tent if we want to win. If we don't want to win, then fine. Accept that we're going to be a small tent, and hopefully we win once in a while. But in reality: The Democrats want the male vote without actually having to work the male vote. And they think they can just throw a bunch of dudes on podcasts and, you know, bro it up, and that's somehow going to solve the problem. It's not going to solve the problem.

Frum: One thing that has been attended in the Trump years--and you can say this is actually a good thing about America, and maybe even one of Donald Trump's few positive legacies--is the American melting pot does continue to bubble along. You can see it as early as the 2010s, but you can really see it happening in the 2020s, that we are seeing a big decrease in race and ethnic polarization in the United States.

But we're paying for it by having this big increase in sex polarization. So men are men. Women are women. Wherever they come from, whatever the color of their skin, the women are voting more like each other; the men are voting more like each other. So the melting pot is bubbling, but the wall of separation between the sexes seems to be getting higher and higher.

Gallego: Yeah, a hundred percent. And look--some of it is COVID-induced. Some of it is: They're listening to different things. One of the things we knew instinctively, because growing up Latino and working class: Latino men do not intently watch Univision, Telemundo. They don't intently follow politics. They largely are disconnected from the normal avenues of--well, I would say that normal people kind of consume news and political news.

And one of the things that I emphasized on my campaign early on is a nontraditional way to reach these men, because you've got to understand the way these guys are. I mean, when I was in construction, I would wake up at 6 a.m., go to the site. Hopefully, it'd be done by 3 p.m. but probably not. So maybe you're back at home by 5 p.m. You're dirty as hell. You're smelly as hell. You're jumping in the shower, and then maybe, you know, you're in time--you've made it home in time for dinner, right? You're sitting down to dinner, and then you have probably a couple hours before you zonk out to start the next day.

Do you want to spend that time watching the news? Do you want to spend that time talking politics? No. You want to spend time with your family or with your friends, because your day sucked, and it's going to suck again tomorrow. And so you do this rinse and repeat, rinse and repeat.

So where are they getting all their information from? Well, a couple places. Number one, they're getting it from their other coworkers at worksites--which by the way, people forget when it comes to Latino men, the people they're most likely to work with besides other Latino men are white working-class men, right? And white working-class men are very much politically involved and have a lot of political information that they're getting. And they're sharing it with their Latino coworkers, right?

And number two, they're living off their phones through different social media, whether it's Instagram, Snapchat, or all this kind of stuff, Twitter. So one of the things that we emphasize is trying to figure out how to get a message, a vibe, about who I was to these Latino male voters early on, so that way they understood, like, Ruben Gallego is a Democrat. Ruben Gallego says he's for the working class. But then we also had a very strong cultural attachment. Like, He understands me. He actually worked at factories, worked in construction, understands the dignity of work, the responsibility of a man to his family, to provide for his family, and how important that is to me as a man.

And that kind of stuff, we are afraid to approach to get these men to start considering us as Democrats. And then, because we never talk about it, we never give them the dignity of allowing them to be family leaders and not making them feel bad about being family leaders. And then we're surprised when, year after year, we don't continue to have this conversation with us, they keep on moving away from us. And it's a dumb trade-off, because we continue to do that because we think that somehow we're going to piss off female voters.

And I don't think that's the case. Female voters are worried about their sons or daughters and their husbands. They're worried about the fact that they're becoming less social. They're worried about the fact that they're not actually being productive in life. And they want to have good husbands--heck, they want to have good ex-husbands that are involved with their kids' lives, and they're making good pay and paying their child support, things of that nature.

But for some reason, the Democrats have continued this trade-off, and it's going to continue going until we realize: Making sure [of] people's economic needs will cross all racial barriers and, if you do it rightly, will also cross these gender gaps that we're seeing.

Frum: Well, let me ask you: You're famous for having banned the use of the term Latinx from any communication you do. But let me ask you about a term you've been using: Latino. You're originally from Chicago. If someone practiced politics in Chicago 100 years ago and someone said there's this thing called an Eastern European o--Croat, Serbs, they're the same; Poles, Ukrainians are the same; everybody loves the Ashkenazi Jews--it's just one thing.

Gallego: I think if Chicago, like--if you weren't Irish or Scottish or Polish, you were Bohemian. That's the way they would describe any European that they couldn't describe. Yeah. And then me, growing up, you were Spanish or Mexican, if you were lucky, or Puerto Rican.

Frum: But let me ask you this: Is this concept of Latino helping anybody understand anything at all? And as particularly the Democratic Party, that a lot of Democratic Party politics has been driven over the past quarter century by the idea, Okay, there's this new minority. They all come from the same continent and half a continent--because Mexico, of course, is in North America--and most of them speak Spanish, some speak Portuguese, some speak indigenous languages. But we're going to group them into a thing, and we're just going to assume we own them, and they're going to naturally gravitate to voting for us. They're going to be in opposition to the standard organization of American society, and they're going to want minority set-asides. And that's the way to talk to them. And the very invention of the concept of Latino has been a disabling--part of your family comes from Colombia; part of your family comes from Mexico. Those are very different historical experiences.

Gallego: Oh, hell yeah.

Frum: And with Eastern Europeans, we would understand if your father was Serbian and your mother was Croat, that didn't make you an Eastern European o; that made you a person with two different heritages that you had to balance.

Gallego: I think the mistake that happened, it's like the names don't matter so much. Now go back to why Latinx matters versus Latino: What happened within the progressive left, as well as the Democratic Party, is that you had all these Latinos that kept voting Democratic, right? Yeah, no matter what.

And the difference was two things. Number one: There was discrimination against Latinos. I mean, you saw signs going into the 1970s, you know, no spics, no dogs allowed. In the Southwest, there was housing discrimination, there was educational discrimination. And of course, that drove those voters to the Democratic Party, because we were the only party, really, that was outright for equality. The level of income attainment was extremely low. So the Latino population on average was poorer than the Anglo population. And the Democrats were the party of the middle class, a working class of: Who's going to protect your rights? Who's going to protect your wages? Who's going to give you an opportunity to go to a good school and live the American dream? That was the Democratic Party.

What happened is: the Democratic Party kind of kept on evolving, and the Latino population kept growing bigger and bigger. The Latino population changed--and I don't mean change, as in there was new populations that came in, except for the Cubans; that's another tangent and a weird story there. But we got bigger, and we also got richer within our population. And even though, on average, Latinos are poorer, we have a lot of great success stories in America, right?

If you look at the police forces in a lot of our big cities, you have a lot of Latino police forces. You have a lot of Latino firemen. So there's been this--and this is a good story, by the way. This is a good story. This is what you want to happen to your immigrant communities, right? This is the story of the American dream. We are moving up to middle class; we're moving everything else. And so the Democratic Party just never changed as the Latino population was changing, right?

And if anything, it actually went further away from what they were, right? Focusing more on social issues and not so much on the economic issues that we were known for. And then also, just adopting things that the Latino community would naturally be against, right? Open borders, for example, was something that if you had Latino friends, they would've told you, Well, that's dumb. Like, why? Why would you do that? Kind of the anti-police rhetoric. We live in neighborhoods where we want police to treat us well but also to be present, and this anti-police rhetoric that took off for many years affects them, especially, again, when we have so many people that are in the military--sorry, in the police force.

And this kind of moving away from this idea of patriotism being a core value of the Democratic Party and understanding that America is an exceptional country and we should pride and value that, it goes against the grain of what Latinos know, right? Our kids serve in the military. We actually come here because we think it's an exceptional country. And when Arizona--sorry, when Democrats are sheepish about talking about the country in that way, it does an impact.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about the military. So you were in Iraq. You served with a unit that took a lot of casualties. You saw some hard things. Some of the people in your cohort who returned from Iraq, like the serving vice president, have been radicalized and embittered--or so they say that's why they've been radicalized and embittered. He wasn't radicalized and embittered. I knew him when he immediately came back from Iraq, and he wasn't radicalized and embittered then, but the farther the experience recedes, the more embittered he becomes about it.

Other people who have served in the post-9/11 wars--like your former House colleague Dan Crenshaw, like some of your Senate colleagues, Tammy Duckworth--they retain their faith in America's purposes in the world, that American military power is a necessary thing and a force for good. How do you process your military experience, and how does it affect the way you think about America's role in the world and America's military in the world?

Gallego: Yeah, I mean, for me, it's pretty interesting just because, I mean, the vice president and I were actually in Iraq at the same time. He was serving on a base called Al Asad, and I was a frontline infantry unit that was never on base. And actually, my unit was from Ohio, so the Reserve unit I served with, Lima 3/25. And as you know, we ended up, unfortunately, seeing a lot of combat and lost a lot of men.

And I actually did come back embittered. I came back embittered at the administration for sending me to a bogus war to begin with. And they sent me to a bogus war without the equipment that I needed, that got a lot of my men killed--and the manpower, by the way, because I was covering an area the size of West Virginia with only a company of men, or battalion, I should say. And so I was very embittered at our government about that. But it never made me an isolationist, because I think, looking at the world in a rational way, we can't afford to be isolationist.

I want security for the future of my kids, and I want economic security too. Part of that is going to be that we have to have friends, and we need strong friends. Because we don't have the mass that China has. And I'm not talking about the military mass--because I don't want to go to war with China--but we don't actually have the actual manpower, economic leverage that we have, unless we have other friends, unless we have other allies. And when it comes to any kind of military support, having other friends that are with us.

And I want to prevent wars. I think the best way for us to prevent wars is to have alliances, is to believe in actual treaty obligations, and also to find ways to prevent wars through multilateralism, through investments in bringing down, for example, poverty around the world. I mean, one of the reasons why I had such a hard time fighting over there is because everybody in western Iraq was trying to kill me, and some of these people weren't even trying to kill me because they were idealogues, but because they were poor. Some insurgent was going to give him a hundred bucks just to drop an IED at the side of the road, right?

Like, I saw the actual results of instability in the world. And yes, there was a lot of bad leadership decisions and somewhat criminal decisions that came from the Bush administration. But tearing down the system that has actually brought the longest amount of peace, in general, in the longest time since World War II is just plain dumb. And some of the things that I think actually motivates these people to actually try to destroy these institutions is because: If there's less institutions that are connecting us, if there's more isolationism, it actually empowers the most powerful people within this country, which I don't think we want either.

I see this as the opposite way. It doesn't mean we have to be everywhere. I certainly have not supported engagements or potential engagements all around the world. I supported us, for example, when it came to the JCPOA, because I don't want to go to war with Iran, under President Obama. I've been against some of our potential expeditions and long-standing, overstayed, and out of compliance with some of our rules and regulations in terms of operating overseas, like in Syria and other countries. And I think we should have deep oversight.

But this idea that we're just going to go to zero and close down the borders, I think is just not, when it comes to our alliances, is just not realistic. It's not going to happen, and I think it's going to make more unsafe than anything else, and I think will actually lead us to more of a situation in terms of a confrontation with China than less.

Frum: You're on the border, and the Trump administration, one of its areas of greatest military adventurism has been with increased military activity in Mexico. They're overlying drones. They say the drones are unarmed, but they're drones that are capable of being armed. It looks like they didn't give the Mexican government advanced notice of all the drones that are flying. President Trump, the vice president, many others in the Republican Party have spoken about taking some kind of military action inside the territory of Mexico or on the seas that are just outside Mexico's territorial waters. How do you think about that as someone who represents Arizona?

Gallego: We want, and we do have, a good relationship with the Mexican government in Arizona. Our police forces will talk to their police forces. They have problems. There's no doubt there's corruption. There's no doubt. But what you've seen is when some of the best outcomes have always been when we've actually worked with our friends and treated them like friends and allies, and helped them build their capability to fight back, fight corruption, fight these cartels, fight these terrorists.

You've seen some of the best COIN operations in, for example, Colombia that were effective. And I think we could continue doing that. But if we decide to do these unilateral actions without working with these countries, without giving them some level of respect, we're going to end up having less support from that government, but less support from the people who will continue to hide these horrible, horrible humans that are also terrorizing these communities.

It's also very insulting to a lot of--and this is something that I've seen that we've done, not just to them but to sort of Afghan allies we're not rolling in. It's insulting to them as if they don't have some agency, right? Thousands and thousands of Mexican police officers, government workers die every year fighting these cartels. And the fact that we kind of give this whole broad brush and say they're all corrupt, they're all evil I think is something that's going, again, to not help us make friends where we need friends to fight these organizations.

Frum: Well, you mentioned Colombia. Until a little while ago, it looked like one of the big successes of American policy in the 21st century: Plan Colombia that restored order, the reorientation of the Colombian economy away from drugs to exporting agricultural goods that serve people rather than killed people.

Colombia got hit with a wave of tariffs by the Trump administration. Now he's helped to legitimate the far left that has come back into Colombian politics. Is that a situation that you follow, and what lessons do you see for countering surgency from the Colombian experience?

Gallego: Yeah, I do follow it a lot. Look--you know, when President Petro of Colombia really used this opportunity to kind of create this jingoistic situation where you're able to draw attention to the sins of what the United States is doing, and not necessarily the things that are occurring in Colombia, which economically aren't great. And when you're putting tariffs, you're creating two things: Number one, for your kind of marginal farmer, especially out in rural Colombia, doing, you know--export farming is profitable, but not that much. And it is also fairly marginal, right? It is a lot more profitable for you to farm and harvest cocoa, right? And other, drug, products.

And so you're making an economic incentive for people to move away. You're also messing with our economy, too (the United States economy), because talking to some of these big industries down there who import American flour, corn, soy--they're right now looking for new partners anywhere else besides the United States because they don't want to deal with the drama of Am I under a tariff? versus Am I not under a tariff?

You know, their biggest import from the United States is actually soy, which is ridiculous considering they're essentially next to--they share a border with--Brazil. Now, you know, the Brazilian soy market is hunting around in Colombia, trying to basically say, like, We're your better partner. They're gonna--look: They're gonna try to get flour from somewhere else. You know, the Colombian farmers, because it's a very volcanic earth, really value American tractors and farm equipment because they're solid. You know, they have a great reputation. They're easy to fix. The parts are easy to get. And now they're trying to get new products from Korea, from China, from Europe, because they don't want to deal every year, again, with whether your tractor is going to end up having a 10 percent, 20 percent tariff or counter-tariffs. So this is the instability we're causing.

That what was essentially unnecessary instability, right? Because Colombia has always accepted Colombians that are being returned for deportation. All they were asking is, like, Hey--just don't bring them in a military plane and we're fine. And I think that's some of the least thing we--one of the things we could do to keep relations, to keep the flow going, obviously, people that should be deported. But, you know, we end up, again, shooting ourselves in the foot because the way that this administration does security is they focus on being tough and not smart. They focus on showing, like, We're gonna do these things, but at the end of the day, all they're doing is causing more chaos.

They were talking about criminals, and now they're rounding up kids, rounding up parents, rounding up workers that we need, just so they could prove that they're wrong, when the voter really did not ask for that. They didn't ask for this, they asked for criminals. They asked for a tighter border; they got a tighter border. But now you're deporting families just so you could say you're hitting these arbitrary numbers that Stephen Miller wants.

Frum: A lot of you--you talk about the harm of tariffs very eloquently. A lot of people in your party have been having a difficult time articulating a tariff message because they actually kind of like tariffs.

If President Trump has been the most protectionist president since 1945, President Biden was the second-most. And so you hear a lot of Democrats saying things like, Well, I'm against dumb tariffs. I'm for smart tariffs, implying they're for smart tariffs, implying that there is or could be such a thing as a smart tariff.

And the result is you have a very narrow difference. And to your point just now, I mean, when Democrats say, I want to do the same thing as Donald Trump, but I want to do it smarter, what a lot of people hear is not, Well, you are smarter. [It's] Oh, you're the party of people who think they're so smart, but you don't actually have a principled criticism of what the president does. You're just showing off that you think you're better educated and more intelligent. But you want to do the same thing, only with fancier words, the way you always want to do it.

So are there Democrats who are going to be able to say, You know what? Tariffs are just dumb. Don't do them. We should trade in peace and freedom with the rest of the world?

Gallego: Are there? --I mean, I'm not a miracle worker here, David. But look--what we've seen in terms of the turnaround in our economy, right? If you would've said eight years ago that the United States was gonna be able to manufacture the majority of the chips it needs within 10 years, we would've been like, You're freaking nuts, right? Because all the chip manufacturing was being done overseas. And within that short time period, we were able to stand up and move U.S. manufacturing of advanced chips to a point where we're going to be net exporters in the next couple years.

That wasn't from tariff policy; that was from an actual industrial policy about how we're actually gonna brick this back, right? And we need to figure out how we can bring certain industries back and how we could do it smartly by competing, right? By having the best workers possible, by having the best industry possible, with having the best regulatory frameworks they could add to the tax policies, everything else. Like, that's how you make it.

So you could actually bring these middle-class jobs back. But the other thing that really annoys me is that, like, who do they think works these middle-class jobs? Who do you think works these factories? Right now they're about, last I heard--I'd have to go back and check. But, you know, we're probably close to a million--sorry, we're at about a million factory jobs that are opening right now. Those are immigrants that work those jobs. When I was working at a meat factory, growing up, I got $1 more because I was the only one that spoke English--or, well, I spoke English. I'm sure there's others that spoke English too.

But the people that worked at that factory were Mexican immigrants and Polish immigrants, right? So let's say we do build that steel plant here. First of all, let's find the investors that are willing to put in the seven to 10 years to build it. Like, the people that work in a lot of these places are the people that we're trying to kick out of this country right now, or won't let in.

And so how are we--how is this smart in any way?

Frum: You come from one of the most outward-facing states in America, in the country--a border state, a state with a dynamic economy, a state of entrepreneurship and immigration. If anyone's gonna carry a flag for open trade, free trade, it's gonna be a senator from Arizona. John McCain was a great free trader. Can we look to the senators from Arizona to lead the fight against tariffs and for free trade?

Gallego: Yeah. No, like, I think I can't speak for the other senator, but what we've seen is, like, Arizona is richer because of trade--and not just, by the way, [with] Mexico, which, by the way, has definitely been a big driver, besides the fact that everyone just focuses on the security side of it. We are actually a richer state, and the country would be much richer if we actually made our ports of entries faster, more aggressive, and predictable in some regards because some people don't know when they're gonna come in.

But we are now trading with, you know, all around the world. We just opened up a direct airline route, or will be soon, from Phoenix to Taiwan. Our jobs, our high-skilled jobs, our highest-paying jobs are due to trade. And in some regard, if we actually want stability, especially in the Western hemisphere, we should embrace free trade that, you know, emphasizes our brothers and sisters south of the border getting good-paying jobs, getting those industry jobs that we don't want to do in the United States, so they could stop the migrations that are moving here to the United States. There is a way for this all to be a win-win for the United States. And I think using our ability, in terms of our superpower--which I think our biggest superpower is actually human capital--where we can bring anyone from all around the world and use their drive, their brainpower and put it into this massive other amount of brainpower to experiences all around the world. We could outcompete anybody, but we actually have to believe in them. We have to make the investments in them. And I think that is going to be a better way to actually move the middle class, get them those jobs that they need, than these types of, like, ham-fisted tariff policies.

Frum: Last question, because I know we have a hard out, and you've been very generous with your time. You came from a tough background. You had an astonishing career. Your talent was picked out early. You went to Harvard. You volunteered. You saw some dark things in combat. You came back. You chose politics after that background at a strikingly early age. You didn't get rich first. You went into politics directly.

Gallego: I did want to get rich first, to be honest. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Why did you choose politics?

Gallego: You know, I think it really chose me. I always wanted to do government service. I actually thought that I was going to end up in the State Department, or the FBI, or something of that nature. I got back from the war--I mean, I was fucked up, to be honest. You know, my best friend died. It was seven months of just hard, hard combat.

And then we got back and, you know, we were Reservists, and they just let us go, right? So two weeks after I get back from Iraq, I am given my orders, I throw my stuff in my sea bag, and they're, Right. You're out; you're gone. You know, no housing, nothing. And luckily, I had friends and family to fall upon.

But then the stories started coming from my guys that they were having problems getting jobs. They were having problems getting VA treatments, getting into the VA--all these things that were just terrifying to me. And I was already pissed from the war because, again, they sent me to war without the proper armor on our vehicles, proper intelligence, without enough manpower, all this kind of stuff.

And so I found myself talking more and more to these guys about--these guys, my brothers--trying to help them get into the VA, trying to help them get into school. You know, some of them were living on my couch for a little bit to keep them off the streets. And I started complaining to the state reps, to the state senators, Why can't my guys have in-state tuition? Marines would be overseas for three years, and they'd come back to their home state or to another state, and they say, like, Well, you never lived here. Like, Yeah, well, I've been gone forever.

And it just kept on coming back and forth, back and forth, and I just kept complaining to congressmen and to everybody. And I realized that, I mean, everyone talks a big game, but no one really gives an f about us until they really need us.

But I have a purpose here, and it's going to continue to service. You know, my guys and I are going to have our 20-year reunion this year. I'm 45. I'm one of the older side of veterans, and if I'm not doing this right now, you know, who's going to hold this administration to the fire? They want to cut 83,000 veteran--VA employees arbitrarily, right? And for me, I'm able to use my position as a veteran, as a combat veteran, and I'm pushing back on them. I'm not sure if I was here, would someone be doing as aggressively as I am? And I think that that tells me I'm doing something right.

Frum: Thank you. Thank you for the time today. I'm really grateful. Thank you for the candor. It's been an interesting conversation. I really appreciate you taking the time for us. Bye-bye.

Gallego: Appreciate it. Adios.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Senator Gallego for joining me here on The David Frum Show. Remember, if you enjoy this dialogue and similar content, please subscribe to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of The David Frum Show and all of my Atlantic colleagues.

I'm going to close with some farewell thoughts about the weekend ahead. If you are planning to fly into Washington, D.C., over the weekend of June 14, be prepared for a lot of airplane closures. Reagan National Airport will be closed, and traffic at the other regional airports is likely to be disrupted. The reason for this is the big parade scheduled for June 14.

Now, ostensibly, this is a parade to salute the 250th anniversary of the United States Army, founded in June of 1775. But we all know this story is not true. The Continental Navy was founded in the fall of 1775, and the Marines shortly thereafter. They, too, are celebrating 250th anniversaries this year. No parade for them, because their anniversaries do not coincide with the birthday of President Trump. President Trump is throwing a big birthday bash for himself at public expense, making a parade, which he has wanted for a long time.

And the Army is his excuse but not his motive. As I say, if it were the real thing, you would find a way to honor the Army, the Navy, and the Marine Corps together, all of them celebrating their 250th anniversary this year. Now, President Trump has wanted a big military parade since he saw one in France in his first term, on Bastille Day. The Army and the other services, the Department of Defense, resisted this demand for a long time, and for three main reasons.

The first was the reason of expense. The Trump birthday party, the military component of it, will cost, all in--both the cost of the parade and the cost of repaving the city streets afterwards--probably in the vicinity of $100 million. That's a very large amount of money, even by military standards. And in the first term, at least, the money would've been spent at a time of general prosperity and pretty lax controls of spending. In the second term, President Trump is engaged in massive budget cuts throughout the rest of the government. We've eliminated the PEPFAR program for Africa that delivers anti-HIV drugs to Africans of all ages, and especially children. People's lives are at risk to save the $7 billion that PEPFAR costs. It's indecent to be cutting PEPFAR and throwing the president a $100 million birthday party. So the military has resisted on grounds of expense.

They've also resisted on grounds of uselessness. Look--parades used to serve a purpose. The skills on display in a parade--marching in step, the cavalry trotting in line--those were highly relevant military skills in the days when armies fought in formation, when infantry formed into line, when cavalry moved at a trot. But in today's world, the skills that you need to do at a parade have nothing to do with how armies fight.

And the weeks and weeks of preparation that the units have to do in order to be ready for the parade is just a waste of time. And these are all, by the way, highly paid, highly skilled professionals. Their time is valuable. We want our war fighters, as Secretary of Defense Hegseth calls them, to be preparing to fight actual 21st-century war, not demonstrating their skill and readiness to fight the wars of the 18th and early 19th century.

But there's an even more fundamental reason that the Army resisted for such a long time, and that was: They sensed there was something political about these parades. Trump was not doing this, really, to salute the military. He was summoning the military to salute him. And the military, rightly, would never refuse an order, but they would point out, This is expensive. This is a distraction. And if you order us to do it, we will leak the details of how expensive and how useless it is to the newspapers, so that everyone will see what you are doing.

That was the first term. But in this second term, the military is headed by people who--unlike the military leadership in the first term--under Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, pose no resistance to the orders and demands and wishes and imperatives and whims of President Trump. The Hegseth DOD is an arm of Trump's PR politics. And so it's all parade, all the time. There is no one now to advocate for the interests of the national defense against the whims of the president.

I think this you've all heard before, but there's something else I want to point out here. The idea that a president would cause massive inconvenience to the traveling public, disrupt the traffic of the District of Columbia, all to honor himself is a real slap in the face and a real denial of the fundamental relationship that the constitutional system envisions between the president and the people.

The president is a public servant. He is the highest-ranking government employee. He's not the master. He's not the king. He's not the emperor. Traditionally, presidents receive no honor of any kind in their own lifetimes. If they had distinguished themselves in office, after they had passed then they would be honored in all kinds of ways: the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson Monument. Everything's the other way around. I think it's the Lincoln Monument and the Jefferson Memorial. You'd issue postage stamps for them. The streets would be named for them, counties. There are Jackson Counties all over the United States. Presidents were honored after the end of their lifetime. But in their time, they were just another government employee, like the undersecretary of agriculture. And there certainly was no public commemoration of their birthdays.

Donald Trump does not see himself as a public servant. He sees himself as a public master. That's why he's always demanding thanks for his allocation of government resources. When President Trump sends emergency assistance to a county that's in need, it's not his money. No one owes him any thank-you. He's doing his job, sending the public's money to the place where public law provides for it to go. And yet he thinks, because he is the president, he, therefore, is owed deference, he is owed obedience, he's owed thanks, and he's owed a parade.

And this habit of thinking is spreading through his government. Other Cabinet secretaries have also given themselves birthday parties of public expense and have issued statements on Twitter saluting the Cabinet secretary for the birthday. It's a habit that grows from the top down, and it's a violation of the way that Americans used to conduct themselves.

Look--in Britain, there's a long and lively tradition of military parades on the monarch's birthday. They troop the colors. In fact, this year, the trooping of the colors for King Charles's birthday will be June 14. Charles's birthday will be June 14, just like President Trump's parade. But Charles's parade is not on his actual birthday; his actual birthday is in November. but he's going to have his parade on June 14 because that's the best day for the public to watch it and enjoy it, and it's also the easiest day for the troops to parade. If you know London, you'd much rather parade in the June sunshine than in the November gloom and rain.

So Charles, the king of England, is thinking of others when he arranges the continuation of the long-established tradition of the trooping of the colors on the monarch's birthday. President Trump, ostensibly a servant of the people, ostensibly a lowercase r Republican official, ostensibly just the highest-ranking person in the government bureaucracy--he's doing more than King Charles to honor himself at other people's expense and other people's inconvenience. It's not the biggest scandal of the Trump administration by any means, but in some ways it's the most revealing.

Thanks so much for joining me today. I'm David Frum. I hope you'll return next week for another episode.

[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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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum breaks down what he calls "the week of the four scams"--a stunning display of misinformation and corruption from President Donald Trump involving fake trade deals, manipulated markets, and even a personal jet from Qatar.

David is then joined by Indian Member of Parliament and Chairman of the Committee on External Affairs Dr. Shashi Tharoor to examine the recent India-Pakistan cease-fire and just how much (or little) credit the Trump administration can fairly claim for brokering peace.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 6 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

At the very beginning of the first Trump presidency, back in 2017, I posted on Twitter the following thought: "Regular reminder that Donald Trump's core competency is not dealmaking with powerful counter-parties. It is duping gullible victims."

That warning has seldom been more needed than it has been needed in the past days, which I call the week of the four scams. Over these past few days, Donald Trump has taken credit or introduced one after another piece of outrageous fiction, which he is presenting to the world as some tremendous achievement. And we need to be warned against it and to protect ourselves against it.

Now, the first of the scams will supply the matter of my main conversation on the program today. That is Donald Trump's attempt to take credit for the India-Pakistan cease-fire. The India-Pakistan cease-fire is a real event. It actually happened. But Donald Trump's role in it was negligible, to say the least, as you'll hear when I speak to my guest today, Dr. Shashi Tharoor, who is chairman of the External Affairs Committee in the Indian Parliament and one of that country's leading voices for liberal and humane values.

But now let's talk, in the interval, about the three scams that took place here on the home front. Two of them are the so-called trade deals that Trump has taken credit for: one with Britain, one with China.

Now, these aren't deals in any traditional sense of the word. A trade agreement must be approved by Congress. It's a treaty. These are executive announcements, PR, press releases, concepts, plans, projects, noise. They don't amount to anything. Today, in May, American tariffs are dramatically higher than they were the day before Donald Trump took office. And the effort to make them scale up and to scale down is just a distraction, the way the dealer in a three-card monte game keeps up a line of pattern so that you don't notice that you are being deceived and robbed.

The fourth of the scams is Donald Trump's project to accept from the Emirate of Qatar the personal gift of a jet--a jet plane--that would accrue to him personally during his time as president and that would then be kept by him and by his heirs, through the guise of the Trump Library and casino and fast-food restaurant, or whatever he calls it, but nothing that is going to be like any kind of charity. And it looks like the plane will keep operating and be available to him and to his family for use afterwards.

It is the most astonishing act of brazen corruption in the history of the American presidency--in the history of many post-Soviet presidencies. I mean, it's un-American. It can't be compared to anything that has ever happened in American history. And it comes on top of the flow of funds to Donald Trump from all over the world via these strange meme coins that he keeps issuing, that someone is buying for no obvious business reason but as a way to direct funds to the pockets of the president.

Let's talk a little bit more about these two trade deals because there's going to be an enormous attempt to make them seem real. You know, in a three-card-monte game, and as well as the dealer, there are often people in the crowd who are there to back up the dealer stories, to nudge people away from the tables if they look too closely and to entrap victims. And a lot of the pro-Trump media plays the role of these kinds of ropers and bumpers, as they're called.

But those even in the independent media, we're not really very good at saying, This thing the president said, it doesn't mean anything. All that is happening here is the construction of a new apparatus of taxation that is imposed by the president at the president's discretion, that can be exempted by the president to people who give them favors or in exchange for various kinds of benefits--all of which is to shift the burden of taxation of the country from those best positioned to pay to those least positioned to pay.

Swirling around all of this commotion, all of this noise, is massive amounts of insider trading. We have had volatility unlike anything seen in financial markets since the great crisis of 2008-09, and people who study the markets notice a lot of short selling and a lot of rapid buying just before the president makes major moves, as if important market players have been tipped off and are making bets in the trillions on which they're reaping profits in the hundreds of billions. It is just an astonishing thing that is happening.

Meanwhile, the central act is the movement of taxation--because tariffs are taxes--from those best positioned to pay to those leased positioned to pay. A tariff is a tax on goods. It is a tax that falls on the consumer of those goods, and it is a tax on the consumer of anything that has any kind of imported component in it.

Now, maybe a way to think about this is: Imagine a poor family eating a meal at home. Their table is tariffed. Their chairs are tariffed. The plates are tariffed. The knives and forks are tariffed. If they're having a frugal meal of pasta or spaghetti, the Canadian wheat that probably is the major ingredient in that pasta--that's tariffed too. Now imagine a wealthier family enjoying a meal in a restaurant, perhaps to celebrate the enormous reduction in their taxes that they're going to get as a result of the Trump tax deal. Now, their tables and their chairs and so forth, the knives and forks--they might be tariffed too, although they probably come from Europe rather than China, so they'll be tariffed at a lower rate.

The most important cost in a restaurant meal is not the plate, not the chair, not the table, not the knife and fork, not even the food. The most important expenses are the wages of the chef, the wages of the server, and the rent on the space in which the restaurant is located. None of those things are tariffed. They are services, not goods, and so they escape the tax entirely.

Richer people tend to spend more of their income on services than they do on goods. Poorer people spend more on goods than on services. And richer people, of course, can save and invest more of their income, and that escapes tariffs entirely. And the more of the income you spend on the services, the less you pay in tariffs. The working man's car, that's tariffed; the rich man's chauffeur, not tariffed. The poor girl's dolls, of which she's allowed so few by the Trump administration--those are tariffed. When the rich family hires a nanny to play dolls with the girls, the nanny salary is not tariffed. Towels are tariffed. Membership in a swimming club, where you use the towel, that's not tariffed. The doorknob is tariffed, but the doorman on Fifth Avenue: no tariff on him.

It is very important when you listen to the Donald Trump show to keep your eye not on the game, but on the players and what they're about. And this jet story, this jet scam, is maybe the most revealing thing of all. It is just beyond shameful that such an offer would even get two minutes of consideration.

Look--foreign governments, authoritarian governments, especially those like Qatar, which have these bad ties to Hamas and Iran and which are trying to buy favor in the United States, they're always approaching people. There's a whole apparatus of distance to keep things like that away from the president. The president doesn't normally say no. The president normally never even learns that the offer was made in the first place. But in this case, there are no guardrails and no protections. And so in our fourth scam, the offer comes to the president, and the president wants to say yes.

Now, he may ultimately not be able to say yes. The gift of a jet to the president of the United States personally from a foreign Emirate, that may be too much even for Trump's usual apologists. But look how far we've come. Look how low we've sunk. It's a shame. It's a scandal. And the test for all of us is whether we can keep our eye on the main thing and to keep being shocked by things that are shocking.

And now my discussion with Dr. Shashi Tharoor. But first a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: A terrorist outrage in Kashmir killed some 25 Indians on April 22. India and Pakistan have since mutually retaliated one upon the other. As we record this dialogue on the morning of Sunday, May 11, in Washington--the evening of Sunday, May 11, in the subcontinent--a cease-fire has taken hold. To discuss the very distressing and worrying events in the subcontinent, I'm very proud and pleased to be joined by Dr. Sashi Tharoor.

To say Shashi Tharoor is an author and a member of the Indian Parliament is accurate so far as it goes but inadequate to the reality. His books have been massive sellers in India and the United Kingdom, and have had a great influence on all debate about Indian politics. He himself occupies a very important place as a politician that goes beyond the merely parliamentary. In a country where politics has for a long time been drifting in sectarian and authoritarian directions, Dr. Tharoor's public advocacy and political work elevate him as one of India's preeminent voices for secular and liberal politics.

A graduate of the University of Delhi and a Ph.D. from the Fletcher School at Tufts University, here in the United States, Dr. Tharoor spent much of his early career working in international organizations. He rose to be undersecretary general of the United Nations. In 2009, he was entered into Indian electoral politics and was elected to Parliament. He has been reelected three subsequent times, for a total of four--an unbroken career of success. He now heads the Parliamentary Committee on [External] Affairs in the Indian Parliament.

Thank you so much for joining us today at this time of tension. Maybe you can begin by talking about the cease-fire. A cease-fire has taken hold. The Trump administration claims a lot of credit for brokering it. Do they deserve that credit?

Shashi Tharoor: We were all a bit puzzled by President Trump's posts on Truth Social and on X, because India has historically been allergic to mediation. It doesn't believe it needs it, and it's unlikely to have invited mediation in a formal sense. On the other hand, it's true that the U.S. administration--in particular, Secretary of State and now also National Security Adviser Marco Rubio and, to some degree, Vice President Vance--have been speaking to Indian officials, as indeed, Indian officials have acknowledged. The foreign minister's tweets will tell us about these calls.

But it's one thing for the Indian foreign minister to say to the Americans, Look--if the Pakistanis do this, we will do that. Or if they hit us, we are going to hit them harder back, and quite another for the foreign minister to say, Would you mind relaying this message to the Pakistanis? India would never do the latter. They would do the former, and I think what happened then, perhaps, is that Rubio then called the Pakistanis and said, Look--I've been talking to the Indians, and this is what they're saying, so you might want to take this into account. And would you not like to move in a different direction? That kind of thing.

The initial Trump announcement gave the impression that the Americans and Indians and Pakistanis have been pulling an all-nighter, discussing everything jointly. That simply hasn't happened. And I think that's a misrepresentation of what role the U.S. played. But I certainly don't want to sound ungrateful for anybody who is willing to pull the Pakistanis down off the escalatory ladder that they had climbed onto.

There was a terrorist outrage in India. India chose to react in a very careful, calculated, calibrated, and precise way only against terrorist infrastructure. It didn't strike any Pakistani military installations or any civilian nor governmental installations, and basically signaled, Look--we are only after terrorists, and we did this strike at 1:30 in the morning so there wouldn't be too many civilians about. We want to avoid all collateral damage. It was a very responsible strike that the Indians conducted.

The Pakistanis chose to react with unnecessary escalation. They shelled very heavily civilian and occupied civilian inhabited areas of India, killing 22 civilians and hospitalizing a further 59 in the district of Poonch in Kashmir. And frankly, India had to respond--and did--very, very strongly. And when India responded, it also attacked places it had so far kept off limits. It hit Pakistani air bases, for example, very hard. Pakistan has, because there are no terrorist infrastructure in India to attack--Pakistan was assaulting Indian cities where ordinary human beings live. And that was simply unacceptable. We were able to use our air-defense shield to stop that, but we hit the Pakistanis hard where it hurt.

Now, this escalation was leading nowhere for nobody. As far as India was concerned, they delivered their message to the terrorists. They were willing to stop. As far as Pakistan was concerned, they didn't know when to say that their honor was satisfied. And if the U.S. helped them to step off that ladder, the U.S. gave them an excuse to climb down off it, so much the better, because India had no interest in a prolonged war.

What was very clear from the manner of the Indian strike to begin with, David, was that India was trying to signal from the very start: This is not the opening salvo in a long conflict. This is just a one-off retaliation to a terror attack, period. Nothing else. It's Pakistan that was taking it in the wrong direction, and I'm glad that stopped right now.

Frum: Well, let me ask you more about this American mediation. You'll remember that in 2001 there [was], again, another outrage against India. [Former Secretary of State] Colin Powell personally inserted himself and worked very hard, deployed a lot of threats, actually, against the Pakistanis to bring about a cease-fire in 2008 after the terror attack in Mumbai, another outrage on Indian soil. [Former Secretary of State] Condoleezza Rice was in person in the subcontinent and flew back and forth.

That's what American mediation has looked like in the past, from our point of view. And not to make this story about the United States when it's a story about the people of the subcontinent, but it does look like the Trump administration showed up, took credit for something that had already happened, and now its main interest seems to be not a structure of peace but scoring some Nobel Peace Prize nomination for Donald Trump.

Tharoor: (Laughs.) Oh, you said it, David. I didn't, and I probably would be unwise to say very much along those lines myself. I will say that mediation is possibly the wrong word. Mediation implies a request by both parties to be involved. In the two examples you gave, and a third example--the 1999 Kargil conflict, when President Clinton summoned the prime minister of Pakistan to Washington and told him to lay off, which he did--all those three cases were essentially the U.S. putting pressure on the Pakistanis, who in every case were in the wrong. They were the perpetrators of terror. They were the perpetrators of violence. And in the case of Kargil, they were the ones who had led an invasion of Indian territory. So in all those cases, the U.S. was telling one side.

I would say that in this particular instance, in as much as there was any strong American messaging coming, it was almost certainly directed principally to the Pakistanis, because India at no stage wanted to prolong a war. See, India, David, is a status-quo power. It is a country that basically would be very happy to be left alone. There's nothing Pakistan has that we want. We would be very happy to focus on our own growth, our own development, the well-being and prosperity of our own people. We are a high-tech economy, moving in that direction. We are trying to find a way forward in the 21st century. We are already the world's fifth-largest economy in dollar terms, and in purchasing-power-parity terms are third-largest. So that's where our ambitions and aspirations are.

We don't want to get bogged down into a meaningless war with a bunch of Islamist fanatics whose lust for our territory is what motivates them. When you are a status-quo power, what you want to do is to just continue with the way things are. Next door to us, unfortunately, is a revisionist power--a power that is not happy with the existing states of regional geopolitics and wants to upend it, and that's what the Pakistanis, sadly, are.

So they couldn't do it by conventional means. They kept losing formal wars against us. So from 1989 onwards, having learned an unfortunate lesson from the success of the mujahideen against the Soviet Union and Afghanistan, from Pakistani soil, the Pakistanis decided to turn that technique against us. And they started unleashing mujahideen by various names and various terror organizations, front organizations, into Indian territory to wreak havoc against innocent Indian civilians. They've been doing that since 1989. This is year 36 of Pakistani terrorism. You can understand that we really have lost patience with this.

Frum: One last question about the American role, because when you line up--and I should have mentioned--in 1999, 2001, 2008 and you see the pattern of the American involvement there, and then you contrast it with the pattern of American involvement in 2025, it does really look like the United States is a receding power in the world that mattered much more a quarter century ago than it does now, and that the Trump administration seems to want the accolades that it would get domestically from the assertion of great power status. But actually, it has given away that status, and maybe by its own neglect, maybe by some objective reality.

Tharoor: Yeah, and there was some slightly confused messaging also coming out of all of this that the first statements of Mr. Trump were that, Oh, these Indians and Pakistanis have been fighting for thousands of years, which is slightly odd because Pakistan has only existed for 77 years as a country. So they haven't fought anybody for a century, let alone centuries or thousands of years.

Then we had Mr. Vance saying, Oh, we have no business in this fight. Let them sort it out themselves. And then suddenly, within a day or two of these remarks, the same two people are taking credit for the cease-fire. I'm at a bit of a loss, frankly, about what they did. Certainly, there is no independent confirmation from the Indian side of any successful or serious negotiating effort by the U.S. here.

It's possible that they did this with the Pakistanis, and we might learn more from the U.S.--there's always stories coming out in the U.S. media from reliable sources in Washington as to what exactly America did with Pakistan. I'm sure we'll find out soon enough. But for now, I am at a bit of a loss, to answer your question, David. But the desire for accolades without too much of effort is a human foible, isn't it? It's something which too many people tend to want to do.

Frum: It runs stronger in some human beings than in others. In a few, it's the overwhelming passion of life.

Let me ask you: You alluded, I think, a little bit to what will be your answer to this question, but why is it so hard to reach an enduring peace in the subcontinent? The one smidgen of truth in Donald Trump's post about a thousand years is: For a thousand years, Hindu majority and Muslim majority--Hindu-ruled and Muslim-ruled--states have coexisted peacefully and successfully in the subcontinent. Why can't they do so now?

Tharoor: Well, I mean, that's the irony of all of this. I mean, it's utter nonsense to imply that there is a thousand-year battle between Hindus and Muslims. On the contrary, every great Hindu king had Muslim soldiers and generals on his side. Every great Muslim king had Hindu generals and soldiers on his side. And the two communities have coexisted ever since the advent of Islam on the Indian subcontinent, which was within a century after the birth of the prophets. Indeed, in my own state of Kerala, Islam came peacefully through traders and merchants bringing it as news from the Arab world rather than coming as some sort of foreign conquest.

So there's been a long and complicated history. But it's not all been hostile. The British during the colonial regime chose a very deliberate and deliberately militant policy of "divide and rule," where they actively fomented a distinctive Muslim identity as distinct from, a separate from a Hindu identity in order to prevent the two uniting against the British, as they had done in the revolt of 1857, when Hindus and Muslims alike rose up in arms against British rule. It was ruthlessly suppressed. The British butchered 150,000 civilians in Delhi alone in putting down that revolt.

And then they adopted a conscious policy of divide and rule. Divide and rule meant that when the Indian National Congress was established as a representative body of Indian nationalists--in those days, very decorous Indian nationalist agitation for rights and political rights in India against the British--the British actually paid to establish a rival Muslim organization, called the Muslim League, in order to undermine the Indian National Congress.

Finally, partition happened. Pakistan was carved out of the stooped shoulders of India by the departing British in 1947. And ever since, it has had to justify its existence as a separate country by an increasingly belligerent Islamism. This is why Pakistan was not only the source of these horrific attacks, such as the 26/11 attack, to which you alluded to--the butchery of 166 innocent people in Mumbai in 2008, all the earlier attacks on the Indian Parliament, the invasion of Kargil, and so on--but Pakistan was also the place that sheltered and protected Osama bin Laden for many years, until, as you know, he was found living in a safe house right near a Pakistani army encampment. This is Pakistan's history.

It is a country that has, unfortunately, armed, trained, equipped, guided, and directed terrorism from its soil for decades as an instrument of state policy. It is a malcontented state that wants territory that India controls and that it can't have. It is a bigoted state that believes that all Muslims belong to it, so that the first loyalty of Muslims, even in India, should be to Pakistan, which--I'm sorry--is never going to be the case.

It was very striking that one of the daily briefings that were being done by the Indian military featured an Indian woman colonel who was a Muslim. It was a very powerful message that India stood united. It was not about Hindu, Muslim. It was all about India standing united against terror.

Pakistan doesn't understand that, because their state is built on a totally different set of premises. It's also, to paraphrase Voltaire on Prussia, a situation where India is a state that has an army; Pakistan is an army that has a state. And that army really controls the state, runs the state, controls the largest share of that country's GDP and governmental budget--larger than any army of any country in the world controls of its GDP and national budget. So for the army to continue its disproportionate dominance of Pakistan, it needs to be able to have enough external demons, in addition to the demons it has nurtured in its own backyard, in order to be able to point to the fact that it is the sole savior of its people.

It's a very, very sad and pathetic story. The Osama bin Laden story was merely the tip of a very, very large mountain, I'm afraid, of this kind of thing. Hillary Clinton, rather memorably, said as secretary of state, when Pakistan tried to plead victim about its own terrorist problems with a group called the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, initially created by Pakistan, but which has deemed Pakistan to be insufficiently Islamist to its taste and that has turned out to be attacking Pakistan's military and political institutions--Hillary Clinton said, Well, if you nurture vipers in your backyard, some of them would turn around and bite you. And I think that was absolutely the right metaphor. That's what Pakistan has done. Vipers in your backyard is really a case of--to mix up the animals--the chickens coming home to roost in Pakistan.

Very sad story, but that's the problem we are living with next-door to us.

Frum: Pakistan is ideologically committed to the conflict, for reasons you described, but the wealth gap between India and Pakistan has been growing and growing and growing. Presumably, the power gap follows, although India has historically had difficulty turning wealth into power, for reasons you may want to explain.

At some point, you would say, However ideologically committed you are to this conflict, it's not working, so peace becomes your logical outcome. But in the subcontinent, as indeed in the Israeli conflict with the various anti-Israel rejectionist groups around Israel, the logic of power that political scientists would predict doesn't seem to work. Why does it not work between Pakistan and India, where they say, You know what? We've just lost too many times.

Tharoor: Yeah, but you've left out a very important force, unfortunately, in this equation, and that is China. China is sitting on our northern borders, nibbling away at our land. They have a long-standing frontier dispute with India. And Pakistan has been reduced to a client state of China over the years.

China's single-largest project under its Belt and Road Initiative is a massive highway through Pakistan called the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, which is of inestimable economic value to China because goods coming from the Suez Canal and from the Gulf countries can now be offloaded at the Port of Gwadar--in the southwestern tip of Pakistan, in Pakistan's Balochistan Province--and transported on this Chinese-built highway all the way directly into western China. Whereas in the past, and right up to then, these goods had to go all the way around India, through the Strait of Malacca, into the South China Sea, be offloaded in ports like Guangzhou, in southeastern China, and then transported laboriously overland all the way across to western China.

They save 90 percent of the cost and 95 percent of the time by just being able to use Pakistan as a conduit for their goods into western China. So China has a huge interest in keeping Pakistan safe and secure and an obedient vessel state, which Pakistan is, indeed, happy to be. And China also has its own problems with India, which it would dearly like to cut down to size as a potential geopolitical rival in the area.

So when you talk about the power gap between India and Pakistan, the difficulty we have is: We have two fronts we need to be worried about. We have a Pakistan front and a China front. And cumulatively, I'm sorry to say, we are not in a position, most unfortunately, to fight a two-front war. So we have a very complicated mix of diplomatic, military, and geopolitical calculations to make every time Pakistan triggers a problem with us. We've got to make sure we hit Pakistan hard so that they learn a lesson, but we also have to make sure we don't go to such a point that China feels obliged to come directly to Pakistan's rescue.

The overwhelming majority of Pakistani weaponry--which means, I believe, as high as 90-odd percent of Pakistani weaponry--comes from China. That includes China's latest 4.5 generation J-10[C] fighter aircraft, their PL-15 missiles, and various other kinds of ammunition. So India's problem is that it is essentially having to juggle a number of geopolitical, diplomatic, as well as military considerations when it reacts to Pakistani provocations.

We want to send the terrorists a message. We want to hit back whenever Pakistan hits us, but we don't want to get to a situation where we might end up, quite frankly, provoking a more direct Chinese involvement, because India is not particularly keen on entering into a two-front war with both Pakistan and China.

So it's a complication. When you look at the power asymmetry, as you mentioned, you are not just comparing India and Pakistan; you're comparing India against both Pakistan and China, and then the comparison doesn't look that good for India.

Frum: But as China has colonized Pakistan in this way over the past generation, a succession of American presidents--starting with Bill Clinton, developing very rapidly under George W. Bush (the president for whom I worked), under President Obama a little maybe less energetically--have sought to build an American-Indian partnership that is closer and closer. And there are a lot of difficulties in the way of this, but there has been effort very much on the U.S. side, a little more doubt on the Indian side.

President Trump has just slammed India with a whole new set of punitive tariffs, undercutting all the fine things that he and his vice president say about India. How would you assess the state of that U.S.-India partnership so founded by Bill Clinton and nurtured by W. Bush and President Obama.

Tharoor: Well, you know, and even in the first Trump administration, it was going fine. I mean, I would've said that, in many ways, the India-U.S. relationship was above partisan politics, that it certainly transcends the political divide within India, and appeared to have transcended the political divide of the U.S.--because both Bush and Clinton, both Obama and Trump 1.0 all supported a very close relationship.

But everything has become very confused in Trump 2.0. There have been the tariffs, which certainly have hurt India quite significantly. There have been the very, very stringent policies with regard to immigration--including legal immigration, H-1B visas, spouse reunions, and so on--which tends disproportionately to hit Indian techies who provide a lot of IT services in the U.S. and who obviously want their families to join them and so on, who are going to find that challenging.

But even more, Mr. Trump's statement yesterday and today has been very troubling because it de facto handed Pakistan a victory that Pakistan has not earned. By choosing unnecessarily to imply an equivalence between India and Pakistan, it was equating the victim and the perpetrator. By speaking in terms of getting the two to sit down together and talk to end their thousands of years of conflict, apart from the fact that it hasn't been thousands of years, there is a fact that we are certainly not going to give Pakistan the satisfaction of earning negotiating rights at the point of a gun. We are not going to talk to the Pakistanis after what they have done to us by killing innocent civilians. And I'm sorry--if that's what Mr. Trump wants, he's not going to get it.

Thirdly, he has given the Pakistanis the victory of re-internationalizing the Kashmir dispute, which had been off the international agenda for quite some time, and he has done India the grave disservice of re-hyphenating India and Pakistan in the American imagination, which had been de-hyphenated since the days of Clinton. You will notice, David, that since the days of President Clinton, no American president has actually visited both countries on the same trip. They have very deliberately sent a signal that India is a country you deal with in its own right. It's not something we twin with Pakistan in the American imagination.

Sadly, Mr. Trump's post has done all of these four things, and I think it shows that he has not yet been rather well briefed. What's striking is that he has named a proposed assistant secretary of state for South Asia who is a very knowledgeable scholar about South Asia and about India, and who is himself partly of Indian American origin, and who would, I believe, know far better than to say the kinds of things that President Trump has said on Truth Social--which are, in that sense, an embarrassment to the last quarter century of American policy. It has really upended all of these fundamental assumptions of the U.S.-India relationship.

Frum: Now, let me ask you a question about--speaking about Indian in its own right--about Indian domestic politics. The political tradition from which you come and, indeed, your life's work has been to speak for India as a nonsectarian state, a state of Muslim and Sikh and other minorities. And I will note here for those who--you will know this history, but--many forget that the Indian army that liberated Bangladesh in 1971 was led by a Jewish officer, which is a detail that is often forgotten.

Tharoor: Yeah. Not led; it was more complicated. We had--the army was commanded by a Parsi Zoroastrian, the tiny minority. The general officer commanding the Eastern command, the forces that marched into Bangladesh, was a Sikh. The vice chief of the air staff was a Muslim. And the major general who was helicoptered into Dakar to negotiate the surrender of the Pakistani army at the end of that war was Jewish. Major General J. F. R. Jacob was a friend of mine, a remarkable gentleman, now no longer with us. But that was India, David. That's what India is all about. It's just a country of such immense diversity that it really is a microcosm of all that's fine about pluralism as a social construct.

Frum: That said, over the past decade and a half, India has emigrated away from that tradition to a great extent. And you see a rise of sectarian and authoritarian politics in India. And I don't say this to cast aspersions. We have seen it in the United States. Why should you be any different from the rest of the world? But it has become to the point where people sometimes fear India becoming a Hindu Pakistan--chauvinist, sectarian, authoritarian. How worried should we be? How strong are the forces of opposition to the tendency? And the last question--maybe we can break this into a separate part: How is this affecting the way the authoritarian and sectarian elements in the United States think about India?

Tharoor: Okay, so first of all, as far as India's concerned: I mean, this is a battle we fight daily on our own soil. And I have been--I hope I'm acknowledged as--being a very strong voice against sectarian tendencies in our politics. I believe strongly and passionately that every Indian has the same rights as every other Indian and that their religion, their language, their ethnicity, their color, the region or the state they come from have absolutely no bearing on their rights as an Indian and their contributions to this great country.

And in many ways, my notion of Indianness is comparable to most Americans' idea of civic nationalism in America, where you all belong and you're sheltered by this collective identity. You can be Jewish. You can be--whatever--Californian. You could be Hungarian speaking, whatever. But you are who you are because being American makes it possible. And it's the same for us in India. And you can be a good Muslim, a good Gujarati, and a good Indian all at once because that Indianness is what protects your ability to be all of that. And I fought for that idea, and I will do so till my last breath.

But having said that, when it comes to something like a conflict with Pakistan, it's very interesting how quickly some of these divisions in our internal domestic politics disappear. And as I mentioned to you, the striking sight in the daily briefings of an Indian woman military officer who is a Muslim sent a very powerful message, both at home and abroad: This is who we are. That's not who we are, not the guys across the border with their sectarian bigotry. And to my mind, that was actually a very welcome reminder.

The second paradox, David, is that this government--despite the fact that it has presided over some of the worst tendencies of bigotry and encouraged intolerance within Indian society--has actually been a remarkably good government when it comes to strengthening India's relations with the Arab and Muslim world. It's quite astonishing to see, for example, the closeness of India's relations with Saudi Arabia and the U.A.E. and Egypt, all of which have never been better. And it's striking that's happening on the watch of a government that domestically has been rightly criticized for some of its statements and actions with regard to the Muslim minority.

So there is hope yet. I do believe that we are going through a certain churn in our politics. You are quite right that it's reminiscent in many ways of what we're seeing around the world--the same degree of xenophobia and rejection of the "people not like us" kind of thing that you've seen in the U.S., in Brexit in Britain, in Hungary, in Erdogan's Turkey, and so on. Right across the world, there've been a lot of these tendencies, and we're seeing it rising in many parts of liberal Western Europe with the rise of AfD in Germany or the equivalent party in Austria. There have been suddenly elements given a free reign to say, We are more authentic representatives of the country than these people who worship foreign gods and speak foreign tongues. And that sort of thing, I'm afraid, is what has also been rising in India.

But I do believe that liberal, pluralistic, humane values have not been snuffed out. We are going to continue to keep them aloft in my country.

Frum: Well, you'll remember the Howdy Modi event in Houston, Texas, where in Trump's first term--

Tharoor: Right.

Frum: --where he gave a very personal greeting to Prime Minister Modi, of a kind that previous American presidents have tried absolutely to subordinate--to say, This is not a personal relationship. It's: Bush Clinton doesn't matter; whoever is the head of government in India doesn't matter. This is a national, nation-to-nation, people-to-people relationship.

But there do seem to be elements in the Trump administration (the vice president is one) that--I don't want to overstate this, but--seem to be indicating that a more Hindu, chauvinist India is what they want, just the way they want to see neo-Nazis or neofascists prevail in many European countries. And I know you're speaking to an American audience, and you want to preserve national unity, but can you talk a little bit about, from an American point of view: Are they right that the United States would be better off with a more Hindu, chauvinist India?

Tharoor: Look--I don't think the U.S. would be better off with one or the other kind of group in India. I think that the U.S.--this particular administration--may be equally comfortable with people of that persuasion. Whereas arguably, someone like Bill Clinton or Barack Obama would not have been comfortable with a more explicitly sectarian Indian government.

In fact, Obama made a famous speech in Delhi calling for greater religious tolerance at a time when Mr. Modi's government was still pretty new. So there is a difference, yes, in your domestic politics between a more liberal government and a government that considers itself more conservative. But ultimately, I still would like to believe, David, that this relationship is above and beyond that--that if tomorrow, a more liberal Indian dispensation came to power, that there would still be enough forces in America that would want to preserve a good relationship with it.

One factor, undoubtedly, is the extraordinary influence of the Indian American diaspora. It's now 3.4 million strong, which is, oh, a good 1 percent of your population, heading a little above 1 percent. And these are people with a tremendous contribution being made to America. They have the largest single median income of any ethnic group, higher than Japanese Americans, higher than white Americans. They're making significant contributions in a number of cutting-edge sectors. They're technologists. They're computer geeks. They're doctors and medical people. They're bio-technologists. They do all sorts of things in fields that America values.

They've not only done all of that--they've also got involved in your politics. There are Indian Americans among top fundraisers going back to George Bush Sr., whose leading fundraiser was an Indian American dentist in Florida. You've had Indian Americans on the campaign trail. You've had Indian Americans getting elected to office. Nikki Haley is an Indian American. Bobby Jindal is an Indian American. And of course, there will be more. There are half a dozen people of Indian origin in the U.S. Congress right now, today--six of them.

So you're looking at a community that's not only made a valuable contribution to America but that is visible, is active, is engaged in your social and political life, and therefore cannot be ignored. By extension, the country they came from and still in many cases care about cannot be ignored. Just as, you know, Jewish Americans have an impact on America's policy towards Israel, I expect Indian Americans to continue to have an impact on America's policy towards India.

And I believe that will be the case, whoever forms the government in India. I may be wrong, David. We'll find out the hard way. But as of now, the changing complexion of Indian politics may not make such a difference to the U.S. attitude to India, because there are now more and more sort of permanent structural factors sustaining that relationship, including the presence and role of the Indian diaspora in America.

Frum: Will the cease-fire hold?

Tharoor: I think so, yes. I don't really think that Pakistan has much to gain from starting a new misadventure, because India has been able to demonstrate that they can hit very hard. They've destroyed the runway in a major air base, called the Rahim Yar Khan Air Base, and have severely damaged another air base, the Air Marshal Nur Khan Air Base, which is right next to Pakistani military headquarters GHQ Rawalpindi, not far from the capital of the country. So I think it's been a sobering wake up to the Pakistanis that this is not an adversary you want to monkey around with.

Now, did they achieve their goals? Partially, yes. And Mr. Trump's statement would be cause of rejoicing in Islamabad, that, Look--we are back on the map with the U.S. They're treating us as the equal of the Indians. So they might feel that, Look--we pulled off something very good by doing what we did. I don't think they would see a reason now to get back again to the battlefield and possibly risk further defeat and further opprobrium.

They would actually feel they've actually pulled off something here. So I think not, and as far as India's concerned, India has never been the belligerent, has no interest, whatever, in initiating conflict, and ideally wants to be left alone by Pakistan to get on with its own business and focus on its economy.

So for all these reasons, I believe the cease-fire could hold, can hold, should be holding. But it's not even 24 hours yet. And in fact, on the first day of the cease-fire--which in our time zone, it's yesterday evening--I'm afraid the Pakistanis violated it in three places by sending missiles across to Indian cities, hitting civilian targets, homes, and cars. We were able to stop many of those missiles, but we did take a few blows. And we hit back, as well, in retaliation.

So the message is very clear, David. If the Pakistanis can't curb their hot heads and if they fire at us, we will fire back, and we will fire back very hard. But if they are able to curb their worst instincts and behave and actually hold their fire, we have no intention whatsoever of initiating any action. We would like the peace to hold, and we'd like to get on with our lives.

Frum: Thank you so much for making the time for us today.

Tharoor: Thank you, David. Really good speaking to you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Dr. Tharoor for joining me on the program. Because of the substance and length of our discussion today, we'll omit the viewer-question part of the program this week. I hope you will send questions for next week's programs to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com, and I hope you'll join us again next week for the next episode of The David From Show.

Remember, if you like what you hear at the on The David Frum Show, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to the Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. That's theatlantic.com/listener. And please like, subscribe, rate, review, share it any way you can, the content of this program, if you enjoy it and find it a value. We are already past in our first five episodes 1.5 million views and downloads on video and audio platforms. We hope to keep growing. We need your help to do that. So please rate, review, like, subscribe, share in any way you can, and subscribe to The Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener.

Thank you. I'm David Frum. 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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The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 5 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. This week, I'll be joined by my Atlantic colleague and dear friend Anne Applebaum, one of the world's leading authorities on democracy and authoritarianism, kleptocracy, and the rule of law. I am so looking forward to the conversation with Anne, but first, some thoughts.

[Music]

This podcast will post in the week that the world commemorates the 80th anniversary of the end of the Second World War in Europe. The Nazi dictator Adolph Hitler committed suicide on April 30, 1945. After his death, the German armies in Europe, one by one, began to approach the Allied commanders to surrender--in Italy, in Northwestern Europe. Finally on May 7, the overall command structure of the German armies approached the supreme allied commander, Dwight Eisenhower, to discuss an instrument of surrender for all the remaining German forces.

The original instrument of surrender was rejected by the Soviet army. It didn't mention the Soviet Union explicitly, and they had some other objections to it, and so the final instrument was negotiated during the day of May 8--was agreed about shortly before 10 p.m. on the 8th of May--and went into effect a little past 11 p.m. on the 8th of May. Eleven p.m., May 8, was, of course, the early morning in Moscow, May 9, and so this chain of events has left ever afterwards a question mark about what is the exact and proper date of the end of the Second World War in Europe: whether it's May 8--as it was in Berlin and where the Allied armies were--or May 9, as it was in Moscow.

Of course, the war itself would continue for more months. As the Germans surrendered in the West, American forces in the Pacific were fighting a brutal battle on the island of Okinawa, one of the bloodiest battles of the whole war--certainly, I think, the bloodiest battle of the American Pacific campaign. And no one knew on the day that the Nazis surrendered how long that war in the Pacific would last, except for a handful of Americans who were party to the secret of the atomic bomb. Most Americans--most people--assumed that there was probably another year of fighting ahead, an invasion of Japan, and many thousands, maybe many hundreds of thousands, of American casualties and Allied casualties, too, because the American army that entered Japan would be supported by Commonwealth forces: Australia, British, Canadian. But the atomic bomb did explode. Japan did surrender, and the war came to an end--a final and formal end--with the surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay on the 2nd of September, 1945.

So this is a time of commemoration, and in this time, the president of the United States, Donald Trump, issued a very strange post about the event on the 8th of May. He wrote:

Many of our allies and friends are celebrating May 8th as Victory Day, but we did more than any other Country, by far, in producing a victorious result on World War II. I am hereby renaming May 8th as Victory Day for World War II and November 11th as Victory Day for World War I. We won both Wars, nobody was close to us in terms of strength, bravery, or military brilliance, but we never celebrate anything--That's because we don't have leaders anymore, that know how to do so! We are going to start celebrating our victories again!

Now, that post was such a perfect crystallization of the Trump style: bombast, boast, all of it making Trump himself the center of a story that he had nothing whatsoever to do with. The statement is unwise and unattractive in all kinds of other ways too. It denigrates the sacrifices and heroism of others. And it turns the tragedy and horror of war into a triumphant narrative that was completely alien to almost all the people who experienced it as nothing but a tale of suffering and waste and cruelty and misery.

I want to draw attention to something maybe less obvious about what is wrong--what is missing--from the president's statement. The first is, as so often when Donald Trump talks about American military history, he emphasizes power and success and triumph and military genius, but always lacking is any mention of the values for which Americans fought. America didn't go into World War II--or even World War I--to be top nation, to beat and dominate others. It went to defend things that Americans regarded as precious, and not only Americans but others too--and one of the measures of how precious those values were, not only to Americans and to others, but to the world that has grown up as a result of the war.

Because at this interval of eight decades, I think it's maybe most useful and most necessary not to think about the war that ended in Europe on May 8, or the war overall that ended on September 2 in Tokyo Bay. I think it's more useful to think about what began the process of reconstruction and reconciliation that occupied the next eight decades: the way in which former enemies became present partners, the way the Germans and the Japanese themselves discovered, in their own defeat, their own liberation because they came to accept the values for which Americans went into battle.

The story of how we turned the chaos and trauma of the Second World War into something better--and not Americans alone but Americans working with allies, working with defeated adversaries--that is not as dramatic as the battles of World War II. I don't know that people are going to make successful documentary series out of trade negotiations in food aid and the negotiation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. But those achievements were great, and they are the things that at the eighth-decade interval require us most to be mindful, because they're the things that are most in danger of being lost. You know, they're marble and bronze statues that commemorate all the horror and bloodshed of the war. But those quiet victories of peacetime that built a better world, we're in danger of forgetting them because right now, the United States is, step by step, unraveling its own great achievement.

You know, Winston Churchill described the Battle of Britain, in 1940, as Britain's finest hour. If Americans are looking for a finest hour of their own, it's not anything that happened during the war--when America was, by the way, a late entrant. It's the five, seven years, 10 years after the war, when Americans and others learned from the mistakes after the First World War and built a better world that we still enjoy. Now all of those lessons have been forgotten, and Donald Trump is single-handedly determined to repeat all the mistakes that after the First World War put the world on the path to the Second World War: protectionism, isolationism, narrow nationalism, lack of forbearance, lack of mutual understanding, lack of any understanding of America's place as a leader--because of its values, because it's a country that is admired and trusted, not just because it's a country that is strong and powerful and feared.

We should think of the 8th of May, and the Victory in Europe Day and Victory in Japan Day, as the beginnings of our modern story. And maybe the message that we need to hear from leaders is not a message of self-congratulation and self-celebration but a message of rededication to the work that was done after the end of the war to build a better world that those of us who grew up in it had the privilege of enjoying and that we are at risk of not bequeathing to the generations that come after us.

And now my conversation with Anne Applebaum. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I am so pleased and happy to welcome today Anne Applebaum to join the conversation. Anne Applebaum is one of the world's leading thinkers on problems of authoritarianism and democracy. Normally, you have to say, "English-speaking world," but not in Anne's case, because she's just been awarded a prize as a hero of the German nation. She's, of course, a colleague at The Atlantic. She is a dear friend. She is the author of books that have shaped the way we all think about these issues. Her book Gulag won the Pulitzer Prize in 2004. She really did win a prize as hero of the German nation. Other prizes, too many to count. She's also a long-standing, dear, dear friend of mine and my wife. My wife and Anne wrote a cookbook together. So we're going to be making a lot of references to a lot of common points, and I hope they're not too obscure.

But before we begin, I have to ask Anne about the president's comments this weekend about Americans, especially American girls, owning too many pencils. And the reason I'm raising this is: On my way into the little home studio I use, I accidentally tripped over the case in which my wife keeps her art supplies. So I found not one case of two dozen pencils, but all of these pencils, and I feel a certain shame that America can't be great again so long as we are indulging this insane accumulation of excessive numbers of pencils per person, especially per female person.

The president's words reminded me of a line from a movie I think we both love, Ninotchka, with Greta Garbo, in which she explains as a Russian operative that the goal of the Russian state is fewer but better Russians. And I think we're all looking forward to a world of fewer but better pencils. Well, maybe worse pencils. Is there some phrase from the Soviet Union about people who accumulate too many pencils?

Anne Applebaum: You know, I don't think, like, even Stalin had a thing about pencils or about there being too many pencils, although it's funny--I do remember there was a shortage of pencils in the Soviet Union, and it was a big problem. I know that, for example, accountants in the Gulag often had trouble getting pencils to make their accounts, and they talk about creating them from bits of charcoal, and people kept records with all kinds of things because there was a scarcity of pencils, even out there. So maybe, you know, it was a decision that Stalin made without telling us.

Of course, there's the more-famous line attributed, probably incorrectly, to Marie Antoinette, which is when she was told that the people of France have no bread, she said, "Let them eat cake." And so I suppose we're now waiting for Trump to say, They have no pencils. Let them use fountain pens.

Frum: Yeah. (Laughs.) Well, there's something that's also quaintly old-fashioned about this. Like, you realize the last time he thought about getting gifts for the children, pencils were a big item, along with a tangerine, perhaps, and maybe, like, a wooden doll. The idea that you would to modern American children say, Here you go. Happy Birthday. Pencils. (Laughs.)

Your most recent book is a book about the intersection of autocracy and corruption. And that's the theme of your most recent article, a very important article for The Atlantic. I want to start by raising a problem that you and I were talking about just before we began, which is: In the Trump era, there's just too much bad news to keep track of. There's one appalling incident after another. There's one absurd incident after another. There's this pencil matter. And so the way I thought to set you going was: I think I can group the things that have happened in this first term into six major headers, of which the corruption theme is the last and the binding one.

So the first is attacks on due process and individual liberties for disfavored entities and persons. So that's the attacks on law firms. That's the removal of due process from people who are suspected of being in the country illegally, and bags are put on their head, and they're sent to El Salvador without a hearing.

The second category--so the first is attacks on due process and rights for disfavored. The second is impunity for the favored, so pardons for the January 6 criminals, lots of pardons for, you know, Republican officeholders who get caught up in corruption charges. There seems to be one of those a week.

So due process for the disfavored, impunity for the favored. Then a foreign policy that attacks allies and then sympathizes with foreign dictators. Then the reconstruction of the whole American economy along lines that empower the state and create more favor--ability of the state to dispense favors. Attacks on science, medicine, and otherwise objective sources of information. And then, finally, self-enrichment by the president, his family, his friends.

And your--one of your many great contributions--is to say this last is the binding agent that unites all the others. Can you take it from there and explain how we should think about this?

Applebaum: So if you look around the world, if you look at what links modern dictators and stipulate that modern dictators have very different ideologies--you know, you have nationalist Russia and Communist China and theocratic Iran and whatever North Korea is and the Bolivarian socialists in Venezuela. And you ask, What is it they have in common? Why do they support one another? Which they do. Why do they help keep one another in power? Which they do. There's a whole consortium of countries keeping the Venezuelan dictator [Nicolas] Maduro in power, for example, even though they would seem to have nothing in common.

One of the answers is that they all share an interest in stealing and hiding money and in helping one another evade the sanctions that have been set up to prevent them from doing that and in perpetuating not just their own power but their own wealth. And that's a--there is now a set of systems that exist, some of which are facilitated by the Western financial world, by the offshore banking havens that we've created, and the shell-company system that we created that helps people hide money. But it's the one thing that they have all in common, and it's the one thing that they all pursue.

It's also true that when you have a declining democracy--or a mixed system, as you had in Russia, for example, in the '90s--the moment when the regime begins to really earn money is also often the moment when they really feel the need to crack down on civil liberties. Because the most effective protest movements--and Russia is the best example of this--are often the ones that organize around corruption, because people can see and feel corruption. Ordinary people, you don't need to know--you don't have to read John Stuart Mill or know the history of the American Constitution, you know, or even have much of an education. You can be living in rural Ukraine or in Somalia and you can intuitively understand that it's wrong for some people to be able to steal and keep their money, whereas other people are very poor. And so this is often the motivating and organizing idea of antiauthoritarian movements.

I mean, actually, the Ukrainian revolution of 2014--which was the moment when a lot of young Ukrainians went out on the street; they were waving EU flags; they were calling for an end of their authoritarian regime, which was at that time closely linked to Russia--that was an anti-corruption movement that was classic in this sense. So Ukrainians understood that they were poor because their leaders were rich. They understood that their leaders were tied to Russia. They imagined being part of Europe, being part of the transatlantic world as a way to have the rule of law. And to avoid that--and when they won, this was the thing that panicked Putin because it's that kind of rebellion and that kind of movement that he's most afraid of inside his own country.

And indeed, the one really successful opposition leader in Russia over the last decade was Alexei Navalny. His movement was an anti-corruption movement. His organization was called the Anti-Corruption Foundation. And he was murdered, in essence, for successfully galvanizing Russians around that theme. So this is both the thing that unifies modern dictators, and it's also the thing that often unifies their opponents.

And so the fact that the Trump administration is moving so quickly in a kleptocratic direction and beginning to eliminate, one by one, all kinds of norms, defying all kinds of laws, changing existing laws to enable theft, essentially, and to enable corruption should really alarm us because this is very often what precedes a broader crackdown on civil society. Wherever you see a regime that is rapidly accumulating money and is rapidly enriching itself, you will see some kind of resistance movement and some kind of crackdown afterwards. And that's, I suppose, why I'm so concerned about it.

Frum: In President Trump's first term, he directed money to himself in a way that had never before been seen by an American president--never remotely. Like, not in the same neighborhood. He would stay in his hotels, so the Secret Service would pay him money to protect him. He would make clear to anyone from foreign nations that if they wanted his attention, they had better stay overnight at his hotel and hold their events in his hotel. At the beginning of his presidency, when he won by surprise in 2016, a number of the Persian Gulf states, which had planned events at other hotels in early parts for Christmas 2016, hastily rebooked at the Trump Hotel to gain favor. He also moved a lot of party money--not only public money, but if you were a Republican and you wanted his endorsement, you would have an event at his hotel.

That's a lot of money. On the other hand, it's like something you'd expect from, like, a crooked governor, not someone who controls the United States. And it looks like in his second term, he thought, You know, if I ever get another chance, this time I'm going to think big. And it looks as if through his various mysterious crypto ventures, hundreds of millions of dollars, if not more, are moving from all kinds of people all over the planet to himself and to his family. And again, this is shadowy. It can't be very precise, but it looks like vastly more money than in the first term has already moved into his hands in the second.

Applebaum: It is really an extraordinary transformation. I can only attribute it, one, to greater preparation. This time, his family and some of his business contacts were prepared for him to win and had a set of plans ready to go, you know, should he become president.

Also, it's true that, as you say, in the first term, there were these small violations. There was another incident when Mike Pence went many miles out of his way to stay at a Trump Hotel in Ireland. I mean, there are all kinds of things like that that happened, and there was really no resistance. Nobody ever said, You're breaking the law. Nobody stopped him. It wasn't even really a major topic of concern among the many things that people were concerned about.

But you're right--this time around, it's very, very different. I mean, there are about four different kinds of things happening, and this is one of the reasons it's so hard to keep track of. One is violations of the emoluments clause of the Constitution. This is essentially the clause that says the U.S. president isn't supposed to benefit in any way from relationships with foreigners. Clearly, Trump benefits directly from relationships with foreigners.

You know, he was just at his golf course a few weekends ago, where a tournament was taking place that's sponsored by state-owned Saudi companies. The head of the Saudi sovereign-wealth fund, which is one of the sponsors, was actually there. So he would've met many Saudi people who are his investors, essentially, and clients who, of course, are also interested in his Middle Eastern policy and in American foreign policy. So you could argue that they were there if--maybe it's touchy to say they were trying to buy American foreign policy, but they were certainly trying to influence it. Why else? Why else would they be? Why else would they be there?

Secondly, there are conflicts of interest, and this, again, is on a scale that we have never seen before. Elon Musk has been put in charge of--with his group of DOGE, whoever they are, engineers and internet trolls, have been in charge of--taking over and managing regulatory bodies who regulate Musk's own companies. He's also got control and the power to hire and fire people at agencies that subsidize his companies.

So in other words, he can determine government policy towards his own companies. He can direct money towards his companies if he wants to. He can eliminate regulations of his companies if he wants to. And he is somebody who has been found in violation of all kinds of regulations--pollution regulations, other kinds of legal issues have plagued a lot of his companies from the beginning. And he now has been given a mechanism to escape that. And I should say, he's just the most egregious version of this. There are many people throughout this administration who have kept their private interests, who haven't recused themselves from investment issues, you know, who have nevertheless kept their jobs.

Thirdly, there are legal changes. There are laws that were on the books that the Trump Department of Justice or the Treasury Department will not enforce. There's something called the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. This was designed to forbid U.S. entities from bribing companies abroad. That law is now not being enforced. There's also a Corporate Transparency Act, which was designed to force the owners of shell companies and anonymous properties to register their names so that when someone bought, for example, an apartment in a Trump building, we would know who the real owner was--you know, is it Joe Smith down the street, or is it a Kazak billionaire who's interested in having influence on the U.S. government? And they have now said they will not be enforcing that law either.

And then finally, there is outright corruption. So Trump has created a cryptocurrency company, World Liberty Financial, which appears to be attracting investors who have a direct interest either in escaping a regulation or, in some cases, a lawsuit or an indictment by the federal government, or who have some interest in influencing Trump or his family in some other way. And as you say, there may be hundreds of millions of dollars flowing into this project and into others. We have no clear way to keep track of it. We don't know the exact relationship between those investors and decisions made by the Treasury Department or the Justice Department. And it is, again, corruption and self-dealing on a scale that we've never seen in American history. And this really puts this administration in a completely different league.

Frum: There's nothing like it, because the presidencies that are thought of as corrupt--Harding, Ulysses Grant--what happened there was you had a typically inattentive president, or in Grant's case, a president who was a little too protective of his beloved wife's relatives and turned a blind eye to corrupt practices by people around him, and maybe the president should have known what was going on. In Grant's case, Grant was obviously no fool. He should have known what was going on. Harding was more of a fool.

But the presidents themselves, the money didn't stick to them. And people remember Teapot Dome as being associated with Harding, but Harding didn't benefit from Teapot Dome. He just was ineffective and inattentive. In the same way, Grant didn't get rich as president. His wife's family picked up some lucrative positions and made dirty tens or maybe even hundreds of thousands of dollars in the money of the day. But again, Grant was inattentive and overprotective. FDR allowed some of his children to engage in business practices that they should not have--no suggestion that any of it stuck to him. Again, inattentive and overindulgent. Those are the practices. It has never been a case of money flowing into the hands of a president as president on this kind of scale.

Now, one of the questions that will, I'm sure, be occurring to many people who watch and listen is, Isn't this illegal? And you've cited some specific laws. There's also--we discussed this a couple of weeks ago with Peter Keisler, the former acting attorney general--there are general background statutes that say you can't use public office at all, in any way that benefits yourself. You know, even if we haven't specified, This is forbidden, there's a general, Oh, and one more thing. You can't do this. But as you were saying, all of this depends on the president to enforce the law. And if the president is determined not to, and punishes those who try and removes those who try, the system in the end cannot be enforced against the wish of the president, at least not so long as he has Congress on his side.

Applebaum: Presumably, the body that would be responsible for enforcing, you know, corruption laws against the president is the Department of Justice. And the Department of Justice in this administration is fully controlled by the president. There's a very political, very partisan group of people in charge of it.

We are hearing all the time--I'm sure you've heard this, as well--about current employees of the Department of Justice resigning. Some have done it publicly; some have done it more quietly. They're, you know, looking for jobs afterwards, and they don't want to be in the newspapers. But there are many people who are resigning because the department isn't doing its job, not just in terms of enforcing the laws on the president but everyone else.

And so what we're going to have very soon is a very, very partisan group of lawyers--or pseudo-lawyers--who are supposed to be enforcing the law but who are all there serving at the pleasure of the president, not there to enforce the Constitution or the legal system. You know, it's always a tough thing. I've encountered this problem in other countries. I mean, sometimes it's called the chief prosecutor. In our system, it's called the attorney general. It's always a tough thing to say that that person is independent of the president, even though they're appointed by the president. I mean, they're meant to act independently. In theory, they should have the mentality of someone acting independently. And it's always--that's always a touchy thing to ensure.

But at least in the last, you know--in modern American history, those people have, you know, sought to attain and to portray some kind of independence. They take an oath, not to the president personally but to the legal system, to the law. They attract the best lawyers in the countries--very young, idealistic people, because those are people who want to work for the U.S. government, for the American people, not for the personal benefit, the financial benefit of the president.

I'm sure, you know, listeners can point to many exceptions and moments when, you know, the system hasn't worked. But that was the theory of it. That was the idea. You know, how do you get and ensure rule of law? You get it by having people inside the system who have some kind of independence, some sense of independence. And some of this is not ensured by some statute in the Constitution or some legal rule. It's assured by the ethos of the people who go to work for the Department of Justice or the ethos of people who become judges. You know, people don't become a judge--they don't become a federal judge--because they want to enrich the president's family. They do it because they feel some fealty to the Constitution. And that system has worked up until now, and now we will see whether this second Trump administration can break it.

I would add one other thing, which is that we know that people who were being asked for promotion and who are being up for promotion inside the Department of Justice, some of them have been asked very political questions. For example, What do you think happened on January 6? And the right answer, of course, is that, you know, The great American patriots arose up to ensure that the correctly elected president, Donald Trump, would remain in office. And people who are unable to say that--because, of course, it's not true, and so if you're saying it, you're lying--they're not going to get promoted in Trump's Department of Justice. So we're going to have a very different body of people seeking to enforce the law, and you can already see the results.

Frum: Yeah. Bad character becomes a bona fide job qualification.

You point to something here, and this is how this becomes a linking theme: When you're doing a backsliding democracy--we're not, of course; this is not a full-blown dictatorship like Maduro's Venezuela; this is a backsliding democracy like those we've seen in other parts of the world, in Central and Eastern Europe and perhaps in parts of East Asia, as well--it becomes quite dangerous to be the chief executive, because you're accumulating all this money.

There are, actually, statutes on the books that say you're not supposed to do this. And there are broken but still present parts of the bureaucracy that are theoretically supposed to enforce these laws against you. So you need, for self-preservation, one by one to shut them down. And that is, I think, the linking point between Donald Trump's repressive agenda and his corruption agenda. The corruption agenda is possibly legally dangerous, unless you break, also, all the rest of the state.

Applebaum: Yeah, no. He's going to have to break a lot of institutions. I mean, he's seeking to break the Department of Justice right now. He will have to break the FBI, which he's already partway towards doing by putting, you know, the extreme partisan Kash Patel in charge of it. He may eventually have to break the federal judicial bench. I mean, you know, the people who are the judges in our political system at the federal level are all people--I mean, including and maybe even especially the conservatives are all people--who have made the Constitution a kind of fetish. You know, these are often constitutional originalists, you know, people whose theory of the judiciary is that we should hew as closely as possible to the letter and the spirit of the law as it was written in the 18th century. So he will have to either defy all of those people or find some way of getting around them or find some way of intimidating them if he is to continue.

So you're right: This creates an enormous interest that he has--and many of the people around him have--to continue breaking and subjugating those institutions. Plus, there's a whole host of other--I mean, anybody whose job is transparency (that includes journalists; that includes investigative groups, you know, the consortia of journalists and NGOs who've been created over the years to do investigative reporting), a lot of those are going to become targets. And some already have been, you know, either targets of smear campaigns on Twitter, or maybe they will even be investigated by the administration itself. All of those things--those transparency bodies, those legal bodies, all of them--will have to be somehow pushed out of the way if this accumulation of funds is to continue.

Frum: Yeah, I mean, one of the things that Trump and his defenders often say is they feel uniquely persecuted: No president has ever been investigated as much. No president has been convicted of crimes before. No president has been impeached twice. And they don't connect any of these results, the predicates of their own action.

But what is revealing about those comments is they reveal how endangered Trump and the people around him feel. I mean, even if, in the end, the American political system cannot hold a president to account, which looks like something we discovered about the system in the Biden years. That had a president who tried to overthrow the government of the United States; there's lots of evidence he'd taken bribes, he'd stolen documents, and everybody seemed to make a kind of collective, unspoken decision, You know what? Too big. We can't deal with this. But lots of other people went--a thousand people who took part in the January 6 crime were prosecuted and were sentenced. The others are also in danger, so they become co-authors of the need to break institutions with the president, who may, in the end, get away with it because the American system can't do that to its own president.

Applebaum: That's interesting. I mean, I hadn't thought of that psychological insight, namely that they talk all the time about being prosecuted and being victims and so on, and maybe it's because they, you know--of course, they know they're guilty. They know they broke the law. They know what happened on January 6. They know how much money they're stealing. So you're right. Maybe they do feel--maybe it's a reflection, a kind of authentic reflection of how afraid they feel. And they are all people who are engaged in breaking the law and in destroying and undermining the Constitution. And they're, perhaps at some level, consciously or unconsciously afraid eventually they might pay a price for it.

I mean, this, of course--we see this also in other countries. I mean, you know, why is Netanyahu, for example, so keen to break the Israeli judicial system? It's partly because he, too, is worried about being held to account. You know, why is Viktor Orban so determined to stay in office despite the fact that his--this is the prime minister of Hungary--you know, his numbers are falling? He has a real political opponent. You know, what might persuade him to try and to, you know, block that political opponent, maybe even through illegal means? It's also, again, the fear that the very real crimes he's carried out--the money that he stole and the money that his family have benefited from taking from the Hungarian state--you know, maybe that's going to be investigated. So their anxiety and paranoia has a real basis. You're right.

Frum: And if there are free and fair midterm elections, given the very bad economic news that seems to be arriving day by day, Congress can be an investigative body, even if you can shut down the Department of Justice. So you have to worry--you just have all these points of danger, and you have to shut them down one by one, the free press being one of the most important.

Now, historically, Americans have seldom cared all that much about corruption and government. People always cite Watergate. But I think one of the things I think we've all learned from the Trump years is: If 1974, if instead of being the worst economic year since the Great Depression, the year of Watergate--if it had been a great economic year, I am no longer very confident that Richard Nixon would've been in much trouble, and that people were ready to hear bad news about Watergate because it was a terrible year economically: inflation and unemployment and oil shortages and gas lines. But 2017, 2018, 2019 were pretty prosperous years. And although the offenses that were happening over those years--not as big as now, but bigger than anything ever seen before--Americans tended to shrug as, by the way, they mostly shrugged through Teapot Dome.

Applebaum: I wonder if it's that or whether it's the extreme, you know, partisanship that we now live in that makes people literally unable to see Trump's corruption. And this is a theme you may also be interested to discuss. I have one or two friends who, during the Biden years, became very angry by what they perceived to be as Biden's corruption--nothing that was ever proven, nothing that was ever shown.

There were a lot of rumors about what Hunter Biden had done or not done. You know, as far as I can see, Hunter Biden was guilty of taking advantage of his father's name, and he got himself appointed to a couple of boards. But there is no--you know, we're not even living in the same world, you know, the world in which it's very bad that Hunter Biden was on a board of a Ukrainian or any other company because of who his surname was, and the world in which the president himself is openly taking hundreds of millions of dollars in de facto bribes from all over the world. These aren't really the same planet.

And yet, you can find people who will say, What about Hunter Biden? Or Joe Biden was very corrupt too. And that's a fallback position that people continue to find very useful. And if you live in the media bubble where you watch Fox News and your information comes from the right, then you probably haven't heard very much about the scale of corruption in the Trump administration, and you've probably heard endlessly about Hunter Biden.

And so that's the other piece of the story that's, I think, maybe even different from the 1970s. I don't think we were that divided. I don't think we were that partisan. I mean, of course, in the 1970s, the other thing that happened was that we had--you know, it was the Republicans, ultimately, who held Nixon to account, and the Republican Senate and the Republican Congress who put pressure on him to resign. And we don't have that anymore either. We're missing this really vital piece of the U.S. Constitution. We're missing--as you said a minute ago, we're missing Congress. And if there are no leaders on the right--if there are no Republican leaders who are willing to stand up to this--then maybe it's not surprising that ordinary Americans who take their steer from their political leaders don't see it either. They're not hearing anyone talk about it. They're not hearing anyone investigate it or say anything about it at all.

Frum: Well, Hunter Biden stands in a long and rather dismal American tradition of the bad relative of the serving president. And there is almost always one of these. Jimmy Carter's brother, Billy. You go through the list. George H. W. Bush had a son who traded on the family name. There's almost always a relative. I think Eisenhower is the only one where all the brothers were as exceptional as Eisenhower himself, each in his own way. Usually, there's a disgraceful relative out there. Franklin Delano Roosevelt's children--my God--they were the Hunter Bidens of their day, and they did all kinds of shady business deals.

But this maybe does create some shadow of permission for those who want to believe in Trump, because if you are minded to ignore what's going on, you can say, Well, every president has a son or brother, a nephew, who is making a dishonest living of hundreds of thousands of dollars by trading on the president's name and selling paintings to people who obviously are not interested in the quality of the art in the painting. And therefore, that practice inures you or predisposes you, as you said, if you're partisan, to say, And therefore, there's no difference between the president himself taking hundreds of millions of dollars--not hundreds of thousands--and using it in a way that that directly influences American politics in ways we can see. 

The crypto industry is going to go unregulated, in part because the crypto industry has directed so much money to Donald Trump. Or the direct benefit--apparently, as best we can tell--to Elon Musk's companies and interests have flowed from his actions in government. These are different kinds of things, but if you want to give yourself permission to cite Franklin Roosevelt's children or Joe Biden's, you can do that, but you're not telling yourself the truth. You're saying, here are two things, and we can apply words to these two quite different things and use words to make them seem similar, even though they're not.

Applebaum: Yeah. No, but it's effective. I mean, you know, I have heard people use this logic and make these arguments, and it seems to be useful in, you know, convincing people who might otherwise have some doubts about Trump and the Trump administration, who might otherwise feel a little uncomfortable about supporting something that's this obviously corrupt.

I mean, there's another mechanism that I'm also worried about, and this is something you get in authoritarian regimes, which is: When you have a political leader who so constantly and repeatedly lies himself--I mean, Trump was lying just the other day about gas prices, for example. He says they're lower than they are. And he will lie about the effect of tariffs as they come in. He lies about things that people can see and feel. I mean, Americans who buy gas know what the price of gas is, you know, so Trump saying it's something else doesn't change that.

But when the president lies like that, he creates, also, an atmosphere where people say, like, The president is lying, and who knows what's really true? I have no idea what any of this means. I'm just going to stay out of it. Like, I'm staying home. I'm not going to involve myself in this totally corrupt, dishonest world that is our political system. I'm not going to participate. I'm not going to engage. How can I have any influence in a world where--as my friend Peter Pomerantsev used this Hanna Arendt quote for his book title, you know--nothing is true and everything is possible? Anything can happen, and I don't have any control on it.

So you can see, you know, the beginnings of, really, an attempt not just to keep journalists out and people who are interested in transparency and accountability out, but also everybody out. You know, nobody's going to want to be part of this completely corrupt system where everyone is bad.

Frum: Some of this, I think, is an unintended result. And I think I'll give two examples from the weekend that I suspect even the politically engaged people who would listen to a podcast like this will recognize in themselves what I'm describing.

So over the weekend just passed, President Trump tweeted about restoring Alcatraz as a federal prison. Now, this can't happen. I mean, Alcatraz is an ancient prison. It's been a federal museum, I think, for half a century. The cells are not to modern standards. You can't do it. And it looks like what happened was a TV station that he was watching had a movie that was set in Alcatraz, and he watched the movie and thought, Alcatraz, I'm going to make that a prison again. And as the whim formed itself in his impulsive brain, he put a message on Truth Social that he wants to do this.

Should you react to that or not? And I think most of us react, I'm not going to react to--that's so obviously something that's not going to happen. That's not a real thing. It's just noise. And I'm sure that's the correct response for each of us as working individuals with finite time and finite energy. You know, you can't react to everything crazy he says, because he says more crazy things than you can have reactions to. On the other hand, it opens a process of endless devaluation of the president's words, that what the president says really doesn't matter.

So in that same weekend, President Trump posted on Truth Social a comment about how he wanted to have tariffs on movies to create an all-in-America movie industry. So that's a little less impossible than turning Alcatraz back into a federal prison. It's also pretty impossible and something that he's probably not going to do. And again, but it's something that could happen, unlike the Alcatraz example. And so should you take the energy--if you're a journalist who writes about these things, if you're a concerned citizen--to react to the movie thing, or should you let that one go?

And there's this endless pushing of just, he says so much stuff that's nonsense that you actually begin--and your more sophisticated peers will say, You're kind of a sucker. It's just something the president said. He says things all the time. You can't react to that. And then when he says, I don't know whether I'm bound to--in the same weekend--I don't know whether I'm bound to obey the Constitution or not, which is something he said, is that something we should dismiss? Is that Trump just gassing? Or is that something that is directionally significant?

So he wears down people, even who are the most committed, by saying so many things that are just ridiculous, but buried in them are little poison barbs of danger.

Applebaum: No, I mean, and he devalues the word of the president. Nobody knows whether to take him seriously or not. And you're right: And then when we come to a moment where it matters what the president says, and it matters what decision he takes, and it matters whether he believes in the Constitution or not, there will be a lot of people who have tuned out because there's so much noise.

You know, the president a couple of days ago posted a photograph of himself dressed as the pope, a kind of AI image of himself--you know, profoundly insulting to millions of Catholics around the world who are still in mourning for the late pope. And all of it contributes to this atmosphere where people just want to say, Well, I don't--this is too much. I can't stand it. I'm not going to participate, and I'm going home. 

And that is that is the quintessential authoritarian tactic, you know? Because what you want is to rule behind a shadow of secrecy. You know, you want to be able to steal the money or take the money and have no one know about it. You want to be enacting, you know, laws and rules of your own design in the dark, without courts, without judges, without attention. And you want the population to be dulled and bored and angry and cynical, and you want them all to stay home. And so we see all that. We've seen this movie before in other countries, I should say, and we're seeing it happen in the United States right now.

Frum: Well, let me wrap up by taking us in a slightly different direction to something that it's a little uncomfortable for us to discuss. When you and I talk about people who do this or people who do that, it's not just a figure of speech. We're talking about people oftentimes who we know personally, know sometimes quite well, because--I think you a little less than me, but I very much come from the conservative political tradition, very much a conservative legal tradition. I was a president of the Federalist Society on a college campus a long time ago. And many of these people are people you also have come into contact with. And we watch people we know, sometimes cynically--or at least at the start, it's cynical, and then it becomes more fanatical--you know, people we knew from the Claremont Colleges, which has somehow become a center of right-wing anti-Constitutionalism.

How do you cope with this in your--and I'm not going to ask you to use names or anything like that--but in your private life, how do you cope with people whom you once held dear going off in these bad paths?

Applebaum: So this was a topic of my previous book, Twilight of Democracy. I had this experience, actually, in multiple countries because--I don't know if you would call me conservative or Republican, but I was certainly an anti-communist, and that put me in that camp for many years. And my friends in Poland, where I lived part of the time, and in London, where I worked for many years, and in the United States also I came from that world. And I watched that world divide in many places.

And it's funny: I thought that in 2016, I'd been through that--in 2015 in Poland, 2016 in the U.S., that I'd been through that, that the divisions had resolved themselves, that the people who were really fanatical and wound up being pro-Trump or fanatically pro-Brexit in some cases, you know, that they had sort of faded out of my life. And then I discovered in this election cycle in 2024 that there were new incidents of it, and there were new friends who were put off, whether it was by transgender issues or whether it was by economic issues, who found themselves wanting to support Trump. And I, frankly, don't cope very well with it. I know some people are better at separating their political views and their private lives than I am. I know a lot of people have relatives who are on the other side of a divide, and they have to live with them because you don't desert your elderly father for something like that.

But I have found it difficult because this story comes so close to, I want to say, values that I hold but also values that I thought all of us shared, you know? So the people who I know and who I consider to be friends, I think of them as people who believe in the rule of law, who support the Constitution, who think, you know, a democratic political system is better, who are bothered by lying in politics. And, you know, it's not that we all share--we don't have to have the same views about everything, but there are these kind of basic values that we share, and I've discovered that that's not true. And I find it now difficult to deal with people who now live in this other reality.

And the thing I'm most afraid of now is that once you made the decision to vote for Trump in 2024, especially--in 2016, it was different because we didn't really know what kind of a president he was going to be. It could have been a protest. You didn't like Hillary Clinton, whatever. There were reasons why people did it. When you chose in 2024, you chose someone who had broken the law in multiple ways, and you knew it. You know, you chose someone who sought to overthrow the results of the election of 2020, and you knew it. So you were choosing someone who you knew to be lawless, who you knew had disdain for American institutions. And I think that the people who made that decision are going to have a lot of trouble backtracking, moving back on it.

I've seen lots of commentary now about, you know, Trump did this or that, you know, Are the people who voted for him going to be sorry now? And I think it's going to be a long time before they're sorry, because they made this intellectual commitment to something that was against many of the things that they stood for. They had to justify it to themselves in many different ways. We just talked about one of them--because, you know, because Biden is corrupt, whatever.

And now it's going to be very hard to turn around and say, That was wrong. You know, it's going to be--you know, they will stick to this. They will go stand by it. They will find new reasons to support Trump, precisely because it was such a bad choice, and precisely because they had to overcome their own internal doubts, and precisely because they know he broke the law, and precisely because they know he has disdain for things that they say that they value. And so I worry that it's going to be very hard to make up with them at some point in the future.

Frum: Anne, let me end with this last, more hopeful thought. Maybe what happens in the lives of countries is: You get these periodic moral crises as a sort of prod to alert us. I mean, American politics was much cleaner after Watergate than it had ever been before. Before the Second World War, America was a democracy for some people; but for many, not. I mean, there's a lot of research now about how much of the Nuremberg laws the Nazis imposed on German Jews in 1935 were based on the everyday practices in southern American states in 1934. And not only did the Nazis notice it, but Americans noticed it, too, and became ashamed. And you wonder: If there hadn't been a World War II, and if there hadn't been a Cold War, would the transition away from racial segregation in this country have been as dramatic and decisive and more or less peaceful as it was?

So maybe this is one of those--I think, doesn't Lincoln say something in the second inaugural address about how this is one of those offenses that needs to come? And maybe it's an offense that needed to come because the people who'd grown up since the Cold War had lost sight of some of the things that we experienced during the Cold War, but why democracy was precious and worth fighting for.

Applebaum: The feeling of losing things and the understanding that something is slipping away can be very dramatic. It can galvanize people to resist. That's true. And you can hear in the national conversation--I had a conversation with a niece yesterday, and I've talked to a lot of other younger people. They feel and understand that something is wrong and that something is being lost, and they are beginning now to reorient themselves to think about how they protect it or how they save it, or how they change the country in ways that make sure it doesn't happen again.

I mean, it may be that, you know, certainly as we've been discussing, there has been a long slide in this direction. You know, it wasn't just as if Trump, you know, arrived in January and suddenly began to do things that had no precedent. I mean, he had a precedent in his first term. The decline of the electoral system began, you know, much longer ago with Citizens United [ v. FEC]. You know, the role of money in politics has been increasing. You can trace--he's part of a path. But he is now creating a crisis that takes us off that slow glide and makes this into a moment that could galvanize people. And you're right. I hope it will.

Frum: Anne, there's never a conversation I have with you where I don't come away feeling I've learned something and maybe also steeled myself to try a little harder and better. So thank you. It's such a pleasure, and it's such a kind act that you would come and talk to me. Bye-bye.

Applebaum: Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Anne Applebaum for that fascinating and inspiring conversation. I'm so grateful to her for joining The David Frum Show. Now I'm going to put in a commercial here for The Atlantic because Anne and I are colleagues there. If you like what you see and hear on The David Frum Show, remember, you can support Anne's work and mine and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to the Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. Repeat that slowly: theatlantic.com/listener.

And now some questions from viewers and listeners that I'll try my best to answer. The first question is from Soren. Soren writes: "I'm a high-school student in Seattle, and I've noticed many of my peers are deeply polarized, often echoing media talking points and struggling to engage in thoughtful political discussions, especially across party lines. How can I encourage more open, level-headed political conversations among young people who seem entrenched in tribal thinking?"

Well, Soren, I commend you for this open-minded approach and for your patience with your peers, and I salute the question you're asking. It's a difficult problem. And look--it's not like those of us who are older succeed any better at it than those of you who are younger.

I think one thing--I remember doing this when I was in high school and debating with my friends--is sometimes saying, Look--I'll tell you what: I'm going to give you one thing to read, and you can do the same for me. You give me something you want me to read; I'll give you something I'd like you to read. Let's read them both together and then talk about afterwards what we've read. And if you can limit the conversation to what's on the page--no "what about" questions, no Well, what do you also think?--just what's on the page, I think the more you channel a conversation, the more productive it can be. And at the very least, you can introduce your friends to a better quality of reading material than maybe they've been reading so far.

Here's a question from Bruno: "In the latter part of the 19th and first half of the 20th century, working classes supported political movements that bettered their lives against the so-called robber barons. Now it seems they support political movements which worsen their lives to the benefit of billionaires. Why?"

Well, congratulations, Bruno, for putting your finger on one of the most vexed questions in all of American history and political science. In the 19th century, across most of the industrial world--Germany, Great Britain, Belgium, Italy--there arose social democratic parties associated with trade unions that tried to advance a worker-focused agenda. The United States never produced such a movement, such a party. Instead, the United States produced protest movements that operated within and against both the Republican and Democratic Parties, never producing a really effective broad-based social democratic movement. So that's the historical part.

To your question about the present day, I think the problem is: In the modern world, the idea of working class is an idea that makes less and less sense. So many people claim to be working class, and it's often very hard to understand exactly what they mean, or they mean contradictory things. Very classic example: Imagine an argument over Thanksgiving dinner between one brother-in-law with a high-school diploma--is working as a car salesman, and in a good year might make $120,000 and in a bad year makes $60,000, but has not that much status in society and is a little insecure about his academic bona fides--and he argues with his brother-in-law who is an adjunct professor at a local college and who makes maybe $45,000 a year but who has a Ph.D. Which of them is working class? Well, they will argue about that all night.

I think just generally, class-based analysis doesn't really work all that well in America, because it's a country with so many differences of people's situations that people often end up transposing class as a marker of attitude and consumption patterns.

I remember, a political scientist named Charles Murray wrote a quiz years ago in which he asked the question, How thick was your bubble? And he had a set of questions, and they were all cultural. What kind of clothes did you wear? What kind of cars did you drive? That's what made you working class. And the idea was: He was very hostile to people who got a lot of their position in society from their levels of education. But if a person with a lot of education is economically precarious and works under the direction and control of others, I don't know what we are saying when we say that that person is or isn't working class.

In 2024, Donald Trump did very well among the most affluent people in society. The Republican vote still skews rich. There are a lot of people who will tell you it doesn't. But the way they get to the claim that the Republican Party is a working-class party is by using education as their metric, rather than income or rather than working under the supervision and control of others.

From Jeff: "At what point will the Trump administration start fudging or outright falsifying economic data, such as jobs reports, inflation measures, and consumer-confidence data, and other traditional information put out by the departments of labor or commerce? And how will we even know the information is bogus?"

This is a great question and an important question. A big part of the project of Elon Musk's DOGE--I don't know if I'm supposed to pronounce it "dog" or "doja"--group was to break a lot of the conveyor belts for reliable public information, not so much to create false information but just to withdraw accurate information. And we see the president himself doing his bit by making up these crazy stories about the price of gasoline, based on strange data sequences like wholesale prices, not the price of the pump.

Mercifully, there is abundant private-sector data on many economic issues that you can get some idea of whether things are right or wrong. The government produces jobs reports, but there is a lot of information on purchasing and things like that that tends to be proprietary and is sometimes expensive. But the people who care about these issues can track and will begin to sound an alert if the government information is wrong. I would worry in the immediate term not about false information but about lacking information, absent information, broken information. That's the direction the Trump administration, with Elon Musk's help, seems to be heading.

And the last question from Colin--he quotes something I said on air in an episode or two back: "I had always thought of myself as a conservative because I believe in things like a strong and robust foreign policy to oppose authoritarians abroad in free markets and personal liberties and in constitutional values that underpin our democracy." Colin asked, "Well, why do you call those things conservative?"

And I suppose I'm reflecting the world in which I came of age. But in the late 1970s, the question of market or not market, that was a lively debate. And the people who were skeptical of markets proudly identified themselves as being on the left. That was a time when there was a lot of post-Vietnam trauma over America's role in the world. And the people who were more skeptical of that role, who doubted that the United States was a force for good or, anyway, thought that good intentions would likely go awry again, they mostly--not always, but they mostly--identified themselves proudly as being on the left. And so it seemed to me that the people who are opposite those things were the people on the right.

But many of these are deep American values that at normal times are more broadly shared. Unfortunately, we live right now in what is not a normal time. And a lot of the things that I thought of when I was a young Reagan enthusiast in 1980 as belonging to the Republican Party and the conservative movement, they've surrendered those commitments and those beliefs. And it's shameful for them and sad for all the rest of us.

Thank you for listening today to The David Frum Show. We'll be back next week with more. And again, the best way to support our work if you like what we're doing is subscribe to The Atlantic. But otherwise, visit us here on YouTube or your favorite podcasting platform for more next week of The David Frum Show.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses how misinformation, distrust in science, and extremist rhetoric are fueling a deadly resurgence of preventable diseases in the United States--and urges clear and responsible leadership to protect public health.

He's then joined by Alan Bernstein, the director of global health at the University of Oxford, to examine the long-term consequences of the right's war on science and vaccine research.

Finally, David answers listener questions on creating laws to counter Trump's norm violations, on David's confidence in the future of free and fair elections, and how to teach civics to high schoolers in the Trump era.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 4 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. Thank you for all who watched and listened to the first three episodes. All of us at The Atlantic and at The David Frum Show are so gratified by the extraordinary response to our first three episodes, and we hope to continue to meet your expectations in this and future episodes.

My guest today is Alan Bernstein, director of global health at Oxford University. Alan Bernstein coordinates all the health and medical research across the vast domain of Oxford University and tries to ensure that scientists talk to each other and talk to the public in ways that benefit the safety of the whole planet. Before that, Alan served as the founder and president of the Canadian Institutes [of] Health Research, a coordinating body for health research across all of Canada, much like the Centers for Disease Control in the United States. And before that, he rose to fame and eminence as one of the world's leading researchers in cancer and virology. So I'm very glad to be joined today by Alan Bernstein.

And first, some preliminary remarks on the subjects we'll be talking about in today's discussion.

[Music]

Frum: As I record this episode in late April 2025, the United States is gripped by an outbreak of measles. More than 800 cases have been diagnosed in 24 states. Three people are dead: two of them, unvaccinated school-aged children; one of them, an unvaccinated adult.

We are only about one-third of the way through the year 2025, and yet the United States has suffered nearly triple the number of cases of measles in 2025 as it did in all of 2024. Measles is caused, of course, by a pathogen, but it is enabled by human ignorance and human neglect. Rising numbers of children are going unvaccinated. About a third of American children fail to get the full suite of vaccines that the CDCs--Centers for Disease Control--recommends. And about 7 percent of American children go unvaccinated against measles, mumps, and rubella.

These are invitations to human harm and human suffering, and they come about because of a rise in American attitudes of ignorance and unawareness about the causes of disease and how diseases are prevented. Let me read you a recent statement from the Kaiser Family Foundation, an important source of health and medical-research information.

Here's Kaiser:

When it comes to false claims that the [MMR] vaccines have been proven to cause autism, that vitamin A can prevent the measles infections, or that getting the measles vaccine is more dangerous than becoming infected with measles, less than 5 percent of adults say they think these claims are "definitely true," and much larger shares say they are "definitely false."

That's the good news. Returning to Kaiser:

However, at least half of adults are uncertain about whether these claims are true or false, falling in the "malleable middle" and saying each claim is either "probably true" or "probably false." While at least half of adults express some level of uncertainty, partisans differ in the shares who say each of these false claims is definitely or probably true, with Republicans and independents at least twice as likely as Democrats to believe or lean towards believing each false claim about measles. One-third of Republicans and a quarter of independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that the MMR vaccines have been proven to cause autism, compared to one in 10 Democrats; three in 10 Republicans and independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that vitamin A can prevent measles compared to 14 percent of Democrats; and one in five Republicans and independents believe or lean toward believing that the measles vaccine is more dangerous than measles infections compared to about one in 10 Democrats.

Republicans are believing things that are putting their own children at risk. We see again here how the MAGA cult is becoming a death cult that consumes the lives of its believers. Hundreds of thousands of Americans died preventably from the COVID virus.

Your chance of dying from COVID was about the same whether you were a Republican or a Democrat. The disease did not discriminate by political affiliation. But after vaccines became available, the disease began to discriminate. Suddenly, people in blue towns and blue states began to survive the disease at much higher rates than people in red towns and red states. Those deaths were overwhelmingly concentrated in areas where people were loyal to Republican ideas and listened to Republican influencers. The price of believing your favorite right-of-center influencer could have been your own life.

What kind of political movement sacrifices its own people in that way--to make some point, to make money, or to score a political jab against an opponent? It's a little hard to explain exactly what they thought they were doing--it's not hard to explain it. It's a little unpleasant to contemplate the explanation of what they thought they were doing. But we can measure the effect of what they were doing in lost lives. And now with the spread of measles and the shrinkage of measles vaccines according to political affiliation, we can see this same horrible process of death by political partisanship reoccurring in the middle 2020s as at the beginning of the 2020s.

Against this spread of weaponized ignorance, what is needed is the clearest possible messages from everyone in positions of authority--whether public or private--that it is your duty as a parent to see that your child is vaccinated against preventable disease, and if your children are unvaccinated, you have failed in your duty as a parent. And that is a message that needs to be spread by everyone who's in a position to spread a message. And the authorities should also say that in the hard cases where it can be shown that a child died because of an intentional failure by the parent to vaccinate the child, that parent should be held to account--in much the same way as, in my opinion, if the child died because of an unsecured firearm in the child's home left there by a parent, the parent should be held to account. Protecting your child is your most important duty as a parent. Put the gun in a safe, and make sure the child is vaccinated.

And yet, instead, we are seeing people put into positions of high authority who are not only hesitant to spread that message, but in fact are the leading hoaxsters and fraudsters against the vaccines. At the head of the Department of Health and Human Services is the most notorious proponent of letting people suffer measles death--of spreading false claims, outrageous claims, debunked claims, exploded claims against the vaccines--and by the way, demeaning and insulting people who struggle with autism. People with autism can live meaningful lives, yet according to our present secretary, they're no better than wasted lives and useless people who need to be counted in some kind of registry so we can keep tab of their numbers--for what sinister purpose, who can barely begin to imagine? But clearly not for a purpose of respect and dignity.

And because of this outrageous and cruel lack of regard for people who are on the autism spectrum--many of which scans a lot of cases, both worst cases and less-bad cases--he is urging Americans, or he has, over his lifetime, urged Americans to leave their children unvaccinated. And his secretary of Health and Human Services is staffing his agency with people who are mealy mouthed or worse in the fight against this preventable, unnecessary cause of death.

The anti-vax ideology comes from some strange places. It comes, I think, in the first place from a myth of a benign nature. That's, I think, one of the reasons why it tended to, maybe before the Trump era, be so prevalent on certain parts of, like, the vegetarian left. If you believe that nature is kind and good and benign and only human--and the only wickedness is human--and if you are unaware of how massively human lives were at risk from disease before the modern era, it may seem like, Why am I intruding into my beautiful child's body this sharp needle then that makes them squawk for a moment, and introducing these foreign substances? Why would I do that when nature wants us all to live and rejoice?

Well, nature doesn't want you to live and rejoice. Nature is utterly indifferent to your hopes and wishes. (Laughs.) And if it were up to nature, half your children would be dead. You'd be dead, too, by age 50, at the latest. Nature is not our friend. Nature is a resource that we must protect and steward, but it is not our friend. It does not wish us well. It doesn't have wishes at all.

I think some of the anti-vax cult also comes from another myth: the myth of malign government--not just that government is inefficient, as it often is, and clumsy, as it often is, but that actually there's some kind of secret conspiracy up there of people who, for some bizarre and nefarious purpose, want to prevent Americans from enjoying the beneficent benignity of nature, and instead want to inject them with all of these artificial products like seatbelts. I think this is the part of the myth that has gained the upper hand most recently, this myth of conspiracy and government and other high places.

But the truth: Nature's not benign, and government is not malign. But there are a lot of fraudsters out there. That's the truth. And they have more ways of reaching people than ever before. And the cost of these frauds is becoming ever more terrible in lost human lives.

So as you listen to my talk today about Alan Bernstein--we're going to talk about many of these issues. I think we're going to try to talk as dispassionately as possible, but as I talk about them, I'm really angry about this. I'm really angry about this. It should be one of those things that, just as there are no Republican and Democrat ways to sweep the streets or shovel the snow, there should be no Republican or Democrat way, disagreement about protecting our children from preventable diseases.

All of us should salute vaccination. It's one of the most magnificent achievements of human civilization. One of the ways that marks us off from all the sad eras that went before us, when parents had to grieve half their children before their third birthday or before their 20th birthday. We have an opportunity to live better, healthier lives than ever before in history. How could we refuse such a thing? And how much should we condemn and revile those people who deceive their fellow citizens into refusing this magnificent gift of science and technology?

So we're going to speak dispassionately with Alan Bernstein. I'm not dispassionate about this. I hope you won't be dispassionate either.

But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Alan Bernstein, welcome to The David Frum Show. Thank you for joining us.

You have spent your career as a practitioner of science, as a director of science, as an adviser to governments about science. It looks to those of us who are not scientists, like the government of the United States is engaged in a campaign against science of almost unprecedented historic proportions. As you and I speak, there is a measles outbreak in the United States--actually, there are 10 separate outbreaks, 800 cases, three dead as of the time we speak. There are dramatic firings and cuts to government agencies--the National Institutes [of] Health, the vaccine program. Progress toward cures for Alzheimer's and Parkinson's is supposed to have been slowed or maybe halted altogether. And, of course, there are these extraordinary pressures on medical and scientific research at universities.

So if you would offer your assessment, how much has been done to science in the United States in these past weeks?

Alan Bernstein: So first, David, it's a pleasure to be on the show with you. First of all, backing up a little bit and just saying how important science has been to America's success. I think people don't quite appreciate that. But it goes back to, actually, World War II. And Harry Truman, when he was president, realized that in one way, science kind of won the war. It wasn't just the atomic bomb: It was penicillin. It was radar. It was sonar.

And so he asked a guy called Vannevar Bush--I don't think it's a relation to the other Bushes--to make some recommendations about what America should do. And [Bush] wrote what's a famous book in scientific circles called Science, the Endless Frontier. And in that book, Bush recommended that America invest heavily in science--and particularly in American universities--because it would lead to economic well-being. It would lead to power in the world. It would lead to security for America.

And I don't know that anybody at that time appreciated just how right he was. Because if you look at the growth of the American economy and the growth of American well-being and health outcomes--anything you want to measure--the numbers are anywhere between 20 to 40 to 50 percent of America's well-being, if you will, and growth in GDP and all those things, was due to science and innovation.

Today, as we're witnessing kind of the destruction of the institutions behind American science, it's hard to believe. It's hard to believe that any administration would do this.

Frum: All right, well, destruction is a dramatic word. How severe is the damage?

Bernstein: I think it's very severe, and it's not just my own personal view. I was talking to a close friend at Stanford, actually, and she was talking: Even though Stanford has not been hit by one of the sort of things that Columbia or NYU--the East Coast so-called elite universities--have been hit by, they no longer are guaranteeing salaries for Ph.D. students who enter into the graduate program at Stanford. Stanford is a wealthy university, so they're kind of circling the wagons and harvesting--you know, harboring--their funds in case that the Trump administration goes after them. So I think it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

I think the thing we should all keep in mind is: By going after the institutions of science--so I would say there's several categories, the funders of science. So the NIH--the National Institutes of Health--is the world's largest funder of biomedical research. By cutting its budget, by severely cutting its staff, it's crippling the world's major funder of biomedical research, never mind America's major funder of biomedical research. By going after the top research universities in the United States--the Columbias, the Johns Hopkins, the Harvards, the Yales--it's also crippling the major institutions that are supporting researchers in the U.S. That's, first of all, unprecedented, of course, but it's also crippling for the institutions that support science in the U.S., not just the individuals. So it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

Frum: From my lay understanding, there are four main categories of scientific institutions that have come under a different kind of pressure.

There are the direct practitioners of science within the United States government: organizations like NASA, the aeronautics agency; NOIA, the oceanographic and atmospheric agency. The direct practitioners of science inside the government are under pressure. There's also the government-funding institutions--as you said, the National Institutes [of] Health. These don't do the work themselves. They make grants to others. They're under pressure. There's the kind of sword and shield of technological application at the Department of Defense--agencies in the Department of Defense that do cyber warfare, cybersecurity, cyber innovation. They've come under pressure. And finally, fourth--so first, direct science inside the government; second, funding; third, swords and shields--and fourth and last, the universities that get government grants but where government doesn't direct how the money will be spent.

Is that the lay of the land? Have I got that correct?

Bernstein: You do, actually. That's the sort of the etymology of American funding institutions.

And there are some that cover at least two. So the NIH, for example, has a very large so-called intramural program that funds research within government, in Bethesda, Maryland. And then there's also institutions that actually fund--the NIH also funds science at American universities. So it does both.

You also left off in that list a very important one: the Department of Energy. It funds about $1 billion worth of research, both in-house and in American universities. And as you'd imagine, the Department of Energy traditionally has been one of the leading research institutions for funding research on climate change and renewable energy.

Frum: So there are budget cuts. There are personnel cuts. There's also this immigration squeeze because the United States has often worked by attracting talent from all over the world, setting them to work in American universities. Many of those people then stay for the rest of their lives. Or, science being so global, there are many people in the scientific world who have spouses or partners who come from other countries, and their spouses or partners are under pressure, causing those scientists to reconsider their own careers. Tell me a little bit about the way the immigration pressures affect science.

Bernstein: Well, again, historically, America has been a magnet for scientific talent for almost the entire 20th century. It started with a flood during World War II when many emigres from Germany, Austria, France, came to the U.S. And they set an important precedent. The success in building the atomic bomb under Oppenheimer was in large part due to those emigres. The one person that jumps out to me is Enrico Fermi, who had the Fermilabs at the University of Chicago. He was an emigre from Italy.

And there are many, many others. And that tradition has continued. Young people from around the world want to come to America to do science for lots of obvious reasons, I think. One is: The institutions are so strong. They have their resources. They have the energy, the culture of: We can do anything, and if it's going to be done, it's going to be done in America. That sort of bravado is so characteristically American, and it's evaporating before our eyes.

Secondly, of course, having the immigration people descending on some of the immigrants who are here on visas in the United States and either taking them away and imprisoning them, or sending them home at the drop of a hat without any kind of hearing, is sending a clear signal--not an ambiguous one, a clear signal: You are not welcome in the United States anymore. So if I was a young person working in Europe, in Canada, Australia, you name it, I would not go to the United States at the moment to do my postgraduate degree or training. It just wouldn't happen. And indeed, I think that that pipeline of talent from abroad has probably shut down completely.

Frum: Let's talk about your special area of expertise, which is infectious diseases. There seems to be a special malice toward innovation and research in that area. Under Robert Kennedy Jr., the Department of Health and Human Services has announced they're going to do all these investigations into well-attested vaccines whose safety and efficacy has been proven for dozens of years. Kennedy has promised some kind of big review in September. I don't know why he's taking that long. He knows the answer he wants and is going to enforce. He could do it tomorrow. Why the pretense that there's any real work here? And we are seeing this extraordinary outbreak--or outbreaks--of measles across the United States. How does that connect with government policy? How alarmed should people be about these outbreaks?

Bernstein: You know, what's particularly frustrating for me--and I'm sure many of my colleagues in America, in science and biomedical research, in particular--is: We are in a golden age in biomedical research. It is such an exciting time to be in this field, including in the vaccine field, because vaccines have been traditionally used against infectious disease. And indeed, it's hard to estimate the number of lives that have been saved, because you can't count what hasn't happened. It's hard to count that. You can count how many people die, but you can't count how many people you've saved. But it's of the order of hundreds of millions of people around the world whose lives have been saved because of vaccines.

Smallpox, which was the world's largest killer over centuries, has been eradicated. There is no smallpox in the world today. It has [been] eliminated completely, largely through American know-how and American perseverance with the WHO, in partnership with the WHO. Ditto with polio and measles. So a young physician today has never seen smallpox, has never seen polio, has never seen measles. And so when it appears, they're seeing a new disease.

Frum: Hmm.

Bernstein: And these were diseases, certainly when I was growing up--and I suspect, David, when you were growing up--my mother wouldn't let me go swimming in a common swimming pool, because of polio. We don't worry about polio anymore today. We shouldn't, because, you know, children should be vaccinated. And Kennedy's point that they haven't been proven to be safe is really a criticism of the FDA. It's saying that the FDA has not done their job properly. Well, if you look at the FDA, it is the gold standard for approving new drugs and vaccines. It's very stringent. It really does a superb job, and it always outweighs the risks and the benefits of any drug, including vaccines.

And so it's hard to imagine a medicine that has not got some risk associated to it. And the thing about vaccines, which makes it hard to sort convince somebody that they really are good and they should be taken--and their children should certainly take them--is when you take a pill when you're sick and you get better, you go, Oh, that pill made me better. When you take a preventative vaccine, you don't get ill.

And so there's no miraculous recovery. There's the absence of disease, and you could always say, and people do say this, Well, I wouldn't have got the disease anyways. So it wasn't the vaccine. 

Frum: And sometimes your arm is a little sore, and sometimes you have a reaction to the introduction of the agent in the vaccine. And sometimes--if you are phobic--the vaccination is followed by all kinds of psychosomatic symptoms. And psychosomatic symptoms appear to the receiver of those symptoms just as real as, actually, symptoms caused by organic illnesses in the body. So people have a lot of reasons for attributing the problems in their lives to this disruption, especially if--and I'm surprised to discover how many people have this feeling--they are phobic about having a needle inserted into their body.

But one of the things that bothers me a lot: There's an intellectual movement right now in the United States very properly to look back at the COVID experience and to learn lessons from it--as, of course, exactly should happen--and there's a lot of criticism of measures that were taken that maybe overshot, and in particular, the decision to keep schools closed past the fall of 2020. States where schools opened pretty rapidly have done much better by children than states where schools were kept closed for long periods of time.

But this is essentially a politically right-coded movement, or when it's done by more liberal people, there are people who are speaking to right-coded audiences. And I just read an important book published by a university press, by two liberal-leaning academics, and went through all the things that were done wrong, and many of which I agree with--keeping the schools closed too long. The book was called [In COVID's Wake:] How [Our] Politics Failed Us. And they have one paragraph about vaccine resistance because they say, Well, that's inherent in the population. Politics didn't cause that. 

Of course, politics killed those people. There's a lot of research. They're not randomly distributed. They are concentrated in red states and red counties. If you lived in a red state or red county, your leaders--political and cultural--the people you looked up to, risked your life and got many of your co-adherents killed in order to score political points. I mean, it's astonishing. It's shocking. It's a crime. And we've accepted it as a normal part of politics.

Bernstein: So there's a couple of interesting facts about all this. I think if we were talking about this 500 years from now or 300 years from now, and we look back and say, It's remarkable that whether you wore a mask or not or took a vaccine or not at the height of this pandemic depended on your political party that you belong to, no one would believe you. You know, it's like, In America? And yeah, it happened, and it happened five years ago. So that's perplexing.

Now, I think, you know--I think there's a mea culpa here. I think the scientific community everywhere did not do things perfectly. And I think what the mistake we made--and we need to make sure we don't do it again--was to, as we talked to the public, say, Here are the facts. Here's what we know you should do or not do, as opposed to saying, Here's the facts as we know them today. This might change, and we've never encountered this virus before. We don't know whether lockdowns are good, bad, or indifferent. Here's the consequences of locking down, not locking down, etcetera. We needed some hubris here, some modesty, some admission that we don't know everything. Science is based on evidence and facts. How can you have evidence before the fact?

So I think there was a bit of too much black-and-white "this is the way it is" on the part of the scientific community. And so when we first said, You should wear a mask--sorry, sorry--you should wash your hands and wash surfaces, and then weeks later, changed our mind and said, No, no, no. Actually, you should wear a mask because this virus is an aerosol; it's not on surfaces, I think that caused a lot of lack of confidence amongst the general public about the scientific community.

Frum: I want to take that load of guilt off this. I think when scientists talk to the general public, they assume some basic grade-eight familiarity with science. So it is the most natural thing in the world for scientists to say something, square bracket, [state of knowledge today]. I mean, as you say, I have heard from many people, Well, they said one thing in March. They said a different thing in May. They said a different thing in September. How can we trust them?

I think, This is not religion. That's how you know you should trust them. If they'd said the same thing all the way through, they'd be priests, not scientists. And the scientists assumed some basic literacy from the public, and they also assumed some good faith in the political system, where it's not the job of scientists to communicate the science; it's the job of political leaders. And those political leaders are unused to an atmosphere of such malice and distortion as existed in 2020 and even more in 2021.

I think a lot of what happened during COVID was: There had been a Republican president during 2020--he had mishandled the disease in many important ways. Then there was a Democratic president in 2021--things began to be handled somewhat better. And there was a political imperative to make 2021 a failure.

Bernstein: So, you know, I'm a scientist, so I'll speak about the science. You know, the great--and you alluded to it, David--the great strength of science is that it's not ideological. It's based on the currently available data or evidence. And so when scientists change their mind, the public still--despite the grade-eight education that you refer to--the public still says, You're changing your mind. That's not good.

Whereas to the scientific community, that's what it's all about. That's the strength of science, not the weakness of science. It's not religion. It's not an ideology, political ideology. And so I think it goes back to how we teach science in schools. We teach it as a series of facts, as opposed to the way to look at the world and to change our minds as the evidence changes.

Frum: Can I ask you about how powerful the stop-start button is for the scientific endeavor? So right now the government is pressing stop on Parkinson's, stop on Alzheimer's, stop on many vaccines. Five years from now, if you press start--four years from now, if you press start--how quickly does the start ignition sequence resume after the stop button that has been pressed today?

Bernstein: That's a great question. And, you know, I think the right answer is: It depends. You know, we don't know what the Trump administration is going to do tomorrow, never mind five years from now, so I think we all wake up in the morning wondering what the news will bear about what the Trump administration is doing now.

So I think a lot depends on how long these cuts--I'll just use cuts or attack on universities and size--how long that goes on and how deeply those cuts actually are in the end of the day. And I don't know the answers to either of those questions, and I don't think anybody does. I don't think President Trump does. So I think how quickly things recover will depend on those variables, and we don't know the answer.

I do think that institutions take longer to recover than individuals. You know, the thing we all need to remember is: Talent can move. You know, I have a publication from Europe that has listed in its latest edition all the things that European countries are now doing to attract American scientists, especially young people who are finding that their careers are cut off or ended because of what's going on. So talent can move to Europe easily.

And we'll be watching to see what happens in the United States four years from now. If it doesn't change, they'll stay in Europe, just like the emigres who moved to the United States when the atmosphere changed radically in Nazi Germany, for example, or Fascist Italy.

So what happens will depend on a lot of things, that I don't pretend to know the future, but I do know that science is going to continue elsewhere, and particularly in the EU; Canada's going to reinvest, and the new prime minister said he will reinvest in science; and in China. China is investing huge, huge amounts and increasing it by 10, 20 percent a year, over the next few years.

And so if one thinks about the standoffs between these two great superpowers--the United States and China--we have the United States attacking one of its most powerful weapons in the current 21st-century war between countries, and the Chinese investing. Now, which one do you think is right? Well, I go back to what Harry Truman said after World War II: Science played a major role in winning World War II.

The drones that were used--are being used--by Ukraine and in the war on Russia, those drones are largely powered by artificial intelligence. AI didn't just happen. AI came out of universities. You know, the Nobel Prize in Physics this year went to Geoffrey Hinton, who works at the University of Toronto. So the new weapons of warfare are largely going to come out of universities. I think that's not a prediction--that's a safe prediction. And yet Americans are attacking those universities where all this is happening.

Frum: If you were to talk to people in the Trump administration about what they were doing, and if they were to answer you, which they tend not to do, but if they did, I think they would say, Look--we're not waging a war on science. We're waging a war on DEI--diversity, equity, and inclusion. We're waging a war--we're trying to stop all these crazy climate scientists who are bringing us news that either we don't think is true or that we don't want to hear. We are cracking down on the people who warn us about Russian disinformation, because we think that harms many of our friends and allies who are spreading Russian disinformation, often for pay. And I think they also have a sense of--there may be some sense of ideology that this research anyway should be done to the private sector, not the public sector. So: We're not waging a war on science, as such. We have a very specific list of targets. 

Do you see any merit to any of that? Is there anything that one could concede to the case that they're prosecuting? Or is it just dumbassery all the way down?

Bernstein: Look--I don't think universities are perfect. I think there is a lot of wokeism that probably has gone a bit too far. But having said that, I would quickly add the great strength of universities, and the role of universities and the role of acquiring new knowledge, is to challenge the status quo. You know, if you're just going to reaffirm the status quo, you don't need a university to do that.

And that goes back to Galileo, you know, 500 years ago. Galileo challenged the church. Does the Earth go around the sun or vice versa? So political leaders have to allow for this freedom and this openness and small-L liberalism that goes on in universities if they're going to get the kind of value out of universities that have been going on for a thousand years now, since Oxford was created.

So I think there needs to be an understanding on the base of our political leaders that dissent, looking at different ways of doing things, can be uncomfortable, and that is the role of the universities. No other institution in society does that as well as a university. In fact, no other institution in society, as far as I can think, does that at all.

So I think we need to acknowledge that, and the politicians need to acknowledge that and tolerate it.

Frum: As we end, remind us of what the stakes are here. How close are we to breakthroughs in Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, and other diseases that seem to be yielding to scientific investigation as we speak?

Bernstein: I don't like predicting the future. And I don't like--talking as a biomedical scientist, cancer has been my own area--I don't like saying it's around the corner, because then people lose interest after a while. But I do think, if I look in the immediate past, how remarkable the progress has been, not just in scientific advances, but in clinical advances. I think back to when my wife had breast cancer--now, as she reminded me, 15 years ago. She would not be alive today if she had had that cancer 25 years ago.

And certainly, when I started in cancer research--I won't say how many years ago--we knew nothing about the cancer cell. And so the tools that clinicians had at their disposal were crude at best. Crude at best. Today we know the most intimate molecular changes that make a cancer cell behave differently than a normal cell. We know the mutations in the DNA that are causing these changes, and we know the effects on the proteins that those genes code for.

And so now we can design drugs that exploit those changes. And so if you're a woman with breast cancer, you're going to be treated if your cells are HER2-positive--I'm sure every woman knows that phrase--you'll be treated with Herceptin because we know that molecular difference. If you have chronic myelogenous leukemia, you'll be treated with Gleevec. Or if you have GI stromal cancer, you'll be treated with Gleevec.

These are all based on information that's come out over the last dozen years or so. Of course, now the big excitement--and not just in cancer, but in other diseases--is using vaccines to treat disease and to prevent disease. So again, these are advances that have happened recently and are on the horizon to continue to happen.

So I'll take--in contrast to where cancer research is, which I view as the beachhead disease, if you will--if you think about mental illness, schizophrenia, bipolar disease, we have only very crude tools to treat those very serious diseases. And the reason is: We don't understand those diseases. But I think every scientist who's working in the field of biomedical science is optimistic that it is just a matter of time before we will understand really serious diseases like bipolar, depression, Alzheimer's, dementia.

And from that will come a whole new class of drugs. And when that will happen, I don't know. But what we have been seeing is an acceleration of new drugs coming on the market because of the advances that have been made at universities and exploited correctly by the pharmaceutical industry. So this is a very exciting time. And so to cut that off would be just a shame. Just a shame.

Frum: Thank you so much for your time today.

Bernstein: My pleasure, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you so much to Alan Bernstein. Now some questions from viewers and listeners.

The first comes from Nathan: "In Donald Trump's first term, there were innumerable norm violations. The administration's M.O. seemed to be, If there isn't a law explicitly prohibiting an action, we can take that action. After Trump won, why were there no efforts to codify any of the gray areas or the ones that everyone had previously thought, No president would ever do that? Is it because people wanted to keep the possibility of using those same tactics open to themselves in the future? If so, what do you think that says about the direction of the country and the culture within the government?"

Now, first, I want to stress that there was one very important reform after the Trump administration, and that was the reform of the Electoral Count Act. The law now makes clear--as it mostly made clear before, but now it unmistakably makes clear--that the vice president of the United States does not have the authority to substitute his or her own judgment for the judgment of the people of the states in the electoral-count process. So one of the very worst things that Donald Trump tried to do--use violence to intimidate his vice president into overthrowing the 2020 election--that can't be done anymore. And so that's a change.

But for the most part, I think that's right. I think we have been reluctant to. And part of it, I think, is just: It's hard for Americans to take on board the magnitude of the criminality in the first Trump term. We, maybe, have made a serious mistake about that, as we see the even greater magnitude of criminality in the second Trump term.

But I would also caution there is a problem with trying to write things into law. The American culture and the American mentality are very legalistic. Americans tend to assume that the law is the divide, and they will often say, If something's not illegal, that means it's okay for me to do. But in life, there are lots of things that are not literally illegal but that you still shouldn't do. And in a free society, we don't write down everything that could be an offense and try to turn it into law. We have to rely to some degree on the public spirit and decency of people, and that needs to be especially true with people in the highest reaches of the land.

We talked about this last week with Peter Keisler, the former [acting] attorney general under George W. Bush. To some degree, democracy is going to have to be the answer here. We cannot write laws for everything. We can't anticipate every contingency. What we can say, instead, is with the famous prayer of John Adams that is carved into the lintel, or into the mantelpiece, of the East Room, "Let none but honest and wise men"--update that to men and women. "Let none but honest and wise men and women rule under this roof." We have seen what happens when there is an abuser, and we may have outrun the limits of law.

From K.C.: "It seems to me that there is an argument that Trump and Republican legislators are acting as if there will never be another Democratic majority or administration that might hold investigations or hearings into their behavior. This leads me to believe that the '26 and '28 elections won't be rigged. Rather, I'm beginning to believe that Trump will look for ways--a national emergency, perhaps--not to hold them at all. Your thoughts? Am I worrying needlessly?"

No one is worrying needlessly when they worry about the integrity of the 2026 and 2028 elections. I worry about it all the time. But we need to focus what it is exactly we're worried about. For Donald Trump to try to turn off the elections altogether by declaring a national emergency and calling out the Army and using powers leftover from the Cold War and World War II, that's a constitutional crisis. In the end, that is the kind of scenario that is met by people in the streets and is met by officers of the Army refusing to obey illegal orders from the president.

I think that case is so intense that we can't plan for it. What we can plan for are the things that we can see that are already underway, and those are attempts to sabotage vote counts, to make it difficult for the Democrats to fundraise--or any opponent of Donald Trump to fundraise--and to concentrate sabotaging efforts in the states that are most likely to swing one way or another; the Wisconsins, the North Carolinas, the Georgias. It's a state-level problem.

So where I think your energy needs to go is in focusing attention on your state governors, state legislators, and state courts to make sure that they will uphold honest, free, and fair elections in the respective states. We have seen the enormous pressure in the state of North Carolina to prepare a false outcome in 2026. Citizen vigilance has been mobilized, and citizen vigilance needs to stay mobilized. Again, it's a democratic problem, and your attention is the best answer. So if there's something you want to do between now and 2026, make sure that the vote will be honest in the states where the vote is most in doubt.

Last, from Josh: "I'm a high-school government teacher, so much of my teaching is centered on hope and optimism about our civic system and our citizenry. Hope and optimism felt like a lie in the Trump era. Is there a hopeful and optimistic message that properly addresses the current climate that I can give to my students?"
 
 Now, as I'm sure Josh well understands, it's not the place of a teacher to tell students, particularly near voters like those in high school, what they should think or who they should support. Many students will have many different views, and that's as it should be. And all of the points of view should, of course, be treated with attention and respect in the classroom. But I think a message that a teacher can communicate is to say to the students, This is a moment where their country really needs them. And it's an honor and a privilege to be alive at a time when your country needs you, and without telling them the exact nature of that need, and without, in any way, presuming to direct their actions, to make them feel like their vote matters and their actions matter.

You know, as we've discussed today, a lot of the secret weapon of Trumpism is cynicism and despair, and a feeling like, Oh well. Things are unfolding without me. LOL nothing matters. But everything matters. Your students matter. Teach them that, and watch them be better citizens.

Thank you so much for the questions. Please send next week's to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com. Thank you so much for watching and listening. Remember, please: It matters a lot to the algorithm gods that you rate and review and like and subscribe, whether you listen on an audible podcast or whether you view us on YouTube. Thanks for your comments on YouTube. Those also really matter, and I try to read as many of them as I can. I don't always respond, but I see so many of them, and I'm so grateful for them and so often touched by their warmth.

Thank you for watching this episode. See you again next week. I'm David Frum.

[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/archive/2025/04/the-david-frum-show-americas-pro-disease-movement/682649/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Treating Friends Like Enemies

Rahm Emanuel and Trump's tariff chaos

by David Frum

Wed, 09 Apr 2025




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube 

In the premiere episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum lays out his case for a new kind of political conversation--one that rejects the radicalized rhetoric dominating major podcasts.

He then details why Donald Trump's tariffs wrecked world financial markets. David takes apart the excuses offered by tariff defenders, and tries to explain the shock and betrayal felt by America's allies.

Then, David is joined by the former ambassador to Japan Rahm Emanuel. Emanuel shares the lessons he learned as White House chief of staff during the 2008-09 financial crises--and his assessment of how Democrats went wrong in 2024 and where they can advance from here.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello. And welcome to the first episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Why another podcast? It's a natural question. The answer begins with the chart I recently glimpsed from a media-studies organization. It showed that audio-visual content online tended to bunch up at the far extremes of American political dialogue: the far left and the far right--the far right having a big advantage. The center ground lay abandoned and seemingly barren.

Now, that's not the way things are in real life. In real life, most of us are pretty levelheaded people, and we approach the world in a spirit of curiosity, not anger, looking for insights, not insults. Yet, when the sound comes on and the video comes up, things are suddenly different, and the worst voices get the biggest audiences. I don't think it has to be that way. In the text edition of The Atlantic, we prove every day that Americans want something better. I'm going to try to give them that something better, also, here in audio and visual content on The David Frum Show.
 
 We shouldn't assume that just because people have deeply reactionary politics, they're necessarily backwards in their technology. A century ago, in another dark time, fascists outpaced Democrats and liberals in their mastery of the then-new technology of the radio. Something similar to that seems to be happening today. We need to meet the worst forces in our society on the battleground of ideas, using the latest tools. And that's what we're going to try to do here.

You know, when people produce honest information about vaccines, about trade, about anything else that's important that has unfortunately become controversial, of course, the production of that information costs resources, and those resources have to be paid for. The unfortunate result is that the truth is often paywalled, although lies are always free. Well, here on The David Frum Show, we're going to try to be free in every sense of that term and to make content available to all who want it in as honest way as it's possible to do.

My first guest this week will be Ambassador Rahm Emanuel, who served the United States in many capacities. I'm going to be talking to him at the beginning about one of those capacities: his service as White House chief of staff during the financial crisis of 2009, another steep collapse in financial markets. What similarities does he see between now and then? What differences? And what lessons does he have to offer us?

Before my conversation with Rahm Emanuel, a few opening thoughts. Last week, the United States suffered one of the severest shocks in the nation's financial history. It's a little difficult to wrap your mind around how big an event this Trump tariff disaster was. As of Friday afternoon, U.S. stock markets had suffered a loss of about $6 trillion. And to put this in context, the severest natural disaster in American history--Hurricane Katrina--cost the United States about $200 billion. So what Trump did was about 30 times as expensive as Hurricane Katrina. It's more on the order of what it cost the nation to wage and win the Second World War.

Now, stock market valuations come and go, and perhaps some of this money will be recovered. But other forms of damage that Trump did never will be. Trump permanently--or at least for a generation--stained the good name of the United States with dozens of allies around the world, countries that had done things the United States asked, countries that had signed agreements with the United States. He demonstrated that America's word was not good, that American credit could not be trusted. Many corporations have very intricate systems of supply with providers all over the planet. And those things were interrupted, and those business relationships were disrupted in ways, again, very hard to undo.

The economic mechanism is a sophisticated and delicate apparatus. And when somebody comes blundering around and smashes up arrangements, that has enduring effects. Now, some of Trump's defenders will give you an explanation of what happened. They will tell you that woke financial markets guided by people who hate Trump went on a kind of petulant rampage against Trump's "America First" agenda.

Can we pause to understand and absorb how childish a way of thinking this is? Financial markets are made up of millions of people making billions of decisions involving trillions of dollars. They're as impersonal as the tides. The financial markets crashed because all of those decision makers across so many countries, across so many time zones, collectively assessed that Donald Trump had sliced a huge amount of value out of every company traded in the United States, and although we couldn't see it, also out of every company not traded in the United States. There are some 30-plus million companies in the United States. Almost all of them must be poorer this week than they were last.

To understand why these financial markets reacted as they did, we need to begin by understanding what a tariff is. In the simplest terms, a tariff is a tax on any good imported into a country. But most of us experience those tariffs as taxes on things we consume: fruits and vegetables, electronic equipment, maybe an automobile. But from the point of view of the whole economy, it's just as important to understand a tariff as a tax on things we produce as a tax on things we consume. Every industrial product--every product--is an assembly of components from other countries and other places. When you raise a tariff, you don't just raise the tax to the consumer; you raise a tax to everybody at every step along the way of the value chain.

Trump defenders will say, for example, Well, if you build your car inside the United States, the car won't be tariffed. Fine, as far as it goes. But what about the steel that goes into the car? Well, that'll be tariffed. What about the aluminum that goes into the car? Tariffed. What about the glass out of which the windscreen is made? Tariffed. What about the fabric from which the upholstery of the seats has spun? Tariffed. What about electronic gear? What about the windshield wipers? All of those components that are assembled into the car: All of them are tariffed. And the whole car, as a result, is more expensive to everybody. And a car is by no means the most sophisticated item out there.

Think about iPhones. Think about airplanes. They are just giant assemblies of components and subcomponents that come from all over the planet. And every one of them is more expensive, and therefore, the final product is not only more expensive but more disrupted. Because, of course, manufacturers these days expect things to arrive just in time. They don't keep warehouses full of parts. They bring the parts in constantly in container ships from all over the planet. And when Trump acts in the irrational and unexpected way that he did, he disrupts all of those systems of delivery.

Tariffs do one other thing that is very important to understand, which is: They invite corruption. They invite corruption at the highest level of society because every business in America--every business in the world--will now be on its way to Mar-a-Lago seeking a special exemption or a special favor for itself, some countervailing subsidy. And, of course, Trump will exact a price for those favors: Buy his memecoin to direct wealth to members of his family. Make a documentary and pay his wife or his child for the right to make the documentary. Do that and your tariff might be lifted.

It also invites corruption that touches each of us more personally. There's going to be, in a few days, a 60 percent difference in the cost of an iPhone in Toronto or Vancouver from the cost of an iPhone in the United States market. Smugglers will arbitrage that extraordinary difference. And there will soon be goods moving on foot, by car, by truck, by boat, by plane, by container ship from all the rest of the world into the uniquely high-priced terrain in the United States.

It's hard enough to police fentanyl. Fentanyl is something that everybody agrees is wrong. When smugglers are moving things like pepper and cinnamon and coffee and toilet paper and flat-screen TVs, no one's going to think that's wrong. They're going to think those people are bringing them a better bargain. The idea that we're going to all pay more for tube socks, as Peter Navarro, the Trump economic adviser said--well, some will. But many people will be looking for bargains from off the back of a truck from a guy who knows a guy who knows a guy.

You'll hear excuses for what Donald Trump did. It'll be said, for example, that what he's trying to do--what he's really trying to do--is raise revenues to fund the United States and make possible a cut in the tax rate, or maybe abolish the income tax altogether. You can't know a lot of math if you're going to believe that, because the numbers just don't work. And that's even before the tariffs cause a recession and invite all this smuggling.

Tariffs are not going to be a substitute for any kind of tax revenue. They don't begin to pay the cost of a modern government, the government that Trump wants, including the defense establishment he wants. One of the reasons the United States moved away from tariffs more than a century ago was precisely that modern government costs more than a tariff can possibly sustain without terribly damaging effects.

It'll be said, Well, okay, what he's really doing is trying to force countries to make deals with the United States, and the phones will be burning up as nation after nation calls Trump to make a deal. We'll be signing all of these free-trade agreements. Now, notice the claim that these are invitations to negotiate completely contradicts the claim that they're here to raise revenue. If they're here to raise revenue, the tariffs are supposed to be taxes that stay in place forever. If they're to be negotiated away, they're not going to raise much revenue. If they raise much revenue, they can't be negotiated away.

Well, it'll be said, No, no, no, the whole point of this thing is in order to counter China. China is such a predator. China is such a threat. China is such a difficult neighbor. We're going to bring jobs back from China. But if the goal here is to counter China, why alienate every other nation in the Pacific? The United States, to balance a country as big as China, is going to need friends. And it has alienated those friends, from Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia. Every one of them is looking at the United States and saying, Little as we like the Chinese, they're at least predictable. You guys are erratic. Maybe we're safer with them than with you. And we're certainly not falling in line with any counter-Chinese scheme you have, because you might smack us in the face for no reason, with no notice.

The last thing that is sometimes said--and the president himself has said this in his social media--is that what you are seeing is the working out of a master plan to lower interest rates. Well, you can lower your property taxes by burning down your house too. That doesn't make that a good plan. Yeah, if we go into a major economic recession, as it looks like we're going to do, yeah, interest rates will probably come down. They were very low during the Great Depression. They were very low during the financial crisis. The goal is not to have low interest rates; it's to have lower interest rates consistent with high levels of economic activity. Causing recession to bring down interest rates is no kind of solution to any kind of rational problem. It's an excuse after the fact.

Anyway, none of this is true. Trump's actual idea is: The United States should be running a trade surplus with the whole world--and not just the whole world together, but each country in the world, and anytime there's any country with which the United States runs a trade deficit, that country is ripping the United States off. So if, for example, impoverished Madagascar is selling the United States more vanilla beans than it buys software and airplanes and insurance from the United States, then Madagascar is ripping us off by letting us have real vanilla.

Is that crazy or what? The whole world is an interlocking system of trade. The United States is not the center of the universe, with everyone having a one-on-one relationship with the United States. Countries sell to the United States to buy from other countries. Countries buy from other countries to sell to the United States. Everything is interlocked. And the United States will have different kinds of relationships with different kinds of countries at different stages in development.

And through it all, the United States has remained the wealthiest country in the world with the most sophisticated markets. Donald Trump keeps trying to tell Americans they failed. The country isn't great. The country is some kind of economic disaster, when in fact, its economy, on Inauguration Day 2025, was the envy of the world. Only today is that economy an object of pity.

Let's think about it for a minute, about all of this, from the perspective of other countries and other peoples. There's a story told about the great British general the Duke of Wellington, winner of the Battle of Waterloo against Napoleon. After the battle, many years, a friend was riding in the countryside with the Duke of Wellington, and they observed a rise in the landscape. As they approached the rise, the friend said to the Duke of Wellington, This is so pretty. I wonder what the other side looks like.

And the Duke of Wellington imagined a landscape. He said, Oh, I suspect that there'll be a stream running from this point to that point. There'll be a copse of woods. There'll be some hills. I think there may be some grazing animals. They passed over the top, and indeed everything was as the duke said. The friend said, Have you been here before? How did you know? The Duke of Wellington replied, Well, I'm a general. All my life I have devoted my life to the problem of what lies on the other side of the hill.

Donald Trump won't think about the world from the perspective of anybody else, but that's something, if you're trying to do these so-called great deals, you ought to do. If you're trying to impose your will on the planet, you ought to think about how the rest of the planet will respond. Everybody around the world looks at the United States and thinks, What are you people doing? We can't trust you. We can't look to you for leadership. You are unpredictable. We're seeing action after action that can't be explained: Your betrayal of Ukrainian troops in the field. Your abandonment of the island of Taiwan. Your outrageous and deliberate act of unprovoked economic aggression. And the miserable, mean-spirited treatment with which you attack visiting tourists and people who may have had a mistake on their visa. You throw them in prison forever. What kind of country are you?

We look different in the eyes of the world than we did just a few weeks and months ago. And the rest of the world will respond by saying, Even if you change your mind about all of this, even if Donald Trump rolls back the tariffs, we still need to keep our distance from you. We need to think about buying fewer weapon systems from you, because you can't be trusted. We need to think about developing military systems that are independent of yours, because you can't be trusted. We need to think about strategic autonomy from you, because you can't be trusted. We need to think about finding new kinds of trading relationships and new kinds of partners, because you can't be trusted.

Trump will end. Someday, this will all be history, but the consequences will not fade so fast.

Let me say a personal word. I come from Canada. I still spend a lot of time there. I have friends and relatives there. And my generation of Canadians undertook a long argument about the kind of relationship that Canada should have with the United States. And people like me said, Canadians should stand closer to the United States. You can trust the Americans. They're good neighbors. They're good allies. And their world design is a benign one. And Canada can find a prosperous and secure part by following American leadership. People like me, we feel very betrayed right now, and I think that memory, that's not going to fade so fast.

Now my conversation with Rahm Emanuel, but first: a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Rahm Emanuel, thank you so much for joining the podcast. It's such an honor to have you.

Rahm Emanuel: Sure. Thank you, David. Thank you very much.

Frum: Let me recapitulate for anyone who does not know your brilliant career: Senior adviser in the Clinton White House, member of Congress and member of the Democratic House leadership, chief of staff to President Obama, mayor of Chicago, ambassador to Japan. That is quite a perspective on history.

I wanted to ask you about one particular moment in your perspective on history, which is: You were there in 2009 for one of the severest economic shocks in American history. As you and I speak, the United States is suffering another one. Have you got some perspective for us about what is going on? Lessons we should learn? Hope to offer?

Emanuel: Here's my take on this moment, in particular, and it's kind of a pull back, which is: China--in my view, you can't raise tariffs high enough on them--China was becoming the center of focus of energy in the world economy. They've shuttered the Chilean steel plant, about to do that to South Africa. There's more than 500 countries that have taken different types of legal actions against China because of unfair trade practices. And the president of the United States just declared "Liberation Day" in Beijing, not in America, because he's giving them an out-of-jail card to get out, and now made America the focal of everybody's energy and anger and frustration.

I think, obviously, this is an own goal. It's the largest tax increase in American history on the American consumer. And I kind of say this both fictitiously but also seriously: If this is supposed to be a renaissance in America's manufacturing--Elon Musk, the president's friend, has a facility in Shanghai; 20,000 people work there. He has another one in Berlin: 12,000. Shutter them, and bring all the jobs back in manufacturing. Now, the over-under on that, not very good. But this is why it's really one of the worst policies and decisions.

And you not only have a collapse in the market, but five months ago, the United States was outpacing everybody's economy. We had low unemployment. We had growth at levels everybody else was envious of. And in five months, we're already talking about a 60 percent chance of a recession, all because one man has decided a new economic theory that was totally reputed. So in 80 days, he's undone 80 years' worth of work.

Frum: Let me ask you very specifically about the crisis part of it. In 2009, there were two salient features to the response to the crisis. The first is: You had this legendarily smooth transition from W. Bush to Obama. There's a book about it by a political scientist as the smoothest transition maybe in American history.

Emanuel: Yeah.

Frum: And then you had this extraordinary level of collaboration with central banks all over the planet and treasury departments all over the planet. So domestic consensus, international cooperation--those seem to be entirely missing now.

Emanuel: Yeah. There was a period. Look--there was not only cooperation between President Bush and incoming President Obama's administration. Just one anecdote of that cooperation: All the resources expended to help the banks. We were notified in the transition. I met with President Bush and Josh Bolton; Josh Bolton and I had a meal. We went in to see President Bush, and I said, Look. We've gotten a heads up that both GM and Chrysler--not potentially Ford, but definitely GM and Chrysler--have six weeks left. That is it. We not only have this massive financial engulf to collapse that is going to lead, not just worldwide, but to the United States going from a recession into maybe something far worse. And to give us some help here so we have breathing room, could you take the politics of tapping the resources to save the auto industry so we have enough time to deal with one and set up the process to deal with the second?

There were going to be politics about tapping those resources outside of the financial sector for the auto industry and all the auto jobs and all the communities. And President Bush said, I'll do it. We negotiated. Do we get eight weeks, six weeks? They took the six weeks, etcetera. I think there was--I'm doing it by memory--I think they supported with $24 billion for General Motors and Chrysler.

And he took both the politics as well as giving us some breathing room to work. That's an anecdote of trust--not just of an action, but of trust. Also worldwide coordination, as you said.

And I remember, if you go back, now this is where President Bush is president. This is pre the transition. Ben Bernanke; Mr. Cox, the head of the Securities and Exchange Commission; and Hank Paulson came up to speak to the bipartisan leadership. We were all meeting in Nancy Pelosi's office. And he says the economy has 48 hours, 72 hours, before it totally collapses--not just the market collapses.

And we thought--from Democratic leader to Republican leader, House member to Senate member--we all leaned forward around the conference table and said, What did you just say? He said, We have 72 hours. The economy will collapse. And we spent all night and also the next 72 hours working through what became the hated, for good reason and bad reason--I'll walk through it if you want--financial assistance to stabilize this financial system. And that was bipartisan, and it was across Pennsylvania Avenue. What did you have in that room? Patriotism and trust.

Now, there were a lot of faults, and we could talk about it later on. Things that I wanted to get done, we didn't get done, etcetera. But those two examples of working together to stave off not just a financial crisis, but also, we were that close from the great recession bordering into a small-D depression, which we hadn't seen since '29.

Frum: Let's talk a little bit about the international aspect, because one of the things, it's a little dark to say this, but if you're the European Central Bank or the Japanese Central Bank--

Emanuel: I think it's a pretty dark day, so go ahead for it. (Laughs.)

Frum: If you're the Europeans, Japanese, British, major central banks, you have to be hoping that this shock is as painful as possible and this recession is as nasty as possible to teach the Trump administration a lesson about waging economic warfare, economic aggression against allies in this way that is like an economic Pearl Harbor of bad faith and aggression. They don't want to help. It's not in their interest to help. And in 2009, it was in everybody's interest to help each other.

So reminisce a little bit about that, and how do we get back into a place where America's friends want to help, instead of saying, You know, you screwed us. Now we're going to screw you?

Emanuel: David, I mean, you've got to treat friends like they are: friends. You can't treat them worse than you treat your adversaries. I mean, now, you say they don't want to help, and I agree with that. There's also a part of them that the more you try to hurt, it may boomerang. So it's not exactly a clean shot on goal here. But there is a lot of animosity, and I can't get back not only trust in America [but also] the devastation to America as a safe harbor that's built up. And so much of our hard power, economic power is built on what people view of America: rule of law, somebody you can depend on in a storm. That power--these other manifestations of it--are dependent on one piece.

And the president is not only destroying America's hard power, its soft power, but the credibility of the American brand that--people, maybe short term, will try to figure out retaliation versus negotiation, because the Trump administration is sending both signals, which is most also confusing. That's short term. On the other hand, long term? Everybody will start to design economic pieces around America and away from America that will hurt America.

An example, two things illustrating this point: We spent the lion's share of my time in Japan building a coherent alliance between the United States, Japan, and Korea, isolating China. China, seeing the opening, just created an economic and discussion of partnership between Japan, Korea, and China, isolating America. Very bad for America. Two: Forget the countries. Samsung, which was critical to America's export controls against China on semiconductors, just cut a deal with a Chinese company. So we already have a company crack in the united front against China.

You don't trust America? You think America's going to treat you worse than they treat its own worst adversary? Then you make your own deals, and now it's going to come, which is what I said. They just gave Beijing a get-out-of-jail card.

Frum: It's like the Chinese have their national slogan, We may be nasty, but at least we're predictable.

Emanuel: Well, they're going to show that they're the adult. If you were sitting in Beijing's corridors of power, why would you not take advantage of that? Look--after the "wolf warrior" and after the economic coercion, we organized the Indo-Pacific against China. They knew they were isolated. They kept complaining about it because they had made a massive mistake treating Japan, Korea, Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, Taiwan, the Philippines as the enemy.

We organized it. Own goal by China? We took advantage of it, and China was complaining that we were isolating them in their own backyard. Yeah, we were. Exactly. We isolated the isolator. Now China sees an opening, and it's basically isolating the United States and taking advantage of it. We just hurt ourselves.

Frum: Let me ask you very specifically about the view from Tokyo of what is happening right now. Bank of Japan, Japanese Finance Ministry--what are they thinking? What are they doing? Can you give us any insight into that?

Emanuel: Well, I think it's so--they can't make heads or tails. They're having, for lack of a better analogy, vertigo. The world they knew is upside down.

Now, think of it. If you're the Japanese, for four consecutive years and starting on the fifth, you're the No. 1 foreign direct investor in the United States. One million Americans work for Japanese companies. Forty-eight percent of them are in manufacturing and industrial. Those are years of investment, mainly in the auto industry but not limited, where you trust America and you invest in America. And they just had the wind spit back in their face, and they've now realized that those were bad investments.

That's one. Given the defense piece, they're going to try to figure out, Can we work this out amicably? And while we're talking to you, we're going to start these conversations with Korea, Australia, Taiwan, Philippines, the EU, Canada, and develop other economic ties. Now, remember, when America pulls out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership, Japan steps in, takes leadership, and creates that for their own good. They are now going to look at other markets and other ways of becoming less integrated with the U.S. economy and less supportive of a million Americans working in companies owned and run by the Japanese. So there's a short term, medium term, and long term.

Frum: Can we talk about the economic theory or the economic excuses that are offered for what's just happened?

Emanuel: Oh, I'm going to stop you there. There is no economic theory. Don't dress it up and put lipstick on a pig. This is all about vindictiveness, anger. There's no economic theory behind this, and this is an own goal of the worst order.

Frum: Okay. I was just being polite. (Laughs.)

Emanuel: Why? I'm here. We can take polite out of the conversation as a necessity.

Frum: All right. Candidly, I was recently in Austria, and I was in Vienna, and there's a short street there called Dumbastrasse, which, as an English reader, you read as "Dumbass Street." And I've been thinking that the whole world has been living on Dumbass Street for too long.

Let's talk about how we live on a smarter street. So the excuse offered is, look--these have been difficult times for Americans with less education, fewer credentials, and we need to have all these tariffs in order to protect Americans with less education and fewer credentials. And the answer is: A tariff wall is the solution to the problem of the parts of America that have not shared as much as other parts in the extraordinary economic progress of modern times.

I know you have a lot of thoughts about that. Tell us, how do we think more intelligently about how to respond to the problems of people, or the situation of people who have not done as well as others?

Emanuel: So first and foremost, the analysis of the problem is correct. Over the last 30 years, neither the risk or the opportunities were equally shared. And as I like to say, the American dream is unaffordable now and inaccessible to many Americans, and that should be unacceptable to us. Rather than having a shot at the American dream, the American public's been given the shaft. And globalization does have winners, but it has losers, and we left the losers alone, isolated, and on their own, just to figure out their own way. That's wrong. That's un-American actually.

So the problem with the tariffs is it treats everything as a nail to its hammer. China and Columbia are not the same. One's a potential ally; the other one's an adversary. One's a potential market, and the other one isn't. Columbia doesn't involve itself in economic espionage. It doesn't involve itself in intellectual property theft. China does. That's one.

Second, how do you make sure that Peoria, Youngstown, Battle Creek, La Crosse, Wisconsin, Ames, Iowa, are not left on their own to negotiate against China, Mexico, or, for that matter, Vietnam? And the best way to do that, in my view, is to invest in Americans and America. And we didn't do that. So while globalization was happening--huge opportunities. Also, huge risk. Your kids, my kids are going to succeed. Other people's kids are going to get the shaft unless we give them the tools to succeed, like our families gave our own children to succeed.

Which means--and I'm not saying I have the exact ticket, but we know it's true in human history: Education is essential for progress, both for society and for the individual. One of the things I try to do in Chicago: We were the first city to make [it so that] if you got a B average in high school, community college was free. So everybody had a shot, without going into the poorhouse or a second mortgage, to get an education past high school, which is where three-quarters of all jobs are.

Second--equally valuable--to get your high-school diploma, you had to show us a letter of acceptance from a college, a community college, a branch of the armed forces, or vocational-education institution. We gave you support; career counseling kept you on course. So if you wanted to go to the Navy, you knew what math courses, what history classes, what to take, so you were ready. We made post-high-school education expectations and requirements universal, not just the Frum and Emanuel children.

And third, just shy of 50 percent--49.2 percent of our kids--were taking either Advanced Placement, international, baccalaureate, or dual-credit, dual-enrollment college classes in high school. They were graduating already with college credit and not having to pay for it.

So to me that's No. 1, because your education is your passport to a better future. I don't care whether it's going into health care at Malcolm X Community College in Chicago, transportation distribution logistics at another school in our community college center, advanced manufacturing at Richard J. Daley Community College. But everybody's going to have the skills so they can navigate the future the best they can.

Education is essential. Then investing in science, technology, the critical kind of infrastructure writ large, which means investing in America. And if you invest in Americans in America, I don't care if you're from Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou--we're going to kick your butt. I'd always bet on America and Americans, but we've got to be honest: The last 30 years, they didn't get that equal investment. They didn't get the peace dividend at the end of the Cold War. And we paid a price for it. And they paid a price, and they have every right to be furious.

Frum: We had three two-term presidencies back-to-back under two parties--Clinton, W. Bush, Obama--that made reform and improvement in the standards of educational performance central to their domestic agenda.

And yet we look back on, as you say, the 30 years. I don't think there's a lot of happiness or satisfaction with the results of all the effort that those three two-term presidents invested in improving education. What went wrong? Why are we not getting more for the effort we've made? What lessons do we learn from the disappointment?

Emanuel: There's actually an interesting article today. One is, look: I wasn't in an office anymore, but I was against what we were doing during COVID, because it became clear within six months, kids' mortality rates, etcetera, and they're locking kids out of schools for two years and the impact of what COVID did--especially if you're a former mayor, like me in Chicago, where 84 percent of your kids are from poverty--absolutely stupidest thing you could do. I'm not going to clean it up. It was stupid.

Now, there's a story today in the Times, on the day you're asking me, it's pretty clear that both [No Child Left Behind] by President Bush; President Clinton's 100,000 specialized teachers, plus school choice, plus other types of things on both reform and accountability; President Obama's basic race to the top--those were actually quite successful academically. They were slow but steady progress on reading, math scores to getting not just the high-income kids--meaning, children of high-income families--but low-income children succeeding.

Now, the truth of the matter is, we were replacing teaching with just testing, and there was a reaction both to the left, to the right to it. And then once that accountability was basically erased, you had a deterioration in standards and in educational attainment, and parents--also educators--rebelled against the accountability.

Now, testing is only a means of information to improve. What happened was because of the strictures, we threw the baby out with the bathwater. The testing became, we were teaching towards the test rather than using the test to improve teaching. And it kind of flipped. And what should have happened was more of a reform. But the idea that there wasn't an improvement, it's not true. In fact, there was improvement. It begins to stall out around 2010, just at the period of time where people start to break from accountability. The impacts on that were most dramatically felt by first-time English learners and also the poor. And then it starts to, in COVID, float up to, kind of, all income levels.

Frum: Let's talk a little bit about the COVID experience in education. So if you were, in COVID, in a red state or especially red county, you had a much higher chance of dying from the disease, especially after vaccines became available, than in the blue states and blue counties. So that's, you know, checkmark for the blue team that they did a better job of vaccinating people or maybe a less bad job of dissuading people from being vaccinated.

If you were in a red state or a red county, it was more likely that your schools would reopen early. And we see some indications that kids in Florida did better than kids in California, as a result of decisions made at the state level. So how should we think about this gap in educational performance that was very much concentrated in blue states and blue cities?

Emanuel: Look--there's two things. One is: The way I look at it, and there's lessons to be learned from Alabama's improvement on math, Mississippi's improvements on reading. So you can't undo the stupidity of two years of locking kids out of school. Can't undo it. But you can start to ameliorate it and make up for lost ground.

A couple things are very clear. You need more time on topic, so you've got to add time in the day to reading, math, and writing. Two: Testing so you can find early data on intervention and then apply one-on-one, whether that's in person or by using technology--one of the things that comes out of COVID, that was the one thing that was valuable--and you can start to do one-on-one [teaching] through technology and tutoring kids so they get more time. And once they get that time, you could see dramatic improvements in both reading and writing, as an example of academic areas.

Third: A horrible habit has been, basically, kids and parents have accepted almost a four-day school week. And I think you should make, because absentee rates now are double digits, [it so that] any child absent more than 7 percent, it absolute that you won't be able to matriculate to the next grade. We have to reimpose a minimum of a five-day [week]. If it was up to me, I'd reorganize the school year-round so you don't have the summer slide that everybody in educational fields talk about, but that's a different subject.

As for dealing with absenteeism, it's now become chronic, and it's now in the high teens. And it's across the board, anything north of--pick your number--7 percent, 8 percent, whatever it is, you can't matriculate. And start to reimpose more time, not just in the school--more time on one-on-one instruction. I will also say, though, one of the costs here that's crazy: 20 percent of a child's life, David, is in the classroom. And if you want a child to succeed, you gotta invest in the other 80 percent.

So we, as a city, a state, invest in the 80 percent to back up and support the 20 percent. No teacher by themselves can handle the effects of poverty rushing through the front door of the classroom. It's not possible.

Frum: Do you have a view on phones in the schools?

Emanuel: Yeah, get rid of them. Not in the classroom. Not allowed. All the time should be on the teacher and the blackboard, not on your phones. Get rid of them.

I've been long--in fact, I don't want to say. The campaign knows this: I tried to get Kamala Harris's campaign in the summer to adopt a national standard of no phones in classrooms. I'm a big, big supporter. Because again, you're not allowing the teacher to teach. You're having the teacher become a policeman. That's not the job of the teacher.

Frum: You mentioned the Kamala Harris campaign. Can I ask you--

Emanuel: Do I have to? (Laughs.)

Frum: Let's not make it personal, but just at the highest level of generality you want, lessons learned? I mean, you were the candidate recruiter in 2006 for the big Democratic wins that year. You won in a lot of places that Democrats historically didn't win of the House. You get a lot of credit for that from all political observers. That was very much your project. And then 2008, okay, there's an economic crisis. Maybe the challenging candidate had the chance, had a certain advantage, but it was a pretty decisive victory, especially compared to the victories and defeats that came later. So lessons for 2024.

Emanuel: Two other things. In one other thing in 2008, we won 30 seats in 2006 and then won another 20-plus seats in 2008. So you have back-to-back, which you've not seen in a long time. Okay, so not to count that, but I didn't want the history to be forgotten by your listeners.

Frum: He who does not toot his own horn, his horn shall not be tooted.

Emanuel: I was general with--Chris Van Hollen deserves credit for that. My colleague who was my vice when I was chair, he deserves it a hundred percent. But it's an important point about how big a repudiation there was in '08.

Here's my take. There's three lessons of 2024 that are informative to 2026, 2028, and beyond. One level, you had 70 percent of the country that said the economy was heading in the wrong direction. So architecturally, structurally, it was an anti-incumbent. Now, the reason I think that got so high goes back to the Afghanistan pullout and constantly telling the American people the economy was great when they were telling you something else. And it intensified because there was a sense that there was nobody listening in Washington. So telling people what they weren't experiencing was wrong. But it was still 70 percent.

Two: Below that, there was two Kamala Harris campaigns. She inherits the nomination. Joe Biden and her are eight points down, and by the debate, they are three points up. That's a big swing. And principally, she's running not only on energy; she says it's a new beginning, and she talks about the economy, runs ads basically about, I understand the struggles you're under, the pressure--a totally different economic message from the economy's great to you're under stress. 

And then, I don't know what happens the morning after her debate with Donald Trump, but they switch and go to democracy, which was what Joe Biden was running on. I mean, I don't know what happened, and I still don't know this. And I'm like, I don't have an answer for you. But it was like, you go 11 points up, and then you switch. Like, what was wrong with the 11-point swing? You thought you deserved 12? I don't understand it to this day. And all of a sudden, they go into democracy. If you care about democracy, we had you on hello. You didn't need persuasion. It was on economics.

And then the third level, David, which is not the election in 2024 but this moment in time in history. Three seminal moments in my view. First, the war in Iraq. You have a trillion dollars, thousands of men and women lose their lives, and their lives are maimed, and it's built on deception, and nobody who was there is held accountable. And it devastates America and Americans and American communities.

Six years later, five years later, you have the financial meltdown that we were talking about, and people lose their homes, and the bankers are demanding their bonuses, having destroyed Americans' livelihoods and their savings. And this gets back to an argument we had in the Obama White House because I wanted to do Old Testament justice before we did health care. I thought we should do financial reform--lost that debate, legitimate discussion about the equities of going health care before financial reform. But I was the principal advocate for [what] I thought the system needed: Put bankers on the other side, and beat the living hell out of them for what they did. And I did. I talked about Old Testament justice, and I said that the public needed to see us wrestling with people, that they were not only at the top of the economic ladder but were literally pissing down on everybody else and telling them it was raining.

And third, after all that anger at the establishment comes COVID. And we, as Democrats, don the code of the establishment. And I think those moments broke trust, confidence in the establishment in America. And we're still living with that, as we can see by the reelection of Donald Trump. And you can see it in the rest of the developed world. As I've said before, COVID was not only bad for your body; it wasn't great for the body politic either.

And so when you put that all together, both 2020--what happened in 2024 is informative about understanding not just the anger [but] legitimate parts of why people are angry. They have a right to be angry. Rather than being given a shot, they were given the shaft, and Washington and the people that make it up let them down. The question is on all of us. What did we learn under President Clinton, President Bush, President Obama, and other periods? Both the good, the bad, things that we have to correct, things that we have to--that's what we should be doing. What we're doing now is just rage. And we're turning allies into adversaries, and we're giving adversaries a get-of-jail card, and that is going to come back to haunt America.

Frum: Let me ask you a last question before I release you from your generous time.

Emanuel: Well, this is not exactly like jail time or parole or probation. (Laughs.)

Frum: Last question. How confident are you that the United States will have free and fair elections in 2026 and 2028?

Emanuel: I'm on the 75 percentile that they'll be free and fair, and the 25 percent that sits there is because of the unilateral disarmament by Donald Trump against Iran, China, and Russia, who clearly have shown they will mess in America's democracy--because again, it destroys the trust the public has in America and its institutions.

What he's doing on our cybersecurity with our men and women who man the front lines, the thin blue line in protecting America--our adversaries want to screw us. They want to screw us. And I would say something else, but that is what they're trying to do. And he just unilaterally disarmed. So I still believe there will be fair elections, because I trust at the state level, regardless if it's blue or red state, the secretaries of state, the county commissioners who are responsible for elections will do the best job they can. They are good patriots.

What makes me nervous and is bleeping yellow, could be bleeping red--and I'm not sure; I don't know--is the fact that, you know that old line, paranoid people still have enemies? China, Russia, and Iran and North Korea are trying to screw the United States, and the president of the United States just gave them a way in to do it.

Frum: You see the threat to free and fair elections as coming from outside the house, not inside the house.

Emanuel: Look--we have challenges inside the United States, but if you ask me what makes up the lion's share of my 25 percent of fair [elections], it is our adversaries.

Here's the thing that I don't understand, and this gets to larger than just the elections. China and Russia have explicitly stated that they are on a course to undermine America's leadership--hard power, soft power, economic power, etcetera. And the President of the United States with a Cabinet whose entire grasp of the English language is limited to four words of, "Yes, sir, Mr. President" have decided to align America with our enemies. And there's no other way to look at it.

Frum: Thank you so much for your candor and your time. Candor's legendary. The time is scarce. I'm grateful for both.

Emanuel: I just wanted the record to note that I cleaned up my language that I usually say at the dining room table.

Frum: Yeah. I think people are going to be a little disappointed with that. I think there's a certain expectation of what's coming, and then they don't get it.

Emanuel: But think about the positive. There's a moment of maturity by Rahm. Who knew it was possible? Who knew?

Frum: Who knew? Thank you so much. All right. Bye-bye.

Emanuel: Thanks, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you again to Ambassador Rahm Emanuel. We'll be back next week, and next week we'll be answering questions from viewers and listeners. I hope you'll consider submitting a question to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com as either an email or an audio file, and we'll sift through them and begin answering them in the weeks to come.

Thank you so much for viewing. I hope you'll join us again next week for more of The David Frum Show.
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A War on Facts About Thanksgiving Dinner

We don't need to do this every year.

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




There's a fairy tale about Thanksgiving that gets refuted every fall. Does eating turkey really make you fall asleep? When science writers check in with the experts, they always get the same response: No, no, no, and no. Also no and no.

These holiday debunkers tell you what the science says: Turkey meat is not a sedative. They tell you what the studies show: Drumsticks don't produce fatigue. And then they take another step, however ill-advised: They lay out different reasons Thanksgiving dinner might be sleep inducing. Even as these stories bust the turkey-coma myth, they end up replacing it with other fables.

The trouble began nearly half a century ago. It started with warm milk--a sleep aid that was the subject of its own lightly flavored brand of science journalism. Was it true that a mug of milk could help you go to sleep? Yes, the experts said, because milk has tryptophan! This one amino acid worked something like a natural "sleeping pill," a psychiatry professor told The New York Times in 1983. "Once again," the Times said, "an old wives' tale, the one about warm milk before bedtime, has received scientific support."

Indeed, a tryptophanic fever was about to spread across America. By the end of the decade, tryptophan was being widely sold in supplements as a treatment for insomnia; an aid for beating jet leg; and also a fix for depression, PMS, and drug dependence. (Tryptophan was even talked about as a suicide preventive.) To explain its wondrous potency, scientists noted that when tryptophan made its way into the brain, it could be converted into the neurotransmitter serotonin. According to the thinking of the time, serotonin was the molecule of relaxation and well-being. Early studies seemed to show that it led to sleep.

Turkey, too, contains some tryptophan. Thus the sleepy-turkey myth was born. But even from the start, experts knew the theory had some complications. In the first place--as every Thanksgiving-myth-debunking article notes--turkey doesn't have a lot of tryptophan. In fact, almost every other kind of meat has more. One serving of turkey breast contains 244 milligrams of tryptophan; one serving of clams contains 243. You'll get less tryptophan from turkey, ounce for ounce, than you will from octopus or cheddar cheese. And in the second place, even taking high-dose tryptophan supplements doesn't seem to do so much for sleep. (In 2017, the American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommended against the use of tryptophan as a treatment for insomnia on account of its "absence of demonstrated efficacy.")

If only that could be the end of it. The early experts on the topic had laid out some other dietary theories of ensleepification. Tryptophan was soporific, the MIT neuroendocrinologist Richard Wurtman and his colleagues said, but its effects were limited by the degree to which it crossed the blood-brain barrier. Other nutrients from foods could get in its way. But Wurtman, who died in 2022, found that when you ingest a bunch of carbohydrates, the resulting spike of insulin can shunt away the amino acids that normally compete with tryptophan. As he saw it, carbs have a "sedating effect" in the human diet, by helping tryptophan to make its way from the gut into the brain. If it seemed as though a mug of warm, protein-rich milk was helping people get to sleep, that's because they must also have been eating cake.

Wurtman was already floating this idea--let's call it the sleepy-carbs hypothesis--in the early 1980s, and it has been repeated in the press ever since. Almost all articles about the turkey-coma myth now point at carbohydrate-heavy side dishes, the sweet potatoes and the pie, and claim that these Thanksgiving foods, not the turkey, really knock you out.

This merely swaps one highly suspect notion for another. Studies find that meals with lots of carbohydrates don't really make you sleepy. (They may have some small effects on how you sleep, such as an increase in the time you spend in REM, the dreaming phase.) More to the point, the old idea that serotonin is a simple, sleep-promoting signal in the brain is fully out of fashion; later research found that serotonin may also be a potent source of wakefulness, and that its function in the sleep-wake cycle is both complicated and diverse.

Nutritionists may now be more inclined to look at melatonin, a hormone that is synthesized (like serotonin) from dietary tryptophan. One line of research looks at whether sour cherries or beefsteak tomatoes might be useful as a sleep aid, because these foods are known to be rich in naturally occurring melatonin. When taken as a supplement, melatonin seems to have a small effect on sleep onset and sleep quality; when taken as a tomato, it may also have some benefits. That said, the American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommends against the use of melatonin as a treatment for insomnia for a similar reason that it recommends against tryptophan: insufficient evidence of clinically meaningful results.

In short, all the science here is pretty weak. Yet the turkey-myth debunkers pile on the speculations. The sleepy-carbs hypothesis is just the start. What accounts for post-Thanksgiving lethargy? Many experts blame the fact that we're consuming so much food, and overeating makes you tired on its own. (Some even cite the old-fashioned and unlikely notion that heavy digestion deprives your brain of oxygen.) But the evidence that people are more inclined to fall asleep, for any reason, after pigging out--that they experience what's known among the cognoscenti as "postprandial somnolence"--is equivocal, at best.

This is science--and this is science journalism--of the sort that only makes you dumber the more of it you read. Here are some other reasons you might feel tired after eating dinner on Thanksgiving: You have consumed some alcoholic beverages; you have traveled a long distance; you have gotten trapped in some exhausting conversation with your cousin's wife. Also maybe this: Dinner time is over, and the sky is dark, and a lot of time has passed since the last time you were sleeping.

And allow me to lay out one final possibility: What if Thanksgiving dinner doesn't even make you sleepy in the first place? Could the very basis for the turkey-coma myth, and for all of its debunkings, be a sham? I could find no data to suggest that the Thanksgiving-meal effect is real. "Nobody's tested this," Faris Zuraikat, a nutrition and sleep scientist at Columbia University, told me when I called him for this story. So here we are today, dressing up a folk belief about the holiday with pseudoscientific rationales. It's a pointless and exhausting project. We should be thankful if it ends.
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Who's Ready to Think About Blocking Out the Sun?

The idea of artificially lowering the planet's temperature is gaining supporters and hitting political opposition.

by Alexander C. Kaufman

Mon, 24 Nov 2025




For years, the idea of geoengineering--artificially lowering global temperatures through technological means--has been met with skepticism. Only a handful of dedicated and much-criticized scientists have argued for researching it at all, and when others weighed in, it was generally to trash the idea. This September, in a study published in the journal Frontiers in Science, more than 40 experts in climate change, polar geosciences, and ocean patterns warned that geoengineering was extremely unlikely to work and likely to have dangerous consequences. Spraying reflective aerosols into the atmosphere to deflect the sun's heat, could, for instance, "cause stratospheric heating, which may alter atmospheric circulation patterns, leading to wintertime warming over northern Eurasia," they wrote.



Science fiction has more vividly imagined how humanity might try to reverse climate change and make a mess of it. This is the stuff of Bong Joon Ho's Snowpiercer, in which a failed geoengineering experiment has rendered the planet uninhabitably cold, and Kim Stanley Robinson's The Ministry for the Future, in which the Indian government decides to unilaterally geoengineer the climate after a heat wave roasts millions of its citizens to death. In Robinson's telling, though, the problem is not geoengineering itself but the risk humans might hastily deploy such technology to manipulate our atmosphere, before we have studied it enough to fully understand what it might do.

As the actual predictions for Earth's future have become more dire, scientists are starting to agree. More than 120 of them signed on to a response to the Frontiers paper that argued that more research into geoengineering was, in fact, "urgently needed."

"Within the scientific community, I don't think there's any question that there's growing support for the research, just driven by the reality that climate change is progressing," Philip Duffy, the former top science adviser in the Biden administration, told me. "There's a very strong realization now that some amount of overshoot is inevitable, and that mitigation alone can't fix this." Hopes of cutting emissions quickly enough to limit the dangers of climate change are fading: This year's United Nations climate summit concluded over the weekend with a final statement that avoided any mention of fossil fuels, in what was widely hailed as a victory for oil and gas producers. If the world cannot drastically, quickly overhaul global energy and agricultural systems before the planet reaches irreversible tipping points, then what?



In theory, geoengineering could mean brightening marine clouds, or encouraging heat to bounce back into space by mirroring light off polar ice. The term has also been used to describe technology that removes carbon from the atmosphere, which is now widely accepted as a necessary tool to limit global warming. The most vexing technology is what's broadly referred to as solar-radiation management--those reflective aerosols that could prevent the sun's heat from reaching the Earth.



After years of being treated as fringe notions, all of these ideas are gaining traction. The billionaire Peter Thiel has backed geoengineering work. Elon Musk has expressed his support for start-ups pursuing the technology. One Silicon Valley-backed company, Make Sunsets, went as far as carrying out a rogue experiment in Baja California in 2022. Left-wing environmental circles have long criticized even researching these technologies; now some activists (who see climate change as its own form of unintentional geoengineering) argue that geoengineering technologies are a way of reversing capitalism's climate sins. U.S.-government labs have been actively investigating what it would mean to pour sulfur dioxide into the Arctic atmosphere. Stardust Solutions, an Israeli-U.S. start-up that wants to commercialize reflective-aerosol technology, recently raised $60 million; the company's aim, CEO Yanai Yedvab told me, is to give governments the information they need to weigh whether to deploy this technology. Bill Gates has publicly been arguing that the climate movement should worry less about emissions goals and more about improving life in a hotter future; at a private lunch I attended last month, he said that dramatic tools such as geoengineering technologies would be good to have "in the arsenal" of climate adaptations.

Like most geoengineering supporters, Gates meant only that we should understand these tools better. More research, after all, would not guarantee deployment. Virtually no advocates are publicly arguing for deploying geoengineering at present; they are arguing only for publicly funded (and therefore publicly accountable) programs.
 
 But at the same moment that scientific and business leaders are softening to the idea of geoengineering, the political opposition in the U.S. is growing. "The politics are wildly bipolar," Craig Segall, a senior adviser to the Federation of American Scientists and a former top lawyer at the California Air Resources Board, told me. In recent years, he himself has embraced the need to research geoengineering, but he has also watched opponents on both ends of the political spectrum dig in. On the left, the most extreme thinkers argue that the world should be talking only about mitigating emissions--that the solution to climate change is dramatically scaling back energy production. On the right, a contingent of MAGA leaders have become vocal adversaries to geoengineering research and are using it to feed conspiracy theories about government manipulation of the atmosphere.



On Dr. Phil's show in April, for instance, a young woman asked Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of health and human services, about the familiar conspiracy theory that the condensation trails of airplanes contain mind-altering chemicals designed to sicken or control the American people. The so-called chemtrails theory emerged in the 1990s on internet forums and late-night radio, where amateur sleuths presented the idea and used scientists' rebuttals as evidence of how deep the conspiracy went. Rather than challenge the idea, Kennedy suggested that it was, in fact, a campaign carried out by the U.S. military's Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency.



"That is not happening in my agency. We don't do that. It's done, we think, by DARPA," he said, before explaining that the chemicals that the woman had mentioned--bromium, aluminum, strontium--might be coming from jet fuel. He promised to "do everything in my power to stop it," adding that "we're bringing on somebody who's gonna think only about that, find out who's doing that and hold them accountable." (Kennedy did not respond to my request for comment.)



In July, after deadly floods in Texas killed more than 130 people, Fox News aired an interview in which the chief executive of Rainmaker, a start-up aiming to seed clouds, was asked whether its experiments had spurred the floods. (This notion has been widely debunked.) Few geoengineering experts consider cloud-seeding to be geoengineering; it's now commonly used in drought-parched places such as Dubai and the Tibetan Plateau as part of China's efforts to ensure the continued flow of glacial water. But Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene soon piled on. Two months after the floods, the Georgia Republican held a hearing, called "Playing God With the Weather," that conflated weather modification with geoengineering.



These public officials are responding to a broader movement. In 2020, Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine group founded by Kennedy, called geoengineering research "a template for both hubris, hypocrisy and risk." President Donald Trump's ex-wife Marla Maples has become a prominent activist against both vaccines and geoengineering. Nicole Shanahan, the Silicon Valley lawyer who was Kennedy's running mate in the 2024 presidential election, has said geoengineering should be "a crime."



On the left, Craig Segall told me, the opposition to geoengineering has been mostly moral signaling. But on the right, millions of dollars are going toward blocking geoengineering before it ever starts in earnest. More than two dozen states have introduced legislation, mainly sponsored by Republicans, to block any geoengineering efforts. Bills have passed into law in at least two states, Tennessee and Florida.



Elsewhere in the world, the situation looks different. In a talk at the Paris Peace Forum last month, Ghanaian Foreign Minister Samuel Ablakwa hailed the research into solar-radiation management currently under way in Malaysia, Mexico, South Africa, and his own country. Developing countries, he said, must be "active architects of our own future." China's geoengineering efforts are still nascent, but John Moore, a scientist at the University of Lapland, in Finland, who has advised China's research into geoengineering, told me that if Beijing does "decide to prioritize it, it will get done." In other words, our world is looking more and more like the one Kim Stanley Robinson imagined, in which some country decides to try altering the atmosphere.



There's an analogue for the moment we're in now. Back in the early 2000s, many climate activists vocally opposed funding adaptation infrastructure--sea walls, raised streets, and other measures meant to mitigate the impacts of a changing climate. They argued that these undertakings would prove ineffective and, worse, would remove the will to decrease emissions. More than two decades later, emissions are still rising, and the cost of adapting to climate change has mounted by the billions each year. Now virtually no serious people involved in climate policy still oppose adaptation funding.



It's easy to imagine a similar scenario playing out with geoengineering, which essentially amounts to a particularly potent and large-scale tool for adaptation. The arguments that scientists still make against geoengineering follow much the same logic as those against sea walls: In the Frontiers paper, the authors wrote that geoengineering technologies offered "false hope," and risked sapping the will to address greenhouse gas pollution. They're right that would-be geoengineers cannot guarantee that their ideas will work or that the intended benefits will outweigh the negative side effects. The barriers to exploring the possibilities of these technologies are rising, arguably more on the right than the left. But short of just going for it, the only way to find out how helpful or dangerous geoengineering might be is to let people ask.
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Why Is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. So Convinced He's Right?

How an outsider, once ignored by the public-health establishment, became the most powerful man in science

by Michael Scherer

Mon, 24 Nov 2025




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

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. somehow knew, even as a little boy, that fate can lead a person to terrible places. "I always had the feeling that we were all involved in some great crusade," Kennedy once wrote, "that the world was a battleground for good and evil, and that our lives would be consumed in that conflict." He was 9 years old when his uncle was assassinated and 14 when his father suffered the same fate. I happened to be sitting next to him this fall when he learned that his friend Charlie Kirk had been shot. We were on an Air National Guard C-40C Clipper en route from Chicago to Washington, D.C., and one of Kennedy's advisers, her eyes filling with tears, whispered the news in his ear. "Oh my God," he said.

National Guard stewards handed out reheated chicken quesadillas, which Kennedy declined in favor of the quart of plain, organic, grass-fed yogurt his body man had secured for him. A few weeks earlier, a man who believed that he'd been poisoned by a COVID vaccine had fired nearly 200 bullets at the CDC's campus in Atlanta, hitting six buildings and killing a police officer. Kennedy, who as secretary of Health and Human Services oversees the CDC, had just told me that his security team recently circulated a memo warning him of threats to his own life. "It said the resentments against me had elevated 'above the threshold of lethality,' " he said. Kennedy greeted the threat assessment with remarkable equanimity. He put down his spoon in order to finish his yogurt in gulps directly from the container.

In an atmosphere of rising distrust of U.S. institutions, where even once-untouchable bastions of expertise such as the scientific establishment had been badly weakened by the coronavirus pandemic, Kennedy had emerged as a Rorschach test--truth-telling crusader, or brain-wormed loon?--for how Americans understood the populist furies riling the country. I'd told him that I wanted to understand his journey from liberal Democrat and environmental activist to MAGA insider and Kennedy-family heretic, on the theory that by examining his odyssey, I might better understand what separates us and help narrow the political divide. He was sympathetic but skeptical. "Yeah, if you pull that off ...," he said, trailing off with a laugh.

Kennedy himself has done much to fuel the rising distrust. He views some of the world's most celebrated scientific and political leaders as charlatans. He calls some of the experts who work under him at HHS "biostitutes," because he considers their integrity for sale to the industries they regulate. He rejects much of the scientific consensus regarding vaccines, arguing that they have likely seeded the growing epidemic of chronic illnesses. During a Senate Finance Committee hearing just days before our flight from Chicago, Kennedy had called one U.S. senator a liar and another ridiculous. A bipartisan majority of the panel, including two Republican doctors, voiced concerns that vaccine policies he supported threatened the lives of American children. Kennedy argues that journalists like me are complicit, along with the public-health establishment, in hiding truth from the American people. The nation was tearing itself apart, and Kennedy had positioned himself at the seams.

"The whole medical establishment has huge stakes and equities that I'm now threatening," he told me. "And I'm shocked President Trump lets me do it."

A year earlier, Kirk, the founder of the conservative youth group Turning Point USA, had hosted an event with Kennedy the same day the candidate ended his quixotic presidential campaign and endorsed Donald Trump. JFK and RFK Sr. "are looking down right now and they are very, very proud," Trump had said on the occasion. Now, as we flew over Ohio, no one knew if Kirk would live. At the front of the plane, aides to Attorney General Pam Bondi, who was also on board, were using the in-flight Wi-Fi to stream the gruesome videos of the shooting on social media. Kennedy's adviser came back with a draft post for the secretary's X account: "Praying for you, Charlie."

"Say 'We love you, Charlie.' " Kennedy instructed.

Three days later, Kennedy had just returned from a Saturday-morning 12-step meeting for addiction near his new house in Georgetown--a neighborhood that the extended Kennedy clan had long called home but that he now described as a "liberal enclave"--when he texted me saying that he wanted to continue our conversation about the country's social breakdown.

A majority of the people in his recovery meeting "were probably horrified the first time I walked in, because, you know, they read The New York Times and they watch CNN, and so I'm kind of like a monster to them," he said. "Over time, I became very welcome."

This gave him hope that, outside the rooms of recovery, we could shrink our divisions. Parts of society, he said, are supposed to function independent of politics. Science is one of them. "The entire purpose of science is to search for existential truths," he said. "It's not subjective. It should be objective. I believe science is a place where you can find unity if you can get a conversation going."

The problem is that the conversation had long since broken down. In 1900, the top three causes of death in the United States were pneumonia, tuberculosis, and diarrheal diseases, which collectively killed nearly 1 percent of the country every year. A staggering 30 percent of all deaths occurred in children younger than 5. By the end of the century, vaccinations, antibiotics, clean water, improved sewage treatment, and pest control had drastically reduced the lethality of infectious diseases. Today, young children account for less than 1 percent of U.S. deaths. Life expectancy has been extended by nearly 30 years. This is a monumental accomplishment, attributable to the efforts of scientists and lawmakers who tested hypotheses, built consensus to pass policies, and then corrected that consensus when new evidence arose.

But since about 2010, the long, steady increase in life expectancy has flatlined. Chronic illnesses such as heart disease, cancer, stroke, and lung disease now top our mortality tables--affecting some 130 million Americans and accounting for 90 percent of our $4.9 trillion annual health-care expenditure. We are the world's least healthy high-income nation, bombarded with prescription-drug ads and buffeted by a wellness industry of alternative fixes. A September poll by Navigator, a Democratic public-opinion firm, found that seven in 10 Americans are convinced that the health system "is designed so drug and insurance companies make more money when Americans are sick."

Kennedy aims to channel the frustrations of that majority to remake public health. He arrived at this goal by way of his decades as a trial lawyer focused on contamination of the nation's water by polluting corporations. In the latter part of his career, he has come to perceive a comparable contamination of American health by pharmaceutical and food companies. A central premise of Kennedy's leadership at HHS is that modern science is infected with bias that costs lives--that the regulatory agencies have been captured by industry, that medical journals are corrupted by the need to turn a profit, that even respected organizations such as the American Academy of Pediatrics operate with a myopic groupthink that hurts kids.




For years, Kennedy was a gadfly outsider. The scientific establishment ignored him. Even now that he sits atop America's health bureaucracy, Kennedy told me, public-health authorities--whose convictions, he said, are more akin to religion than science--will not engage with him. He blamed his opponents for dodging his arguments on vaccines. "Why for 15 years have they refused to have a conversation with me? I've been asking for 15 years for somebody to come up and debate me on this," he told me. "Their reaction to that is 'Oh, don't debate him. He's too crazy. You don't want to give him a platform.' "

In 2017, Kennedy thought he'd finally gotten the audience that would allow him to make his case about vaccines. At Trump's insistence, Kennedy and some allies, including Aaron Siri, a vaccine-safety litigator, came to the National Institutes of Health with a stack of 84 studies that they said supported their claims about the unrecognized dangers of vaccines.

"We tried to engage him. We were trying to debate him," Joshua Gordon, the former director of the National Institute of Mental Health, told me. He and his colleagues attended the meeting to argue that existing studies demonstrated no connection between vaccines and conditions such as autism, and to explain why Kennedy's papers "were suspect." But, Gordon said, "Kennedy and Siri refused to engage."

Kennedy and Siri insist that it was the doctors and scientists who refused to engage, and Siri has published emails showing that Gordon eventually ended the conversation by referring them to the CDC. The meeting solidified Kennedy's conviction that he was dealing with a cult unwilling to look at evidence that challenged its worldview.

Today, a similar pattern is playing out between Kennedy and his own staff. In late August, Kennedy asked that Trump fire Kennedy's handpicked CDC director, just four weeks after she'd been confirmed by the Senate, because Kennedy was convinced that she was aligning herself with her agency's scientific staff and against him. He replaced the members of the CDC's vaccine advisory committee because he'd concluded that their COVID-era decision making had been unscientific and industry-influenced. His team uses social media to attack science reporters by name.

Even some members of Kennedy's newly adopted party are alarmed. Last February, Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, a gastroenterologist and the Republican chair of the Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee, cast the deciding vote to confirm Kennedy as HHS secretary. A liver specialist, Cassidy has treated patients with cirrhosis caused by having been born with hepatitis B, a condition that can be avoided with newborn vaccination. Though Cassidy has thus far declined to renounce his endorsement of Kennedy, he rejects the secretary's suggestion that the hepatitis vaccine might be dangerous when given to newborns.

"I've invited Bill Cassidy and others to sit down with me and go through the studies and let's figure out which ones are right," Kennedy told me. "That has to happen through real debate and conversation, and there's no real place to have that in the current political milieu."

When I conveyed Kennedy's frustrations to Cassidy, the senator said that he and the HHS secretary regularly share scientific articles and papers with each other. "I find that he often will send me the same article more than once," Cassidy told me. Yet whenever Cassidy points out "statistical flaws" in the article, he said, Kennedy says he considers those "immaterial."

I had been having a similar experience. As I reported this article, Kennedy referred me to many studies meant to convince me there are not two valid sides to this debate, that his is the only valid one. I'm not a scientist. I've admittedly been inconsistent in getting my yearly COVID and flu boosters, confused about their benefits. Now the most powerful public-health official in the U.S. was asking me, a political reporter, to referee a medical debate with life-and-death stakes.

I called Paul Offit, a pediatrician and the director of the Vaccine Education Center at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, and one of the most outspoken critics of Kennedy's vaccine views. Offit helped invent a rotavirus vaccine that has mitigated a major cause of early-childhood hospitalization around the world. Kennedy routinely attacks him as a paragon of financial conflict because the owners of the vaccine patent, including his hospital, gave him some of the proceeds from its sale. The accusation relies entirely on circumstantial evidence: Offit's early rotavirus research was funded by the National Institutes of Health, not private industry; he advocates for vaccination and sells books about the benefits of vaccines, but nothing suggests that he has ever done anything untoward in pursuit of profit. Like many of the people I spoke with for this article, Offit has faced death threats from radicals who believe his vaccine advocacy is deadly. Some have targeted his children.

Offit told me that Kennedy is a "liar" and a "terrible human being." I asked him to explain. "It doesn't matter what I say," Offit said. "He thinks the medical journals are in the pocket of the industry, he thinks that the government is in the pocket of the industry, he thinks I'm in the pocket of industry, and he's wrong." Offit continued: "If he has data showing he's right, then fucking publish it. He can't, because he doesn't have those data."

I asked Offit if he saw a way to reverse the public's rising distrust in science. "I don't think there is any way to regain that trust other than have the viruses do the education, and the bacteria do the education, and then people will realize they paid way too high a cost," he said.

From 2011 to 2024, the percentage of kindergarten students whose families asked for nonmedical exemptions to vaccine mandates doubled, to more than 3 percent, according to the CDC. Florida just announced an end to school vaccine mandates, and Idaho passed a law banning them. Cassidy's office has been monitoring rising rates of pertussis, a bacterial infection also known as whooping cough; symptomatic infection is avoidable with a vaccine. Cassidy's working hypothesis is that declining vaccination rates in red states will show up in the data. Kennedy counters that existing data are not specific enough to show whether the new infections are among the unvaccinated.

I first interviewed Kennedy for this story in June, in his office on the sixth floor of HHS headquarters, a brutalist gray block of concrete that resembles a giant air-conditioning unit. Kennedy's staff jokes that the building feels like a prison; the secretary pointed out the great view he would have of the U.S. Capitol's dome, if not for the building's deep-set windows.

Kennedy is 71, but with the help of weight lifting, artificial tanning, a careful diet, and testosterone-replacement therapy, he looks more like a comic-book character than a senior citizen, his bronzed face all chiseled angles, his eyes sky blue. He adheres to a strict uniform at work--dark, embroidered skinny ties like his father sometimes wore, with suit jackets that bulge over his bodybuilder's chest and biceps. He regularly pulls Zyn nicotine pouches from his shirt pocket or desk drawers to tuck between his lower lip and gum. When I asked him to square his nicotine habit and the time he spends tanning with the federal health advisories against both, he shifted in his chair. "I'm not telling people that they should do anything that I do," he said. "I just say 'Get in shape.' "

Kennedy told me his staff believed that speaking with me was a mistake. For the first half century of his life, national magazines hailed him as a public servant, a potential heir to the Kennedy kingdom--even, as Time magazine put it in 1999, a "Hero for the Planet." "The Kennedy Who Matters," New York magazine declared in 1995, saluting RFK Jr.'s environmental advocacy. In 2006, Vanity Fair posed him on the cover of its "green issue" with George Clooney and Julia Roberts.

But the favorable coverage dried up about 20 years ago, when he began arguing that mercury additives in vaccines were likely causing an epidemic of autism. This claim was contradicted even at the time by epidemiological studies by the CDC and others. Editors who did not want to discourage lifesaving vaccination stopped running flattering articles and started running critical ones. "All-out hit pieces," he told me, "every one of them--like, ugly, hateful stuff." For 20 years now, he said, only "bad articles" have been written about him.

Yet in the aftermath of COVID, his popularity has surged. Like Trump, Kennedy has drafted on the currents of populist backlash against expert authority. "When I'm on the street, I get stopped three times a block by people saying that they love me," he said. Kennedy is among the most popular members of Trump's Cabinet, according to an August Gallup survey: 42 percent of the country holds a favorable view of him, on par with the president himself. The public attacks on Kennedy's character and integrity bother him, naturally, but he wanted me to know that I was not a threat. "If he screws us on this," he recounted telling his staff, "it's just another shitty article in a liberal paper, which doesn't really hurt me."

He believed that I'd screwed him before, anyway. I'd first met him in the spring of 2023, when he was challenging President Joe Biden for the Democratic Party's nomination. The Washington Post story I wrote focused on his argument that the powerful were lying to the American people--about vaccines, environmental threats, the assassinations of his father and uncle, and much else. He hated the story largely because I'd used the word conspiratorial in the headline, which he argued was an elitist epithet for tinfoil hat. I placed him in the tradition of what the political scientist Richard Hofstadter described as America's paranoid style, while acknowledging that secret conspiracies of the powerful--tobacco companies, the intelligence community--sometimes do exist.

He responded by sending me an email nearly twice the length of my original article, with 78 footnotes. (At the time, he was suing the Post for its role in a consortium designed to combat misinformation online.) "Your reporting on me reflects, exquisitely, the overt aspirations by your employer and its co-conspirators to crush nonconformist viewpoints in order to secure their own economic self-interests," he wrote. Weeks later, on a podcast, he accused me of being "part of a conspiracy, a true conspiracy."

I had never received an email like that from a politician. If I was hopelessly corrupt, why spend hours writing a response? It struck me that Kennedy believed himself to be on a ferocious quest. "There is nothing that is a show about what you are seeing," Mike Papantonio, a former legal partner of Kennedy's who co-hosted a program with him on the liberal radio network Air America in the mid-aughts, told me. "That is real rage."

Kennedy and I stayed in touch. In October 2023, getting little traction from Democratic-primary voters, he relaunched his presidential campaign as an independent. Despite not having a clear path to even a single electoral vote, he didn't stop until August 2024, when he endorsed Trump, a man he had weeks earlier publicly described as appealing to "some of the darkest impulses in the national psyche."

As we talked more recently in his wood-paneled HHS office, he leaned back in his chair behind an oversize desk, with one of his five book-length attacks on the federal medical establishment, The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health, displayed nearby. From that seat, he oversees one out of every four dollars in the federal budget and regulates about 17 percent of the nation's economy. How, I asked him, did he explain going from scorned activist to the boss of the public-health apparatus?

"I would say in one word: providential," Kennedy said.

If I were to do this story right, Kennedy told me, I needed to talk with his top deputies: Jay Bhattacharya, the director of the NIH; Marty Makary, the commissioner of the FDA; and Mehmet Oz, the cardiothoracic surgeon turned TV doctor known for having hyped dubious "miracle" cures, who is now running the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. All three of these physicians, like Kennedy, say that they were transformed by the pandemic, which they thought public-health authorities had mishandled. They had dissented from government edicts regarding vaccine mandates and masking. Although they do not embrace all of Kennedy's views on vaccines, his deputies share his big-picture view that America's public-health system is broken.

Early in the pandemic, Bhattacharya, a Stanford University physician and health economist, co-wrote the 2020 "Great Barrington Declaration," a document that argued against universal COVID lockdowns in favor of allowing healthy people to gather while isolating only those groups at greatest risk of severe illness or death, such as the elderly and the infirm. For this, Bhattacharya was ostracized by colleagues at Stanford and the broader scientific community: An email that later became public shows Francis Collins, then the NIH director, telling colleagues that they needed a "quick and devastating published take down" of the declaration. (Tens of thousands of Americans a month were dying from COVID at that time; overstrained hospitals were at risk of collapse.) Death threats--a recurring feature of public-health work these days--followed for Bhattacharya, who now compares the COVID years to pre-Enlightenment Europe, when Galileo Galilei was imprisoned by Catholic leaders for arguing that the Earth orbited the sun.

"What you had is a relatively small number of scientists who could decide what is true or false for all of science and all of society," Bhattacharya told me. Today, even some of those who led the public-health response during those years admit that COVID-vaccine mandates may have been counterproductive, that social distancing lasted too long, and that masking may not have done much to limit transmission--though it is also true that we cannot know now how much higher the death rate would have been without those measures in place.

The COVID vaccines led to a substantial reduction in hospitalization and death from the disease, according to peer-reviewed studies. But Kennedy likes to emphasize that, as the virus evolved, the vaccines failed to prevent infection, as scientific authorities had initially suggested they would. Kennedy also dismisses the mathematical modeling of the lives saved, and says CDC estimates of the COVID death toll were inflated by "data chaos" in the government. What no one doubts is that the severity of the pandemic--more than 95,000 Americans were reported dead in one month at its height--has transformed the nation's relationship with medical authority. From 2020 to 2022, public confidence in the CDC dropped from 82 to 56 percent, according to a study by researchers at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center. The country has still not recovered.

Kennedy's team blames its Biden-era government predecessors. When I met with Makary, who worked as a pancreatic surgeon before being named FDA commissioner, he said that, in times of uncertainty, a dangerous and self-defeating "groupthink" can take over. Kennedy and his allies point to how public-health authorities urged social-media platforms to curb the posting of COVID misinformation, stifling debate. Kennedy himself got kicked off Instagram. In one social-media post, he called the death of the baseball great Hank Aaron at age 86 "part of a wave of suspicious deaths among elderly closely following" COVID-vaccine shots. Critics accused Kennedy of speculating baselessly about Aaron's cause of death, and quoted the medical examiner's office saying Aaron had died of natural causes. Kennedy, in turn, accused his critics of ruling out a vaccine connection without a proper autopsy, and demanded that one be done.

The COVID experience bonded Kennedy, Makary, Bhattacharya, and Oz in a fellowship of the ostracized. "We became renegades, personae non gratae, because we asked questions which you would think, certainly within academic medicine, you should be able to ask," Oz told me in his office, where he keeps a taxidermic honey badger to symbolize fearlessness and aggression.

After Trump's reelection, Kennedy's HHS-leadership-team-in-waiting gathered at Oz's 10-bedroom, 18,559-square-foot Palm Beach house, not far from Trump's Mar-a-Lago estate. The house was built by the same architect who built the mansion down the beach where Kennedy had spent vacations during his childhood. "It has the same smell to it," he said. In the mornings, Kennedy would call on anyone who was around to go swimming in the ocean or throw a football with him, before his team settled down to plan the future of U.S. medicine. Kennedy's friend Russell Brand--a comedian, an actor, and a fellow recovering addict who has pleaded not guilty to rape and sexual-assault charges in England--would sometimes join them. Kennedy says that those months in Palm Beach validated his decision to walk further away from the Democratic Party and most of his own family, who remained prominent Trump opponents. The Republicans hanging around Oz's house, Kennedy told me, "were all very idealistic people, which was not my view of the Republican Party growing up. To me the most breathtaking and refreshing part of being down there is that people were not sitting in rooms, as the Democrats imagine, thinking, How do we cut taxes for rich people and screw the poor? They were saying, 'How do you make every American better?' "

At one point, leaders of Stanford visited, only to be grilled by Kennedy and Oz about why the university had opened an investigation into Bhattacharya's professional conduct during the pandemic. The outcasts had become the authorities.

Kennedy now compares his relationship with the president to "when you're dating somebody that you keep liking more and more." They began meeting after the failed assassination attempt on Trump in July 2024. Kennedy came to believe that his previous impressions of Trump--that he was a "bombastic narcissist" who lacked curiosity and didn't read books--had been wrong. "One day he sat on the plane with me. We were talking about Syria, and he drew a map of the Mideast for me. And it was a perfect map," Kennedy told me. "Then he drew in the troop strength of each country, and also the troop strength on various borders." Trump would recite sports trivia to Kennedy, and recount the net worth of major Wall Street financiers.

"I had to start seeing Trump as a populist who is standing up to really entrenched power and the deep state and that merger of state and corporate power," Kennedy told me. He acknowledges that this makes Trump a strange "paradox"--"because he's the most business-friendly guy at least since George W. Bush."

That's saying something coming from Kennedy, who in the early 2000s compared Bush's pro-corporate environmental policies to the work of European fascists. I asked how he reconciled his criticism of Bush with working in the Cabinet of a president who appointed an oil executive, Chris Wright--who recently called Al Gore's climate-change warnings "nonsense"--as energy secretary. "Chris Wright has a diverse worldview," Kennedy told me.

For decades, RFK Jr. continued to call himself an "FDR/Kennedy liberal." The embrace of MAGA has lost Kennedy friends and strained his family. At a rally against vaccine mandates in 2022, Kennedy described the U.S. COVID response as totalitarian, and warned that new technologies would give the government greater power to control Americans than the Nazis had over Anne Frank in Europe. In response, his sister Kerry Kennedy posted on X, "Bobby's lies and fear-mongering yesterday were both sickening and destructive." When RFK Jr.'s own wife, Cheryl Hines, famous for playing Larry David's wife on the HBO show Curb Your Enthusiasm, publicly criticized him for those remarks, he apologized. Kennedy and Sheldon Whitehouse, a Democratic senator from Rhode Island, were once such close friends that they were in each other's weddings. Now, when Whitehouse questions Kennedy at public hearings, his voice drips with disdain. "You have my cellphone," Kennedy told his former friend during their last Finance Committee confrontation, in September. "I've never heard from you in seven months. Call me up. I'd love to meet with you." (Kennedy says Whitehouse replied to his offer in late October and said he would meet, after Whitehouse's Senate office had declined a request for comment from The Atlantic.) More recently, his cousin Tatiana Schlossberg, one of JFK's granddaughters, who has terminal cancer, wrote in The New Yorker that she "watched from my hospital bed as Bobby, in the face of logic and common sense," became HHS secretary, and admonished him for cutting cancer-research funding. (Kennedy declined to comment.)

"To stay on course despite that jeering really tells you a lot about his messianic self-regard," the New York Democratic politician Mark Green, another former friend of Kennedy's, told me recently. "He is sadly off his rocker to argue that Biden was more anti-speech and fascist than Donald Trump."

Over time, Kennedy and his team united around an organizing theory of their department. "It's a $1.73 trillion bundle of perverse incentives," he told me. "The doctors, the hospitals, the insurance companies, the other providers, the pharmaceutical companies are all incentivized to make money by keeping people sick." Fixing this would require radical measures.

The ensuing year has been a whirlwind of controversy, destruction, and new initiatives. Kennedy and the Trump White House pushed out, through firings and induced retirements, about one in four HHS employees, including much of the senior career staff and thousands of workers at the CDC, which Kennedy described to me as a "snake pit." Early on, working with Elon Musk's team at the Department of Government Efficiency, Kennedy canceled hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants, and defended a White House budget proposal that cut 40 percent of the NIH's funding, even while saying that he would accept more money if Congress decided differently. "I talked to Elon a lot about this," Kennedy told me. "You have to do something disruptive at the beginning." If you don't, "you lose momentum."

On May 27, he shook scientists at the CDC by announcing that his department would no longer recommend COVID boosters for healthy children or pregnant women, on the grounds that clinical trials had not sufficiently demonstrated safety and efficacy for those populations. The career staff was outraged; Kennedy presented no new data on potential harm that would have compelled rescinding the existing recommendation, and it is well established that COVID infection increases the danger to both mother and fetus. "I knew that those decisions were going to harm people," Lakshmi Panagiotakopoulos, a top adviser on COVID vaccines for the CDC, who resigned in response to Kennedy's new policy, told me. "From my perspective as a scientist and someone who has done this her entire career, he has a lot of blood on his hands."

Days later, Kennedy removed the 17 members of the CDC committee responsible for recommending vaccination schedules and replaced them with a smaller group that promptly ordered the removal of a mercury preservative, thimerosal, from flu vaccines, even though the CDC continues to describe thimerosal as "very safe." Kennedy's new committee put up barriers against a single shot to vaccinate children for measles, mumps, rubella, and varicella, citing past studies by Merck and the CDC that found a higher incidence of febrile seizures following the combined vaccine. Kennedy also canceled $500 million in federal grants for mRNA-vaccine research, citing his conclusions, disputed by medical associations, that the technology performs poorly against fast-mutating respiratory viruses.

In other areas, he's pushed for changes that health activists and wellness influencers on the left, as well as many in the scientific mainstream, have long sought. He launched initiatives to review baby-formula ingredients, issue new guidelines for fluoride use, limit student cellphone use, stop the sale of illegal flavored vapes, and remove restrictions on whole-milk sales at schools, and he persuaded governors in 12 states to ban the use of food stamps to buy sugary sodas. He announced plans to explore limits on direct pharmaceutical advertising and the marketing of unhealthy food to children, increase nutrition education for doctors, reduce prices on some drugs, add front-of-package labeling on ultra-processed foods, and require more testing of food additives. Under pressure from Kennedy's HHS, major food producers announced that they would remove certain petroleum-based food dyes from cereals and candy.

Kennedy's deputies describe him as endlessly curious about new science, and willing to listen to dissenting views. Bhattacharya told me that, during the 2025 measles outbreak in Texas, the worst in decades in the U.S., he privately advised Kennedy to endorse the measles vaccine as the most effective way to prevent the disease. "When you give him the evidence, he changes his mind along the lines of what the evidence says," Bhattacharya said. Kennedy did go on to call the measles vaccine effective--while also emphasizing that parents should make their own decisions and promoting disputed treatments such as cod-liver oil for measles symptoms.


Kennedy and President Donald Trump in the Roosevelt Room of the White House on September 22, 2025, when the president urged pregnant women not to take Tylenol, enraging the medical community (Bloomberg / Getty)



The secretary also consumes scientific studies by the bushel. In August, Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health, published a review of the existing science suggesting a possible connection between taking Tylenol during pregnancy and the development of autism or attention deficit disorder in children. Kennedy told me he spent a weekend reading 70 studies related to this. He spoke with Baccarelli, started texting directly with another researcher on the topic, and asked the CEO of Kenvue, the company that now owns the Tylenol brand, to bring scientists to HHS to brief him.

Kennedy arrived at a rather nuanced set of conclusions--more nuanced than what his boss would subsequently express. High fevers in pregnant women are known to cause bad outcomes in newborns. So any public-health advice recommending against Tylenol, which reduces fevers, would have to be carefully weighed, he told me. But when he briefed Trump on his findings, Kennedy said, the president's response was to suggest immediately posting a Tylenol warning on social media.

"You can't do that," Kennedy said he told the president. "There's nuance to it, and you can't scare people away from Tylenol, and you're going to get a huge amount of pushback from powerful pharmaceutical companies." Trump's reply: "I don't give a shit about that." The FDA-advisory note that Marty Makary released to accompany the announcement weeks later asked doctors to exercise caution in using the medication for low-grade fevers but said that there was as yet no proof of a causal link between Tylenol and developmental disorders.

Trump, however, has less patience for nuance. "Don't take Tylenol. Don't take it," the president said at a press conference on September 22. "Fight like hell not to take it." The medical community responded with outrage. The American Academy of Pediatrics, the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, and other prominent health organizations put out statements advising doctors and patients to disregard Trump's recommendation.

Through all this, Kennedy has praised the president's fearlessness and compassion. A few months earlier, at a White House event, RFK Jr. compared Trump to President Kennedy, who had worked with the biologist Rachel Carson in the early 1960s to reduce the use of pesticides. "My uncle tried to do this, but he was killed and it never got done," Kennedy said, sitting alongside Trump. "And ever since then, we've been waiting for a president who would stand up and speak on behalf of the health of the American people."

In a family steeped in its own mythology, RFK Jr. was always particularly susceptible to the pathos and grandeur of the Camelot mystique. His father encouraged him to read heroic poems like Alfred, Lord Tennyson's "Ulysses," and as a child Bobby Jr. memorized Rudyard Kipling's "If--" and "Gunga Din."

The legend of King Arthur resonated with a boy who was more interested in catching salamanders and snakes in the forest than in schoolwork. T. H. White's novel The Once and Future King, which tells the story of young Arthur's tutelage under Merlyn, was a particular favorite. "That was how I got interested in falconry," Kennedy told me. When he was 11, his father gave him his first red-tailed hawk. Kennedy named the bird Morgan le Fay, after Arthur's sorcerer half sister.


Robert F. Kennedy, campaigning for president in 1968, three months before he was assassinated (Associated Press)



But when his father was murdered, Ethel Kennedy, Bobby Jr.'s mother, was left to care for 11 children in a world churning with youthful rebellion. One day in the summer of 1969, Kennedy remembers, he attended a farewell party on Cape Cod for a young soldier heading off to Vietnam. He said LSD had arrived from California that summer, and while he was hitchhiking home that night, someone offered him a dose. His favorite comic book at the time, Turok, Son of Stone, followed the exploits of Native Americans who lived among prehistoric animals. In one of the comic's storylines, the Native Americans consume a hallucinogenic fruit. "Will I see dinosaurs?" Kennedy told me he asked the person offering him the LSD. "I had a deep interest in paleontology," he explained to me. That was perhaps the first time this particular reason has ever been given for deciding to take psychedelics.

A picture of his dead father and uncle behind the counter of a local diner as the drug wore off spoiled his trip. At which point another group of kids offered him a line of crystal meth. The initial rush was strong enough to set him on a new life path. Within months, he was traveling to New York City to buy $2 heroin on 72nd Street. "I had been administering drugs and giving shots to animals since I was a kid. And so it wasn't a hard jump for me," he said, about using needles to inject himself with drugs. "There were other kids in my town who were shooting speed." He was 15.

In January 2025, after Trump announced that he would be nominating Kennedy as HHS secretary, his cousin Caroline Kennedy, JFK's daughter, wrote a public letter opposing his confirmation, in part because of what she'd witnessed during his years as a young drug user; she blamed him for leading others in the family "down the path of addiction." She described young Bobby as a "predator" like the raptors he'd raised, saying he had grown "addicted to attention and power." "His basement, his garage, and his dorm room were the centers of the action where drugs were available, and he enjoyed showing off how he put baby chickens and mice in the blender to feed his hawks," she wrote. "It was often a perverse scene of despair and violence."

When I read Kennedy those words, he barely reacted. "I would not contest it that much," he said. "Addiction is kind of narcissistic."

By the time he was accepted into Harvard (his father, his uncles, and his grandfather had all gone there), he had been pushed out of multiple boarding schools, been arrested for marijuana possession, and become estranged from his mother. When he was still a teenager, he hopped trains to Haight-Ashbury, in San Francisco, to hang with the hippies, and worked in a Colorado lumber camp. His heroin addiction would last 14 years, continuing during his time as a law student at the University of Virginia, as well as through his first marriage, to Emily Black, a fellow UVA law student, whom he married in 1982. In September 1983, he overdosed on a flight to South Dakota. He was charged with heroin possession, for which he was sentenced to two years' probation, and spent the next five months in a rehab facility in New Jersey. Shortly after he left treatment, his brother David Kennedy, younger by about a year, died of a drug overdose in a Palm Beach hotel room while other family members were gathered at the Kennedy estate nearby.

Although Kennedy says he has not taken heroin since he got clean, he still considers his brain to be a sort of "formulation pharmacy," able to transform anything--rock climbing, falconry, sex--into a drug. In 2024, New York magazine parted ways with its reporter Olivia Nuzzi after learning of what it deemed was an inappropriate personal relationship with Kennedy, whom she'd profiled the previous year. (After the print edition of this article went to press, more detailed allegations about his relationship with Nuzzi emerged. Kennedy declined to comment.) A former babysitter for Kennedy's children told Vanity Fair that he had groped her when she was 23 and he was 45. Kennedy apologized to the babysitter in a text message after the article's publication, though he said he did not remember the incidents she described. "I am not a church boy," he said publicly. "I have so many skeletons in my closet that if they could all vote, I could run for king of the world."

After his time in rehab in the early 1980s, Kennedy says he remade himself through the routines and principles of Alcoholics Anonymous--a combination of spiritual devotion, radical transparency, and a focus on service. As a presidential candidate, he told his security detail that he had to attend a 12-step meeting every day, no matter where he traveled. He has continued that practice since moving to Washington from Los Angeles. I asked him how much being an addict in recovery still affects him. "I think it's shaped everything," he said. Even as HHS secretary, he sponsors others in recovery. "I take calls all the time."

In his own view, recovery from heroin addiction has returned him from damnation to walk again among the living. "Having kind of lived through hell," he told me, paraphrasing something he said he'd read while he was still using, gives you a different perspective on life, and the opportunity for "a kind of redemption." To rebuild his self-esteem, he worked to replace the secret shame of his addiction with a life dedicated to a purpose bigger than himself. In this way, his private recovery, anchored in his Catholic faith, fused with his public crusade against what he believes are grave threats to American health. But this is also, perhaps, what gives his jeremiads about vaccines and other matters such fervor. "You've got to, you know, completely commit yourself to a way of life," he said, talking about the 12-step process. "It's Joseph Campbell's hero's journey that we are all on."

After entering recovery, he built up Riverkeeper, a nonprofit dedicated to protecting the Hudson River and other New York watersheds; founded an environmental-law practice; divorced Black; got married a second time, to Mary Richardson, an architect; and began a lifelong battle against chemical contamination of human health. In 2010, after 16 years of marriage, he filed for divorce from Richardson; she accused him of extensive infidelity, and he described her as abusive. Before the acrimonious proceedings concluded, Richardson committed suicide. In 2014, Kennedy married Hines. He has six children, two with Black and four with Richardson.

In his work as a litigator, he thrived: He won judgments against General Electric for contaminating the Hudson River; DuPont for contamination at a zinc-smelting plant in West Virginia; and Monsanto for a type of cancer allegedly caused by glyphosate, then the key ingredient of one of the world's most popular herbicides, sold under the brand name Roundup. He argued many cases himself.

John Morgan, one of the nation's most successful trial lawyers, worked with Kennedy on lawsuits after a natural-gas leak in Southern California in 2015 and the spectacular 2023 train derailment in East Palestine, Ohio. Morgan says there are three types of lawyers: finders, who get the plaintiffs; grinders, who try the cases; and minders, who keep it all on track. Kennedy was one of the best finders he'd ever met. "People follow him," Morgan told me.

Although Kennedy has been litigating against environmental polluters for more than four decades, his focus on vaccines began only after mothers with autistic children started showing up at his talks--and after one of them persuaded him to read studies suggesting a link between vaccines and autism. The fact that vaccines can harm people is not contested: The existence of the National Vaccine Injury Compensation Program is a testament to the American public-health establishment's acknowledgment of that. The frequency and nature of that harm, however, is highly contested. From 2006 to 2022, about 5 billion vaccine doses were distributed in the U.S. The NVICP paid about one settlement for every 1 million doses. Kennedy believes that the real rate of injury could be 100 times higher than what is reported. As in his crusade against corporate polluters, he brings a litigator's tools to the vaccine fight--humanizing the victims, demonizing his opponents, and overwhelming his audiences with his research and with the nuclear force of his indignation.

Science, unlike fairy tales and courtroom dramas, does not always offer a clear narrative. Initial results may fail to replicate. Real findings can get drowned out by statistical noise. Catastrophic side effects may take time to emerge. In the evolving search for truth, the public can find itself whipsawed: Margarine was a healthy butter alternative--until studies found it to be a source of the artificial trans fats that cause 50,000 premature deaths a year. The Merck drug Vioxx was a miracle pain reliever--until researchers estimated that it was associated with as many as 140,000 excess cases of heart disease. The food pyramid of the 1990s, which emphasized processed carbohydrates over fiber and protein, now looks like a sick joke given what research has shown about the roots of our current obesity epidemic.

Kennedy thinks more people should follow his lead by consuming science directly. " 'Trusting the experts' is not a feature of science," he likes to say. "It's not a feature of democracy. It's a feature of totalitarianism and religion." But having everyone "do their own research," as Kennedy recommends, was untenable even before the advent of technologies like nanoscience and genomic editing. When I suggested to Kennedy that he was now presuming to play the role of health expert himself, he rejected that. "I don't tell people to trust me. I tell people, 'Don't trust me.' "

Throughout our conversations, we often found ourselves jousting about the details of one scientific debate or another. For instance, I reminded Kennedy that back in 2005, he had suggested that the removal of thimerosal from most vaccines would result in a decline in autism diagnoses--but that since then, thimerosal had been removed from most vaccines, yet autism diagnoses continued to rise. He in turn argued that this could be explained by the addition of aluminum to vaccines during that same period, and by the fact that some flu vaccines still contained thimerosal. But most pregnant women and young children no longer receive flu vaccines with the preservative--and that's been true since before Kennedy banned thimerosal from flu vaccines.

Another time, he pointed out that the U.S., a heavily COVID-vaccinated country, represents only 4.2 percent of the global population but accounts for 19 percent of the deaths from COVID. I countered that those differences are likely explained by other factors, including America's more comprehensive reporting, higher chronic-disease rates, older population, and colder climate. He conceded all of that, but said he was making a narrower point, which was that the notion "that the only thing that saved us was the vaccine is unconvincing."

He sent me a placebo-controlled COVID-vaccine study of pregnant women, conducted by Pfizer, which showed more congenital anomalies in babies born to the vaccinated group than the unvaccinated group. I countered that Pfizer had found the difference statistically insignificant. The reason the difference didn't reach statistical significance, he pushed back, was that the study was not large enough and "Pfizer cut it off as soon as they saw a bad result." If true, this suggested malicious intent on the part of the company. "Why aren't you asking Pfizer about this?" he asked. "You should be burning up their phone line."

So I called Pfizer, which granted me an interview with a scientist who was part of the company's COVID-vaccine program, but requested that I not use the scientist's name, to protect their privacy. This researcher told me that the study had been stopped not because of a bad result but because the data revealed no safety concerns with the vaccine--which meant that keeping the control group from getting it would have been unethical, given the serious risks stemming from COVID infection during pregnancy.

The researcher also explained that further investigation had determined that, of all the congenital anomalies initially reported, only one had originated after the vaccine administration, at 24 weeks' gestation. "You cannot make a vaccine responsible for something that happened before you gave the vaccine," the researcher told me.

When presented with data that contradict his arguments, Kennedy regularly claims bad faith on the part of his adversaries--that they're motivated by profit or professional advancement. His experience as a litigator may have made this reflexive. As John Morgan, his litigation partner, told me, it's hard to sue polluters and cigarette companies and not come away convinced that the defendants are "in the business of premeditated murder." Kennedy has applied the same lens to the medical establishment, casting it as powered by the big pharmaceutical companies and their government protectors--despite the fact that most pediatricians and virologists and epidemiologists have devoted their lives to helping children and reducing suffering.

And if Kennedy is so concerned about conflicts of interest, what of his overhauled CDC vaccine panel? Some of the experts he appointed had previously been paid to serve as witnesses for plaintiffs in vaccine-safety lawsuits. Kennedy himself, in addition to the millions he made as a trial lawyer, took a large salary from Children's Health Defense--$510,515 in 2022--a nonprofit he led from 2016 to 2023 that fundraises to fight for tighter vaccine regulation. His entire political project--his campaign, his hiring by Trump, his role at HHS--is entwined with his ability to prove that scientists were deceiving the public about vaccines. He would lose a lot if he changed his mind.

During his presidential campaign, Kennedy would repeatedly say that in a study of the COVID vaccine, Pfizer had found that "the people who got the vaccine had a 23 percent higher death rate from all causes at the end of that study"; he still says this today. He bases this on his interpretation of an early trial of the Pfizer COVID vaccine, and it sounds terrifying--a smoking gun for those looking for a reason to doubt official health advice. The main takeaway from that 2020 trial was that the rate of infection was significantly lower in the vaccinated group than in the placebo group (eight infections versus 162). The study followed about 44,000 people, who were randomly divided into two blinded groups, one that got the COVID vaccine and one that got a placebo shot. Over the course of six months, 21 people in the vaccine group and 17 in the placebo group died. (Scientists use these numbers to derive what they call "all-cause mortality rates.") These are the numbers Kennedy uses to claim that a study found that your risk of death increases by 23 percent if you take the vaccine.

But the scientists I spoke with about Kennedy's assertion explained that the study was not large enough and did not last long enough to reveal any increased mortality risk. In addition, an FDA review said none of the deaths in the study was vaccine-related. (Kennedy says this review was subjective.) Kennedy's numbers were also misleading. During the blinded portion of the study, there were 15 deaths in the vaccine group, and 14 deaths in the group that received the placebo. (After the unblinding, the placebo group started getting the vaccine.) In 2023, Peter Doshi, an editor of a prestigious British medical journal, wrote Kennedy's team an email advising that, based on these numbers, the proper conclusion about mortality from the study was that "there were basically equal numbers of deaths in vaccine and placebo arms."

As we talked and texted this past fall, Kennedy and I kept returning to the same arguments we'd been having two years earlier. He would point to the all-cause mortality data from the Pfizer-vaccine study. I would respond that scientists who understood the data said they didn't mean what he said they did--and I would point out that, even after the virus had mutated into new variants, observational studies continued to show that the Pfizer shot remained highly effective against both hospitalization and death.

Kennedy refused to relent. When the vaccines were introduced, he told me, public-health experts "were telling people, 'This will save your lives.' They didn't have evidence for that. Twenty-three percent all-cause mortality! That's not meaningful? I don't know what universe you're living in."

Vaccinologists told me they're living in a universe where they are trained to read and interpret data--not one in which you cherry-pick data from studies, extrapolate alarmist conclusions, and then suggest that they show a vaccine-caused increase in mortality when in fact they show nothing of the sort.

Like Bhattacharya, Kennedy tends to invoke Galileo. But in Kennedy's telling, the villains were not only the clergy who arrested Galileo and censured his discoveries, but also the astronomer's fellow scientists, who, wary of suffering his fate, refused to look through his telescope. It is a parable that posits unrecognized vaccine dangers as a sort of fixed point in the night sky, a supernova or moon, ready for discovery by anyone willing to risk their reputation in order to seek the truth.


Kennedy in his office at the Department of Health and Human Services, October 2025 (Elinor Carucci for The Atlantic)



Four days after Charlie Kirk's death, Kennedy asked to speak with me again. He had his daughter Kick set up a Zoom call so that he would have a recording of our exchange. My efforts to transcend the divide were not going well.

"You kind of telegraphed where you were going," he said when we convened that Sunday. "That there's two sides that aren't hearing each other, and both of them are intractable, and both of them think they are science-based." He called this a journalistic device. "It's a little bit self-serving because, you know, the journalist takes the position that 'Okay, I'm looking at this phenomenon where there's two sides and I'm in the middle'--the wise person who can kind of see everything," he said. He suggested that he regretted agreeing to talk with me, and compared our relationship to the fable of the scorpion who asks the frog for help crossing a river, only to sting and kill the frog after it does.

"Every article about me is the same, which is never science-based; it's never an argument; it's always an ad hominem attack," he continued. " 'He's a conspiracy theorist, he's anti-science, he's a crazy person, he's got a brain worm,' or the bear story, or the whale story, or the dog story, any of these, and that's what they focus on." Articles about some of these colorful episodes from his past, he believed, were efforts to distract from the substance of his arguments. "I challenge you to tell me one conspiracy that I've talked about that has not come true," he said. "Is it a conspiracy that I said that glyphosate--that Roundup--can cause cancer, like non-Hodgkin's lymphoma? All three juries agreed with me. Is it a conspiracy theory that I said that the COVID vaccine was not going to prevent transmission? Now everybody admits that. Is it a conspiracy theory that I said that masks are not science-based? Everybody now agrees with that. School closures were a mistake."

He wasn't done. He fumed that people had used his interest in his father's and uncle's assassinations to discredit him. "I've never said my father was killed by the CIA. I've said there's circumstantial evidence." No one, he said, has explained the inconsistencies in his father's autopsy, which contradicted the claim that his father's sole killer was the Palestinian activist Sirhan Sirhan. "Robert Kennedy was shot from behind four times. We know what happened to every bullet in Sirhan's gun. He hit six other people. He could not have killed my father. So, you know, that's a fact. It's science. And maybe you can figure out a way that he could've gotten behind my father."

We were back where we started. "You know, a real journalist" would report that people were afraid of his arguments and that they were denying facts, he said, "but I don't think The Atlantic will allow you to do that."

"You're the HHS secretary," I said. "Presumably you can call anybody at CDC to have this debate."

"There's 21,000 people in that agency, and I'm not going to have a personal debate with each one of them," he responded. "By the way, they're leaving because they can't defend their position." Of course, the people quitting their jobs would dispute that. But to win in the court of public opinion, I suspected, Kennedy preferred to debate me.

This was all starting to seem rather hopeless. As I drafted this article, I felt growing dismay over my inability to establish even the basic factual common ground that scientific progress generally requires. So I sent Kennedy a message describing where I had ended up, and asking for another conversation. Minutes later, an adviser texted: "Want to meet at Secretary's house today at 1 pm?"

Kennedy bought his new Georgetown home, not far from where Uncle Jack had lived as a congressman and senator, weeks after his confirmation. An interior doorway is decorated with signed notes to him from four recent Republican presidents--Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Trump. I asked him why there were no letters from Barack Obama or Bill Clinton, the last presidents he'd campaigned for before Trump. "They're in storage," he said. An American flag from 1865 hangs in his living room, a companion, Kennedy told me, to one that was given to President Abraham Lincoln shortly before he was shot.

We started out by finding at least one point of agreement, the importance of free speech. In fact, Kennedy broke with many of his Republican brethren, saying that "anything that weaponizes Charlie Kirk's death to justify censorship is not consistent with his values."

Inevitably, though, we were soon back where we'd left off. Kennedy suggested that my story conclude by looking at a statement published on the CDC website--"Vaccines do not cause autism." During the confirmation process, Bill Cassidy had made him promise not to remove the phrase in exchange for his vote. But Kennedy had a work-around. On November 19, he updated the page and put an asterisk next to the phrase, adding language stating that "studies have not ruled out the possibility that infant vaccines contribute to the development of autism." Although the MMR vaccine and thimerosal have shown no ties to autism, Kennedy says he has not been able to find any studies of possible autism risk from various other childhood vaccines. This absence of research, he believes, undercuts the validity of the CDC website's claim.

Kick joined us on the couch. Hines sat upstairs, running through the final edits of her memoir. I asked Kennedy: Was he now, as the nation's health secretary, arguing that science showed vaccines caused autism, as he had in the past? Or was he simply arguing that the question had not been conclusively answered by science? He responded carefully. "I have opinions about things, but, you know, my opinions are irrelevant," he said. "What we need is science, and we need definitive science. We have suggestive science."

I had spoken with others about this point. They agreed with Kennedy that not every vaccine had been studied for its effect on autism rates. But they argued that doing so was not urgent, because the existing high-quality evidence around vaccines showed no connection. Joshua Gordon, who as the director of the National Institute of Mental Health helped oversee federal autism research, told me that the recent increase in autism rates could mostly be explained by broadened criteria for diagnosis and by the advancing average age of parents at the time of conception.

"If vaccines contribute to autism, it is such a very, very small effect that there is no question that if you did the study and you definitively showed the small effect, that small effect would be far outweighed by the benefit of vaccines," Gordon told me. "The notion that after you did those studies you would come up with a different scientific recommendation is patently false." When I asked him about the statement on the CDC website that Kennedy contests ("Vaccines do not cause autism"), Gordon said it was "a plain-English statement" that distilled the scientific consensus and was meant to encourage lifesaving vaccination.

Stanley Plotkin, one of the nation's premier vaccinologists and the lead author of the medical-school textbook Plotkin's Vaccines, had a similar message. "Can I say that vaccines do not cause autism?" he asked rhetorically. "All I can say is there is no evidence" that they do. He rejected some of the studies Kennedy cited as poorly conceived. He said he would not oppose a large new epidemiological study that looked at the issue, with the right design to take into account confounding variables. But he said he would not accept "a study constructed by a biased person with the objective of obtaining a certain result."

Trump was duly elected, and he appointed Kennedy as HHS secretary to carry out priorities Trump had advanced during the campaign. This gives Kennedy's scientific policies democratic legitimacy, even if trained health experts shudder at what that may mean. But as we sat in his living room, I realized that Kennedy was making an argument I had not previously understood--a policy claim, not a factual one. He was saying that regardless of the lives saved by vaccines, it was irresponsible for the government to recommend them without first comprehensively ruling out all hidden dangers. He believes that only a few vaccines, including the tuberculosis vaccine, have been studied enough to clear this bar. Kennedy had slashed the budget of his own department. But now, he says, he plans to spend billions of dollars on hundreds of studies investigating vaccines' potential ties to chronic diseases. "The default setting in medicine is 'Do no harm,' " he said, as we talked about the COVID-vaccine boosters. "You never do an intervention--particularly with a healthy human being--unless you know that it's safe and effective. And we don't know if it's safe and effective."

What if you are wrong about vaccines? I asked. Six former surgeons general, most vaccine experts, and almost the entire scientific establishment believes he is. What if, over time, the evidence shows that his actions lowered vaccination rates with no reduction in chronic diseases, but with an increase in suffering and death from viruses and bacteria? How would he respond?

"I mean, we would listen," Kennedy said. It was the answer I wanted to hear. But then he listed, once again, the reasons he would not be wrong: He spoke about the chronic diseases that appear as potential adverse reactions on the manufacturers' label for vaccines; the evidence that death rates from the diseases that vaccines inoculate against were already declining before the vaccines materialized; and America's poor policy decisions and high mortality rates during the COVID years. "You know, we have all kinds of interventions," he said. "Good health does not just come in a syringe." The trial lawyer was still laboring to connect the dots that led to his preferred verdict, the orphaned child of American royalty, back from hell, still fighting to fulfill his birthright.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "The Most Powerful Man in Science."
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Our Almost-Apocalyptic Climate Future

By shooting for 3 degrees Celsius of warming, the world could slide toward a more cataclysmic 4 degrees.

by Peter Brannen

Sun, 23 Nov 2025




This year's Conference of the Parties, the annual United Nations meeting meant to avert catastrophic climate change, was subject to a ham-fisted metaphor. On Thursday, the Brazilian venue hosting the conference burst into flames from what was likely an electrical fire. In its 30 years, COP has frequently been a ritual in frustration and futility, ending with a set of pledges and promises that have rarely gone as far as scientists say they need to, followed by weeks of postmortem finger-pointing and self-flagellation. And yesterday, once again delegates landed on a heavily compromised text that does little to materially steer the planet off fossil fuels.

Many of the fingers pointed toward an empty chair and the absence of the largest oil-and-gas producer on planet Earth (the United States). Meanwhile, delegates from drowning, subsistence-farming volcanic archipelagos in the South Pacific humbly pleaded with countries such as Saudi Arabia and Russia to pledge to someday stop pumping their oceans of oil, the most profitable commodity in the world. It didn't work.

"We know some of you had greater ambitions for some of the issues at hand," COP30 President Andre Correa do Lago sheepishly told the assembly.

Every year, environmental NGOs, climate scientists, concerned citizens, and government ministers alike register confusion and despair over the fact that after so many cycles of these meetings, industrial civilization erupts more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere than ever before. This year, it reached a staggering new peak with 38.1 gigatons of the stuff--two orders of magnitude more than is put out by all of the volcanoes on Earth combined each year, and a pace that is virtually unprecedented in all of geological history.

Even if all other emissions from fossil fuels halted tomorrow, CO2 emissions from the global food system alone could eventually push us past 2 degrees Celsius in warming, half a degree higher than the always-aspirational 1.5 degrees Celsius goal set forth in the 2016 Paris Agreement. At this point, reaching that goal would require an impossible slashing of global emissions by a quarter every year for the next four years until they reach zero. As things stand, the UN projects that current policies will result in almost 3 degrees Celsius of warming by 2100. Unfortunately, that 1.5-degree benchmark wasn't selected at random. As one landmark paper puts it, the "Earth may have left a safe climate state beyond 1degC global warming," and even 1.5 degrees would possibly invite inexorable ice-sheet collapse, coral-reef die-off, and permafrost thaw.

All of this grim news has given way to a new kind of cynical resignation to this future, and a vision in which the world scales back its climate ambitions and accepts an all but permanent and prominent role for fossil fuels in the global economy. This forfeit, recently championed by Bill Gates, flies under the banner of "climate realism" or, more sunnily, "climate pragmatism." In this view, the trade-offs between minimizing global warming and pursuing other goals for humanity are too steep, and the consequences of somewhat-checked warming will be manageable. If climate negotiators were naive about the political economy of the energy transition when COP started 30 years ago, though, then the purveyors of this kind of "pragmatism" are downright oblivious to the implications of a 3-degrees-warmer world that they've made conceptual peace with.



If warming the planet beyond 1 degree Celsius isn't safe, then 3 degrees is madness. Forget coral reefs: This collapse would cascade into the broader ocean as the sea succumbs to merciless heat waves, oxygen loss, and acidification, and entire ecosystems--seagrass beds, kelp forests, mangroves--fall away. On land, this vanishing act might extend to the Amazon rainforest, which--already relentlessly pared back by deforestation--could submit to a runaway drying. In the human world, migration could be measured in billions of people, as familiar rains that water staple crops depart for distant latitudes and unprecedented heat waves in eastern China and the Indus River Valley surpass the limits of human physiology. Even the U.S. Midwest would begin to see deadly hot and humid conditions, today experienced only in extraordinarily rare heat waves in places such as the Persian Gulf and inland Pakistan.

"In the United States, just 3 degrees Celsius of warming conditions in simulations tend to be hotter--when humidity is factored in--than heat waves in North Africa today," the Purdue climate scientist Matthew Huber wrote in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. "These heat waves of the future could devastate US livestock yields, if they don't kill the animals outright." Humans, being animals, would also be killed by the heat. One recent study showed that in a 3-degrees-warmer world, deaths resulting from a week-long exceptional heat wave, like the one that struck Europe in 2003, would rival peak-COVID mortality rates, killing 32,000 people in Europe.

This would be only one in a cascade of problems facing humanity. By 2030, the global demand for fresh water is expected to outstrip supplies by 40 percent, and the shortage would be made more dire in the following decades when mountain glaciers that supply drinking water to more than 2 billion people begin to vanish at the same time that underground aquifers fail to recharge. (The recurrent droughts would push farmers to draw those aquifers down faster.) Meanwhile, as flooding and hurricanes ravage the coasts, and wildfires, flooding, and severe storms strike inland, insurance markets may all but collapse--even in supposed climate refuges such as Minnesota. Erratic weather and volatile yields will drive food prices persistently higher, and communities--whether at the municipality scale or entire countries--may go bankrupt while trying to patch up battered and strained infrastructure amid higher borrowing costs and closed lines of credit. The entire financial system, including government bonds and mortgages, is premised on the idea that tomorrow will look something like today. In a world that's 3 degrees warmer, it assuredly will not.

That is, if 3 degrees warmer is indeed where we're headed. Although many climate stories quote temperature estimates for the year 2100 down to the tenth of a degree, this betrays an unrealistic level of precision in climate forecasts. Not only is there uncertainty in our predictions about just what level of carbon emissions a specific policy might ultimately lead to, there are also uncertainties in our estimates of the climate's sensitivity to greenhouse gases--and potentially even more worrying uncertainties about how the Earth's carbon cycle will respond to higher CO2 and warming.

The carbon cycle involves the exceedingly complex and restless planetary give-and-take of carbon as it moves among the crust, oceans, and atmosphere, and through life itself. It could be that carbon-loaded reservoirs, such as soils and permafrost, will exhale more carbon dioxide and methane back into the atmosphere than we expect in response to warming. The uncertainty around this potentially menacing feedback only becomes greater, and more worrying, the harder we push on the Earth system. The carbon sinks that have been mopping up our mess may not comply with our continued gavage of CO2, either, as forests burst into flames and the upper ocean has its fill.

All of this means that, by shooting for a limit of 3 degrees Celsius, we very well may end up warming the planet by 4 degrees instead. Indeed, the same widely quoted recent UN estimate that predicts warming of 2.8 degrees Celsius under current policies also has an uncertainty range up to a perhaps unlikely but truly unthinkable 4.6 degrees Celsius. There is "no certainty that adaptation to a 4degC world is possible," as even the starchy World Bank has warned. "The projected 4degC warming simply must not be allowed to occur." Humanity might not roll snake eyes with the climate in this way--2.8 degrees in theory could end up meaning 2.8 degrees in practice. Still, this is an actuarial risk you wouldn't take with a new house, much less with the only known habitable planet in the universe.



COP itself has become an annual punching bag and synecdoche for climate inaction more broadly. But, obviously, we need an international body to convene and coordinate around such a dire planetary challenge. The problem is that far more powerful forces are driving global industrial civilization than can be meaningfully countervailed by a yearly meeting of bureaucrats at the UN. Today, as was the case 30 years ago, more than 80 percent of industrial civilization is powered by fossil fuels. As a species, we now have to switch treadmills going 100 mph, to a new global industrial metabolism based on sunlight, wind, water, the heat of the Earth, and the atom itself.

Slowing this metabolic planetary transformation are the provincial, self-interested, and mutually incompatible demands from society, in a world carved up by economic inequality, varying vulnerabilities to future climate change, and the uneven accidents of geologic endowment. At COP30, the titans of fossil-fuel production and consumption that did bother to show up--China, India, Saudi Arabia, and Russia--still opposed a roadmap to get off fossil fuels, which was struck from the final text. And, unless compensated by the developed world, economically poor but oil-rich countries are unlikely to forgo selling the most profitable commodity in the world. Replacing fossil energy with renewables will require a level of mining that might be somewhat smaller than the footprint for fossil fuels but that many in the climate world are frankly in denial about. Tasks such as updating the U.S. grid at the scale needed for decarbonization would likely cost more than building the entire interstate highway system did, even when adjusted for inflation.

At this point, it's a cliched refrain among more pessimistic climate commentators that humanity has never managed an energy transition before, only energy additions. (To wit, people still burn about as much wood as they ever have.) China, the world's biggest emitter, has embarked on a mindboggling project of decarbonization, producing three-quarters of the world's solar panels and wind turbines--but it still evaporates 1,500 Great Pyramids of Giza's worth of coal into the atmosphere each year, four times more than the United States did at its peak.

Everything you've read above, the relentlessly dour litany of climate threats and the meditation on the intransigence of climate politics, has also been spun--by commentators availed of the same set of facts--as a success story. China's emissions may soon peak, or perhaps already have. And it is true that our estimates of future warming have come down, even in the past decade, from truly apocalyptic forecasts to merely disastrous levels of warming, but still outside the range experienced in the evolutionary history of Homo sapiens. For that we owe meetings such as COP no small debt of gratitude.

The Earth, of course, is indifferent to what's politically possible, and where it's headed is still dangerous for humanity. The planet has seen entire living worlds wiped away by warming many times before, and there's no reason to think it's sentimental about organized industrial society. Getting emissions to near zero will be incredibly, maddeningly difficult. It will be ugly. There will be losers. Ultimately, though, there will be many more winners. Until that day, it remains the case that we are embarking on--in fact, accelerating--the biggest chemistry experiment on the planet in 66 million years, and one of the fastest derangements of the carbon cycle in the age of animal life.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/11/cop-climate-3c-warming/685036/?utm_source=feed
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        The Atlantic's January Cover: Michael Scherer Profiles Robert F. Kennedy Jr., 'The Most Powerful Man in Science'
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's January cover story, "The Most Powerful Man in Science," staff writer Michael Scherer profiles Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of health and human services, as he crusades against what he perceives as the corruption of the scientific establishment. Scherer asks what it means when the country can't agree on common facts--even those once considered validated by the scientific method--and examines why RFK Jr. is so convinced that he's right in his beliefs. "The whole medical e...
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s January Cover: Michael Scherer Profiles Robert F. Kennedy Jr., 'The Most Powerful Man in Science'



Mon, 24 Nov 2025




For The Atlantic's January cover story, "The Most Powerful Man in Science," staff writer Michael Scherer profiles Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of health and human services, as he crusades against what he perceives as the corruption of the scientific establishment. Scherer asks what it means when the country can't agree on common facts--even those once considered validated by the scientific method--and examines why RFK Jr. is so convinced that he's right in his beliefs. "The whole medical establishment has huge stakes and equities that I'm now threatening," Kennedy told The Atlantic. "And I'm shocked President Trump lets me do it."
 
 Scherer had extensive access to Kennedy and his top deputies at HHS for the profile, including Jay Bhattacharya, Marty Makary, and Mehmet Oz--all of whom were bonded by the experience of COVID "in a fellowship of the ostracized." Since Trump put him in charge of HHS, Kennedy has, in conjunction with the White House, pushed out about one in four HHS employees, including much of the senior career staff and thousands of workers at the CDC, which Kennedy described to Scherer as a "snake pit." (Kennedy compares his relationship with Trump to "when you're dating somebody that you keep liking more and more.") And though Kennedy has slashed the budget of his own department, he now tells Scherer that he plans to spend billions of dollars investigating vaccines' potential ties to chronic diseases. Discussing COVID-vaccine boosters, Kennedy tells Scherer: "You never do an intervention--particularly with a healthy human being--unless you know that it's safe and effective. And we don't know if it's safe and effective."
 
 Throughout their interviews, Scherer writes, he often found himself jousting with Kennedy about the details of one scientific debate or another. Scherer writes that Kennedy says he's open to listening to other viewpoints, but, "when presented with data that contradict his arguments, Kennedy regularly claims bad faith on the part of his adversaries--that they're motivated by profit or professional advancement. His experience as a litigator may have made this reflexive. As John Morgan, his litigation partner, told me, it's hard to sue polluters and cigarette companies and not come away convinced that the defendants are 'in the business of premeditated murder.' Kennedy has applied the same lens to the medical establishment, casting it as powered by the big pharmaceutical companies and their government protectors--despite the fact that most pediatricians and virologists and epidemiologists have devoted their lives to helping children and reducing suffering."
 
 Additional highlights from Scherer's article:
 
 On physical threats: On the flight where Kennedy learned that Charlie Kirk had been shot, he told Scherer that "his security team recently circulated a memo warning him of threats to his own life. 'It said the resentments against me had elevated "above the threshold of lethality," ' he said. Kennedy greeted the threat assessment with remarkable equanimity for someone with his family's history."
 
 Kennedy said he told Trump not to post a warning on social media about pregnant women taking Tylenol: "'You can't do that,' Kennedy said he told the president. 'There's nuance to it, and you can't scare people away from Tylenol, and you're going to get a huge amount of pushback from powerful pharmaceutical companies.' Trump's reply: 'I don't give a shit about that.'"
 
 On Kennedy's life as an addict in recovery, and his current nicotine and tanning habits: "Although Kennedy says he has not taken heroin since he got clean, he still considers his brain to be a sort of 'formulation pharmacy,' able to transform anything--rock climbing, falconry, sex--into a drug."
 
 "I asked him how much being an addict in recovery still affects him. 'I think it's shaped everything,' he said. Even as HHS secretary, he sponsors others in recovery. 'I take calls all the time.'"
 
 "When I asked him to square his nicotine habit and the time he spends tanning with the federal health advisories against both, he shifted in his chair. 'I'm not telling people that they should do anything that I do,' he said. 'I just say "Get in shape."' "
 
 On Kennedy's claims that experts are unwilling to debate him: "Even now that he sits atop America's health bureaucracy, Kennedy told me, public-health authorities--whose convictions, he said, are more akin to religion than science--will not engage with him. ... 'You're the HHS secretary,' I said. 'Presumably you can call anybody at CDC to have this debate.' 'There's 21,000 people in that agency, and I'm not going to have a personal debate with each one of them,' he responded. 'By the way, they're leaving because they can't defend their position.'"
 
 Kennedy on "trusting the experts" as a "feature of totalitarianism and religion": "'Trusting the experts' is not a feature of science,' he likes to say. 'It's not a feature of democracy. It's a feature of totalitarianism and religion.' But having everyone 'do their own research,' as Kennedy recommends, was untenable even before the advent of technologies like nanoscience and genomic editing. When I suggested to Kennedy that he was now presuming to play the role of health expert himself, he rejected that. 'I don't tell people to trust me. I tell people, "Don't trust me."'"
 
 Senator Bill Cassidy, a gastroenterologist who cast the deciding vote to confirm Kennedy as HHS secretary, said that "he and the HHS secretary regularly share scientific articles and papers with each other. 'I find that he often will send me the same article more than once,' Cassidy told me. Yet whenever Cassidy points out 'statistical flaws' in the article, he said, Kennedy says he considers those 'immaterial.'"
 
 Kennedy on the media, and on this profile: "He suggested that he regretted agreeing to talk with me, and compared our relationship to the fable of the scorpion who asks the frog for help crossing a river, only to sting and kill the frog after it does.
 
 'Every article about me is the same, which is never science-based; it's never an argument; it's always an ad hominem attack,' he continued. '"He's a conspiracy theorist, he's anti-science, he's a crazy person, he's got a brain worm," or the bear story, or the whale story, or the dog story, any of these, and that's what they focus on.' Articles about some of these colorful episodes from his past, he believed, were efforts to distract from the substance of his arguments. 'I challenge you to tell me one conspiracy that I've talked about that has not come true,' he said."
 
 Michael Scherer's "The Most Powerful Man in Science" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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        Alexandra Petri

        Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy wants us to return to the golden age of air travel, when nobody got into a punching match for reclining a seat into someone else's lap. He says this golden age starts with us, and he has a whole campaign prepared! I assume it will involve more humane accommodations for travelers--or less harrowing working conditions for the flight attendants charged with both crowd control and safety. Or modernizing air-traffic control to make it safer and more efficient.Now to ...
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        Alexandra Petri
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        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 his new memoir, Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania shows little love for his current job, but he's even more dismissive of his previous gig: serving as lieutenant governor. It was, he writes, "the easiest job in all of America, with few mandated duties." Yet despite the minimal requirements--or pe...
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	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?
	The narrator of what 1851 novel jokingly names "sublime uneventfulness" as one of the greatest benefits of a multiyear whaling voyage?
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        Updated with new questions at 4:25 p.m. ET on November 21, 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 wha...
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        Maya Chung

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.In recent years, some of the most talked-about literary novels have not given their readers much to talk about, at least when it comes to plot. In the late 2010s, authors such as Rachel Cusk, Ben Lerner, and Sheila Heti wrote books that are heavy on interiority and light on events; they have few of the markers of a traditional rise-and-fall story structure, and instead prioritize voice and close description. ...
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The Biggest Problem With Air Travel: Pajamas?

The transportation secretary seems to think that fashion will solve flying's problems.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy wants us to return to the golden age of air travel, when nobody got into a punching match for reclining a seat into someone else's lap. He says this golden age starts with us, and he has a whole campaign prepared! I assume it will involve more humane accommodations for travelers--or less harrowing working conditions for the flight attendants charged with both crowd control and safety. Or modernizing air-traffic control to make it safer and more efficient.

Now to lower my tray table, take a sip from my tiny plastic cup dangerously overfilled with cranberry juice, and see what he has recommended. There's a video with footage of air travel seemingly from the 1960s? He is in a suit? And he wants us to dress "with respect," and "go back to an era when we didn't wear pajamas to the airport"?

Sometimes I wish I did not know the difference between correlation and causation. I think I would be happier. I would certainly have a lot more suggestions for solving problems. And I could tell people, with a straight face, to wear suits to the airport to usher back in a golden age.

If somebody forced me to identify the problem with air travel today (this happened to lots of comics in the 1980s!), the dress code would be the last thing I would suggest. To recover the conviviality of a time when you had enough elbow room to eat a meal on board the plane, you need the elbow room. You do not need the elbow pads.

Simply putting on the garments of an era when sardines did not walk around the plane and mock your travel conditions ("Look at that loser!" "Packed like that and not even in a tasty, aromatic oil!") is not enough. If anything, you will be more enraged than before because you are in a suit and you don't understand what the change of outfit is supposed to accomplish, like my baby whenever I try to put him in a festive hat.

Even if you believe that clothes inspire civility, that is true only up to a point. Look at the 1950s, when everyone was in a suit. Was it really better? One etiquette guide for travelers from the 1950s and 1960s also warned against taking off your shoes, drinking, flirting with the flight attendants, and getting mad about delays. So maybe there wasn't even a golden age of civility then! The only thing that was different was that you were wearing a suit while you harassed the flight attendant. And perhaps William Shatner was there to see a gremlin on the wing.

No, the age of suits was not the golden age of air civility! To find it, we must go back earlier still! Then you will see a trend: men in top hats, women in hoop skirts, and absolutely no fighting on airplanes at all. Indeed, the earlier you go, the fewer aviation-related incidents there are. And this was surely because of the quality of the attire available! The more old-fashioned the outfit, the less fighting on airplanes.

The absolutely best thing to wear to the airport is a toga. They are comfortable, and if you look at the annals of ancient Rome, you will notice zero airport fight-incidents. Julius Caesar did get stabbed by a bunch of senators once, but that was unrelated to air travel.

Alternatively, we could view this from a more practical angle. You know what kind of clothes will guarantee civility? A full suit of armor. Good luck to anyone who tries to recline onto that! Now all you need to do is get it through security.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/11/sean-duffy-air-travel-fashion/685083/?utm_source=feed
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Today's Atlantic Trivia: Nap or Pie--Which Way, Turkey Eater?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 1:45 p.m. ET on November 26, 2025.

A seminal mid-century paper by the psychologist George Miller asserted that the human brain can hold seven items in short-term memory, give or take a couple. A person can chunk--that is, group items together in sensible, memorable units--to get a bit more bang, but modern psychologists think the species can handle only about four of those.

None of the chunks in the great minestrone that is The Atlantic is going anywhere, though, so enjoy leisurely encoding them in your much more capacious long-term memory. Then dip into a little trivia to see what stuck.

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

Wednesday, November 26, 2025

	What amino acid that turkey meat contains (in modest amounts!) is most frequently credited for inducing post-Thanksgiving sleepiness?
 -- From Daniel Engber's "A War on Facts About Thanksgiving Dinner"
 	What virally popular pastry created in 2013 by the French chef Dominique Ansel has been described by one food writer as "a platonic torus of golden dough with a sugar-salt-fat ratio to please the gods"?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert's "The Culture War Comes to the Kitchen"
 	What is the variety of marijuana, bred to contain minimal THC, that remains federally legal (and can also be refined into paper, rope, clothing, and many other products)?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's "Pour One Out for Weed Seltzer"




And by the way, did you know that the existence of Thanksgiving in the United States is in large part the work of a 19th-century activist who also happened to be the author of "Mary Had a Little Lamb"?

The magazine editor and writer Sarah Josepha Hale had spent many years campaigning to nationalize Thanksgiving--already regionally popular--when, in September 1863, she sent one more letter on the subject to President Abraham Lincoln and his secretary of state. Correlation is not causation, of course, but within a week, the Thanksgiving Proclamation had been drafted.

This year, you might therefore honor Hale by putting off the Bing Crosby for one more day and sing instead of the animal whose fleece was white as snow.

Have a very happy holiday.



Answers: 

	Tryptophan. Except, well, tryptophan doesn't really make you sleepy, but the annual cycle of claims and debunkings sure is exhausting, Daniel writes. He says that "this is science--and this is science journalism--of the sort that only makes you dumber the more of it you read." Read more.
 	Cronut. The croissant-donut hybrid was emblematic of the social-media revolution that pushed food into new, hyper-visual territory, Sophie explains. And that quoted food writer, Ruby Tandoh, argues that social media has made us all "food people" now. So, Sophie wonders, how do we come together to fix eating? Read more.
 	Hemp. It's kind of an accident that you can drop in to a gas station and buy hemp products whose effects are basically indistinguishable from traditional weed's, Nicholas writes, but it doesn't look as though you'll be able to for much longer. 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 dazzling fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, November 25, 2025

	What political-science term is a combo of the last name of an early-19th-century vice president (first name: Elbridge) and the name of a common (and notably shaped) amphibian?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's "Welcome to the [REDACTED] Apocalypse"
 	Mark Twain once joked that a cauliflower is merely a college-educated version of what other vegetable that is among the cheapest vegetables one can buy?
 -- From Gilad Edelman's "Enough With the Brussels Sprouts Already"
 	What rap subgenre originating in Chicago (and sharing its name with a power tool) is known by its confrontational lyrics and its biggest breakout star, Ice Spice?
 -- From W. David Marx's "Make Culture Weird Again"




And by the way, did you know that another early-19th-century honcho--Timothy Pickering, secretary of state to George Washington and John Adams--tried to organize the secession of a handful of New England states after Thomas Jefferson became president?

Pickering, a Federalist, saw Jefferson and the Democratic-Republican Party's dramatic consolidation of power as the ultimate failure of the new Union (as Henry Cabot Lodge explained in the June 1878 edition of The Atlantic!). Pickering predicted tyranny, unchecked corruption, the air of Robespierre in America. So he determined that a Northern confederacy of Massachusetts and a few pals was the only remedy.

You may note that getting from D.C. to Boston doesn't require a passport, however much linguistic differences suggest it should; Pickering's plot--despite two separate tries--failed.



Answers: 

	Gerrymander. Thanks to partisan redistricting, America is rapidly becoming a political system bursting with red-state Democrats and blue-state Republicans who effectively lack congressional representation, Marc writes. And mostly, the incentives are to just keep going. Read more.
 	Cabbage. Gilad argues that the cliche of a "humble" vegetable is actually apt for cabbage and that its bad reputation (or at least boring one) is unearned. He would like to see this unassuming crucifer get its moment in the sun. Read more.
 	Drill. The subculture is one of few still operating in the old-school model of in-person artistic innovation, Marx writes, whereas most of the rest of "culture" has migrated online and oriented toward the mass market. A 21st-century cultural renaissance, he contends, requires allowing (and encouraging) artists to disappear into their own worlds for a spell. Read more.




Monday, November 24, 2025

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

	The venue that hosted a high-profile international conference last week caught fire--a pretty on-the-nose metaphor, considering that the summit was about what subject?
 -- From Peter Brannen's "Our Almost-Apocalyptic [REDACTED] Future"
 	The German theologian Martin Luther is credited with beginning the Reformation in 1517 when he published a collection of his arguments known by what numerical name?
 -- From George Packer's "An Anatomy of the MAGA Mind"
 	The moviemaking industry known as Nollywood is based in what country--the most populous of its continent?
 -- From Toluse Olorunnipa's "The Fantastical Storytelling of Nollywood Movies"




And by the way, did you know that in addition to Dollywood (very much not a filmmaking industry, unless you count the 2022 TV movie Dolly Parton's Mountain Magic Christmas), there is a Dhollywood and a Dhallywood?

The former is India's Gujarati-language industry, named for its frequent use of the drum known as a dhol. The latter is Bangladesh's movie industry, named for the country's capital, Dhaka. And the surrealist cinema of the early 20th century, such as Un Chien Andalou? Maybe ... Daliwood!



Answers: 

	Climate change. Brannen argues that such a fiery fate might await the whole world if society resigns itself to the "climate realism" argument that says a 3-degree rise should be the new do-not-pass line--because, realistically, do-not-pass lines often get passed. Read more.
 	The 95 theses. George argues that the United States' conservative political thought not so long ago was full of dramatic, rigorous ideas; he likens one writer's reasoned argument against Enlightenment liberalism to Luther's theses. But that writer, like so many others on the right, George says, has fallen into vulgarity. Read more.
 	Nigeria. In the Sunday culture edition of The Atlantic Daily (sign up here), Toluse reminisces on a childhood spent waiting for cousins in Nigeria to mail him physical media from the industry. Now anyone can catch Nollywood fare on streamers, where movie budgets have grown and the storytelling is as fantastical as ever. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/11/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-9/685048/?utm_source=feed
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ICE and Border Patrol Don't Operate the Same Way

The agencies are taking different approaches to meeting high deportation goals.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 25 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.

For much of ICE's 22-year history, the agency aimed to operate with relative discretion: Officers handled administrative tasks and carried out deportations in what they thought of as targeted campaigns. Now, amid the White House's crackdown on illegal immigration, the Department of Homeland Security is resorting to more indiscriminate methods, flooding the streets in certain cities across the country. DHS insists that it is focused on undocumented immigrants with criminal records, but some of its reported arrests--of U.S. citizens, of those without criminal convictions--prove otherwise.

The administration recently tapped Border Patrol, known for its paramilitary-style culture, to lead more raids, and its teams have taken an even more aggressive approach. Border Patrol agents are expected to soon deploy to parts of Louisiana and Mississippi in an operation reportedly called "Swamp Sweep"--similar to the "Charlotte's Web" operation that agents carried out in Charlotte, North Carolina, where more than 250 people were arrested. In today's Daily, my colleague Nick Miroff joins me for a conversation about his recent reporting on ICE's new era of rapid expansion--and Border Patrol's role in that transformation.



Will Gottsegen: How does the Department of Homeland Security choose which cities to target for operations such as the ones in Los Angeles, Chicago, and Charlotte? New Orleans is reportedly up next.

Nick Miroff: The administration enlisted the Border Patrol commander Greg Bovino to lead the operations in Los Angeles and Chicago. His teams of agents have been conducting their own raids parallel to ICE and have been chastised by a federal judge for excessive force. But we don't know why those cities were picked. L.A. and Chicago, obviously, had symbolic value to the administration: They're big, blue sanctuary cities that are Democratic Party strongholds, and they have a ton of immigrants and immigration activists ready to resist. So to the extent that the administration is thinking about these targets as producers of social-media content and political narratives, L.A. and Chicago were obvious places to deploy Bovino.

Why did the administration pick Charlotte and New Orleans? Again, it's difficult to know, but Charlotte is in Bovino's home state, and New Orleans is where Bovino was chief patrol agent a few years ago.

Will: There appears to be public confusion about who's actually heading up the Trump administration's broader immigration efforts: ICE or Border Patrol. How has that confusion affected these two agencies? Has it helped or hindered their work?

Nick: I can tell you that ICE doesn't like being blamed for Border Patrol operations that they see as needlessly confrontational and provocative, aside from being indiscriminate. (One ICE veteran told me, dismissively, that the Border Patrol agents are doing "area control," in contrast with the "targeted enforcement" that ICE practices.) But I think most people have no idea which agency is arresting their relatives and raiding their neighborhoods. They're all federal agents going around in masks and unmarked rental cars.

Will: You've explained that face masks are now a "standard accessory" for ICE in a way that they didn't used to be. What have you heard from ICE officers about why they wear face coverings while they make arrests?

Nick: ICE is operating right now in a way that it never has--its agents are much more out in the street and in public. Activists are rightly pointing out that these arrests more closely resemble kidnappings. One officer told me, We know that masks look bad, that they hurt public trust and the agency's image. But we can't tell somebody not to wear a mask if they want to wear one, because we don't want to be responsible later if that person is doxxed or attacked. There are plenty of officers who are now masking out of habit or who say that they're doing it to protect their family, regardless of whether or not they've actually received threats.

Will: You wrote over the summer that morale among ICE agents was low. Is that still the case?

Nick: It's even more the case now, because the Trump administration has fired or reassigned some ICE field-office directors and replaced them with Border Patrol commanders. I think a lot of veteran ICE officers are both burned out and pretty demoralized by what they've seen over the course of the past eight or nine months. They also have a great deal of apprehension about the new officers who are working alongside them--whether or not they've been sufficiently trained, whether or not they'll be competent.

There are certainly some officers who are ideologically on board with the administration and excited about what they're doing. But I think for many of them, the hours have been grueling, the demands from the White House have been incessant, and they're constantly being told that they're failing because they're not hitting these arbitrary goals requested by officials, including the Trump-administration adviser Stephen Miller.

Will: Miller said that he wants ICE to be making 3,000 arrests a day. How is ICE thinking about digital surveillance in light of this goal?

Nick: ICE and the Trump administration more broadly are thinking about leveraging the technological efficiencies that make deportation work easier and more automated, by gathering phone data and trying to get access to government databases--even IRS tax records--that have the addresses and other identifying information for people who have come into America recently. That is a big difference between the way ICE operates and the way Border Patrol operates. ICE is, by and large, coming up with lists of people whom it wants to arrest, and then going out and trying to do that. In many cases, that involves some degree of research, because activists have coached people to not open their door for ICE; officers now have to figure out when their target is going to work and look for opportunities to intercept that person on the street.

Border Patrol has a far more indiscriminate approach to enforcing immigration law and is responsible for mistakenly arresting a lot of the U.S. citizens who have been picked up during immigration operations. Border Patrol officers are going to areas--they are swarming Home Depots, for example, and anybody who's at Home Depot is a suspect. They're going to question everybody there and, in some cases, arrest the wrong people.

Related:

	ICE's "athletically allergic" recruits
 	Every state is a Border Patrol state.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Sophie Gilbert: The culture war comes to the kitchen.
 	Welcome to the gerrymandering apocalypse.
 	Tom Nichols: Senator Mark Kelly is in the wrong job.




Today's News

	Kyiv informed the Trump administration that it will sign the U.S.-backed peace proposal to end Russia's war in Ukraine, and an official said that President Volodymyr Zelensky hopes to meet with President Donald Trump soon to negotiate final points, although Moscow has signaled resistance to the amended terms of the proposal.
 	Louisiana Surgeon General Ralph Abraham--a critic of COVID-19 vaccines who previously halted statewide vaccination campaigns--has been appointed principal deputy director of the CDC.
 	Brazil's supreme court ordered former President Jair Bolsonaro to begin serving a 27-year prison sentence for plotting to hold on to power after losing the country's most recent election.




Evening Read


Universal Images Group / Getty



Enough With the Brussels Sprouts Already

By Gilad Edelman

Brussels sprouts are played out. Kale was a mistake. This winter, embrace cabbage. Affordable, delicious, and astoundingly versatile, it has much more to offer than its reputation suggests.
 It is a cliche of food writing to refer to a vegetable as "humble"--the humble carrot, the humble potato--but in the case of cabbage, the cliche is apt. Mark Twain wrote that "cauliflower is nothing but cabbage with a college education." Lewis Carroll's walrus and carpenter discuss topics so unalike from one another that they talk of "cabbages--and kings." Cabbage, a staple of peasant cuisine across Eurasia, is not merely humble, but the very symbol of humility.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals.
 	Jonathan Chait: Trump and Hegseth's hysterical reaction to an ad
 	Alexandra Petri: So, DOGE, what would you say you did here?
 	The one place Trump's power remains constrained
 	James Surowiecki: Trump doesn't understand inflation.




Culture Break


Brent Hofacker/Shutterstock/The Atlantic



Eat. In 2014, Megan Garber wrote about how to engineer the optimally delicious Thanksgiving plate.

Explore. Make culture weird again, W. David Marx argues.

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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So, DOGE, What Would You Say You Did Here?

An exit interview

by Alexandra Petri

Mon, 24 Nov 2025




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



Yes, it's true--DOGE "doesn't exist" anymore. But we would never dream of letting it evaporate without an exit interview. DOGE: It's your turn to send us a pointless, time-consuming email explaining what exactly it was that you did here.

Dear America,

How to begin to recount our monumental achievements? Never have so few done so much to so many.

A few highlights ...

We were willing to be vulnerable. Shared vulnerability brings people together, and by that metric, millions of Americans are now closer than when we started. What we are trying to say is, we uploaded Social Security data to the cloud in a worrisomely insecure way, as one whistleblower noted. Now we're all at risk!

We tried new things. The Institute of Peace briefly became a battlefield. (An exciting pivot!)

We took risks. Cuts to the U.S. Forest Service made our national forests more dangerous and dirtier. We have increased the likelihood of devastating wildfires and also hacked away at the forces that fight them. What can we say? Some men love to watch the world burn, and we are some men. We have also made it easier for hurricanes to sneak up on us, to add another thrilling element of danger to the lives of average Americans. We have long felt that in the battle of Man versus Nature, Man had an unfair advantage.

We kept some things consistent. Most people would agree that government inefficiencies exist and that someone should tackle them. And after DOGE, people feel that only more strongly. Before DOGE, systems meant to serve millions of people were being run by a few harried employees using outdated systems. And now, after DOGE, they are being run by even fewer, even more harried employees on those same outdated systems! The power of DOGE: to alienate even Leland Dudek, a man who started out eager to invite drastic change into the Social Security Administration.

We turned things around, scientifically. Thanks to our tireless efforts, we are on track to soon be No. 2 in science in the world! People thought they wouldn't see American scientific dominance destroyed in their lifetime, but that just shows their failure of imagination. Have you seen U.S. scientists these days? The ones who have not already fled to Europe? Do you see how twitchy they are? They don't know if they've got funding or not, because we misread their grant application and thought that it had something to do with Woke; they don't know if their labs will exist in a year; they don't know if they'll even be able to get into the buildings where they work. This is by design. Without mad scientists, how can we ever hope to lead the world in production of Frankenstein Monsters, genetically reengineered T. rexes, and moon-shrinking lasers? Our scientists are now madder than they've ever been, and that's entirely thanks to DOGE.

We grew exponentially. We have increased waste and inefficiency to never-before-seen levels! Five hundred tons of lifesaving food incinerated--at a cost of thousands of dollars.

We changed lives. We have transformed the lives of thousands, in the sense that we have made those lives needlessly and unforgivably shorter. Thanks to the shutdown of USAID, hundreds of thousands of people are now dead.

We did something with billions of dollars! The best part was all the savings. Were there savings? Every time we announced a number of dollars that our efforts had saved, it turned out that that number was wrong. This gave everyone the opportunity to do math. Which is good to practice, because the Department of Education is gone now. Much of it is being rolled into Labor, streamlining the journey from cradle to assembly line--and hopefully quickly, so we can take advantage of those tiny fingers!

We created lawsuits! Don't worry! In addition to not saving money, we also cost people money. We did everything in such a way as to multiply the number of lawsuits at an astounding rate. Dealing with lawsuits is an incredibly efficient way to spend taxpayer dollars, because you pay millions of dollars and get ... motions and counter-motions, something all Americans can use at home and much prefer to listeria-free lettuce.

Mission accomplished, I say! Always a good sign when a team of innovators destroys billions of dollars of value and then vanishes into thin air! The Louvre burglars could learn a thing or two.

So few people, touching so many lives so profoundly. Next time we'll try to have a positive impact.
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Why One Political Office Is So Mired in Scandals

Maybe giving lieutenant governors a lofty title with few responsibilities is a risky bet.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 24 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 his new memoir, Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania shows little love for his current job, but he's even more dismissive of his previous gig: serving as lieutenant governor. It was, he writes, "the easiest job in all of America, with few mandated duties." Yet despite the minimal requirements--or perhaps because of them--the nation's lieutenant governorships have seemed to produce an inordinate number of recent scandals. Power corrupts, but idle hands may be even more dangerous.

Micah Beckwith, the lieutenant governor of Indiana, is currently being investigated by a grand jury. The probe focuses on payroll fraud allegations as well as claims that a Beckwith staffer distributed a deepfake porn video depicting the wife of a state legislator. (The lieutenant governor has denied any wrongdoing.) Beckwith is also a pastor; the church where he works is in the middle of a serious sex scandal, though he is not accused of misconduct there. He also reportedly received a written reprimand from state-senate leadership for his social-media posts and for wearing AI glasses on the senate floor.

In Virginia, the Republican candidate for lieutenant governor, John Reid, lost his race this month after a campaign tarred by the discovery of alleged links to a pornographic blog. Reid, who is openly gay, denied that the blog was his and insinuated that attacks on him were homophobic. More problematic, and harder to dismiss, were the reported racial slurs and Nazi fetishism involved.

Don't confuse Reid with Mark Robinson, the former lieutenant governor in next-door North Carolina, who lost his bid for the governorship after the discovery of his alleged online accounts, in which he reportedly called himself a "black Nazi" and expressed his appreciation for transgender porn despite his anti-woke political stances. (Robinson denied that the accounts were his.) Nor should you confuse Reid with Justin Fairfax, a Democrat who served as Virginia's lieutenant governor and whose career was all but ended by sexual-assault allegations against him in 2019. (He has denied wrongdoing.)

Lieutenant governors exist mostly to step in should something happen to the governor. Denny Heck, the lieutenant governor of Washington State, told me he keeps a succession guide in his desk drawer. "I take it out once in a while, and I look at it--a go bag, actually a file folder. What happens? What do you do in what sequence?" he said. "Even though it doesn't happen ordinarily, it happens frequently enough that I think it's really valuable not to have to reinvent that every time it occurs."

A clean line of succession is a good thing, but the problem is that many lieutenant governors don't have much to do besides wait around for the worst-case scenario. Some are assigned to sit on or chair various boards (which doesn't mean they show up). Louisiana's Billy Nungesser serves--with obvious relish--as a sort of state-tourism czar. One common task is to preside over the state Senate. But given the risk of putting ambitious politicians in a high-profile job with lots of free time, the conservative operative Eli Lehrer has argued that states could save money by eliminating them altogether; even staid Governing magazine snarkily wrote that "Lieutenant Governor Is (Sometimes) a Real Job." The candidates vying for this office also don't always get the same scrutiny as candidates for governor, which might account for some of the scandals.

Having a lieutenant governor isn't the only way to establish a line of succession, and only 45 states have them, though that number will be 46 once Arizona elects its first lieutenant governor next year, on a joint ticket with the governor. The state added the position in part because the old plan--elevating the secretary of state--twice shifted the political party in charge. New Jersey created a post because its old system, elevating the state-senate president, produced a new governor not elected by voters statewide.

Electing governors and lieutenant governors separately can create challenges. Former North Carolina Governor Roy Cooper, a Democrat, reportedly bowed out of consideration to run for vice president in 2024 in part because he didn't want campaign travel to create chances for Robinson to serve as acting governor. But even when one party holds both seats, tensions can result. Current California Governor Gavin Newsom, a Democrat, hated serving as No. 2 to Governor Jerry Brown, who refused to give him any duties. In May 2021, GOP Governor Brad Little left Idaho on official business and Lieutenant Governor Janice McGeachin issued an executive order banning local mask mandates. Little returned and rescinded the order; McGeachin unsuccessfully challenged him for governor a year later.

Some lieutenant governors find more positive ways to use the role. Heck, who previously had a long career as both a state legislator and U.S. representative, told me he finds presiding over the state Senate especially rewarding. "My experience in Congress--I was frankly discouraged at the decline in civil discourse, and there's no better position to set a tone of respectful discourse than when you're the presiding officer," he said.

Even so, Heck, 73, is a bit of an accidental lieutenant governor. He had already decided to retire from the U.S. House and ran for the job only when the incumbent lieutenant governor stepped down. Cyrus Habib, a fellow Democrat, was a 30-something with a promising career whom some viewed as a future governor. Instead, he decided to quit politics and become a Jesuit priest. Perhaps it says something about the lieutenant governorship that an ambitious rising star would decide that forgoing public life entirely and pursuing vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience was more appealing.

Related:

	Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism. (From 2024)
 	The anti-MAGA majority reemerges.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The cover story: Why is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. so convinced he's right?
 	California is tired of letting people die.
 	Jonathan Chait: The conservative movement's intellectual collapse




Today's News

	A federal judge dismissed the criminal cases against New York Attorney General Letitia James and former FBI Director James Comey after ruling that the prosecutor Lindsey Halligan was unlawfully appointed and lacked authority to bring the indictments.
 	After talks over the weekend, the White House and Ukraine said they produced an "updated and refined" draft of the U.S.-backed peace proposal to end the war between Russia and Ukraine.
 	The Pentagon said it is investigating Democratic Senator Mark Kelly over "serious allegations of misconduct" tied to a video in which he and other lawmakers urged troops to refuse illegal orders. As a retired Navy captain, Kelly can legally be recalled to active duty and face court martial. Kelly said in a statement that if the allegations were "meant to intimidate me and other members of Congress from doing our jobs and holding this administration accountable, it won't work."




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories on why a "friendship breakup" isn't always the answer.
 	The Weekly Planet: Climate pragmatists have resigned to a half-hearted approach to minimizing global warming--but they are "downright oblivious to the implications of a 3-degrees-warmer world," Peter Brannen argues.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Elon Musk's Worthless, Poisoned Hall of Mirrors

By Charlie Warzel

Over the weekend, Elon Musk's X rolled out a feature that had the immediate result of sowing maximum chaos. The update, called "About This Account," allows people to click on the profile of an X user and see such information as: which country the account was created in, where its user is currently based, and how many times the username has been changed. Nikita Bier, X's head of product, said the feature was "an important first step to securing the integrity of the global town square." Roughly four hours later, with the update in the wild, Bier sent another post: "I need a drink."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What happens when attention seeking eclipses policy making
 	George Packer: An anatomy of the MAGA mind
 	Anne Applebaum: The murky plan that ensures a future war in Ukraine.
 	Who's ready to think about blocking out the sun?
 	What the deported Venezuelans went through in El Salvador
 	Marjorie Taylor Greene came so close to getting the joke.




Culture Break


Getty; The Atlantic



Explore. Hosting a Thanksgiving meal among friends a week before the actual holiday has become a standard part of the celebration for many young adults. Ashley Fetters explored in 2018 how Friendsgiving took over Millennial culture.

Read. Sam Shepard embodied the tough but thoughtful American man--and reminds us what yesterday's idea of masculinity looked like, Michael O'Donnell 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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The Fantastical Storytelling of Nollywood Movies

Nigerian epic thrillers, Chimamanda Adichie's books, and more culture and entertainment recommendations

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Sun, 23 Nov 2025




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Toluse Olorunnipa, a staff writer whose stories cover the month the president went missing, the Project 2025 shutdown, and Kari Lake's attempt to deport her own employees.

Toluse enjoys watching Nollywood movies and reading Chimamanda Adichie's books. He has heard "Shallow," by Lady Gaga and Bradley Cooper, a few hundred times too many, and recommends listening to the band Shallow Alcove instead.

-- Stephanie Bai, associate editor



A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love: Nollywood movies and Afrobeats. Before, Nigerian entertainment could easily be found on Netflix or American radio stations, I remember waiting eagerly for my cousins in Nigeria to send me the latest CDs and VCDs. (One of my favorites at the time was an epic thriller called Egg of Life.) As a child of immigrants, those films and songs helped me connect with my parents and gain a better understanding of their childhoods. Usually made on shoestring budgets, the movies back then had no choice but to rely on powerful storytelling and dialogue. The budgets have gotten bigger and the production has improved significantly as the industry has gone more mainstream in recent years (King of Boys on Netflix is a modern-day favorite), but the storytelling is still just as fantastic--and fantastical.

Something I loved but now dislike: America's Funniest Home Videos. Now that I have two young children (and an aging, accident-prone body), I find videos of people inadvertently hurting themselves much less amusing!

An author I will read anything by: Chimamanda Adichie. I started reading her novels 20 years ago and have yet to be disappointed. Probably 90 percent of what I read overall is nonfiction--mostly audiobooks cranked up to 3.5x speed--but Adichie's storytelling is so rich and textured, I make time to curl up with her physical books and transport myself to the intricate and colorful scenes she creates. I love everything she writes, but Purple Hibiscus, Half of a Yellow Sun, and Americanah are all-time favorites. [Related: Chimamanda Adichie is a hopeless romantic.]

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: I read anything by Clint Smith. Tim Alberta's profile of former CNN CEO Chris Licht and Caitlin Dickerson's cover story on family separations are paragons of the craft. Also, W. E. B. Du Bois's 1897 essay "Strivings of the Negro People" remains timeless.

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: So, my family and I were stuck out of town earlier this year after a bad snowstorm snarled the airports on the East Coast for days. My then-two-month-old son let us all know how much he didn't appreciate the inconvenience by wailing his little heart out in his car seat while I was driving. I had turned on the radio to compete with the shrieks and was considering pulling over, when the song switched to "Shallow," by Lady Gaga and Bradley Cooper. He calmed down at once.

For the next several months, that was our go-to song whenever he was fussy and needed to be soothed. It was like a magic trick--the guitar riff at the beginning would brighten his mood and still his angst without fail. It worked almost too well, to the point where I had listened to the song hundreds of times and I kind of began to dread it. I tried to see if similar songs, including from the same soundtrack, might work, but the child made clear in no uncertain terms that he wanted "Shallow," and only "Shallow," on repeat, forever and always. One day, defeated, I asked Alexa to play "Shallow," and it began playing music by this delightful up-and-coming band called Shallow Alcove instead. I instantly loved its songs, and my tiny music critic approved as well. Now when he's crying, I'll turn on its track "Music Box" (which coincidentally opens with the lyrics "Sorry that I'm crying ..."), and he'll break into a knowing grin. It's the cutest thing.

Something I recently revisited: Little Dragon's debut record. All of the group's music is excellent, but its self-titled first album still transfixes me almost 20 years later.

An actor I would watch in anything: Issa Rae. She is hilarious.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Watching videos of battle rap. I find the whole subculture weirdly addictive: The puns, multisyllabic rhyme schemes, double and triple entendres, metaphors, alliteration, ad-libs, and humor--all mixed with unhealthy levels of aggression--serve to make the entire enterprise magically ridiculous.

A good recommendation I recently received: Quiet, by Susan Cain. I was late to it, but her book extolling the virtues of introversion is awesome. [Related: When schools overlook introverts]

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: "Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy--meditate on these things." (Philippians 4:8)



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	(Some) MAGA girls just wanna have fun.
 	American kids can't do math anymore.
 	Advent calendars are totally out of control.




The Week Ahead

	Season 5 of Stranger Things, the final season of a series about a group of friends in the '80s who must defeat sinister supernatural forces (Part 1 out Wednesday on Netflix)
 	Hamnet, a film about Agnes, the wife of William Shakespeare (out Wednesday in theaters)
 	Capitalism, a book by the historian Sven Beckert on the history of the forces that shape capitalism (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Hy Peskin / Getty.



How to Fix the Mess of College Sports

By 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 overspending--on coaching, facilities, and more--in a cycle of one-upmanship.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The big risk Wicked is taking
 	The matcha problem
 	SNL has its Black Mirror moment.
 	Eight plot-heavy books that will keep you turning pages
 	A generational portrait that actually says something new
 	The Wicked bubble has burst.




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	The 2025 Atlantic gift guide
 	Sophie Gilbert: President Piggy
 	Jonathan Chait: Trump's toddler response to the Epstein saga 




Photo Album


Two polar bears gather on the porch of an abandoned research station. (Vadim Makhorov / AP)



The photographer Vadim Makhorov recently captured photos of a group of polar bears that were taking shelter inside an abandoned research station on Russia's remote Kolyuchin Island.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What to Do When Your Friends Disappoint You

A "friendship breakup" isn't always the answer.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 22 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.


A few years ago, my colleague Olga Khazan shared a radical proposition: What if we stopped firing our friends? The friendship breakup has become a feature of modern life: Online, advice abounds on "how to aggressively confront, or even abandon, friends who disappoint us," Olga noted. But what if another solution exists? Instead of firing your friends, psychologists told her, it helps to expand your circle, allowing more people to provide you with different types of support or camaraderie: "Rather than resting on one pillar, healthy friendship is better imagined as crowd-surfing--many hands holding you up," Olga writes.

The magic of friendship is in its murkiness: We meet a new friend, make room for them in our lives, and sometimes come to rely on them more than we ever expected. But unlike in other relationships, communicating our needs isn't the norm in friendships--which gives our friends more opportunities to disappoint us. Today's newsletter explores what to do when your friends aren't giving you what you need.

On Friendship Disappointments

That's It. You're Dead to Me.

By Kaitlyn Tiffany

Suddenly everyone is "toxic." (From 2022)


Read the article.

Stop Firing Your Friends

By Olga Khazan

Just make more of them. (From 2023)


Read the article.

The Six Forces That Fuel Friendship

By Julie Beck

I've spent more than three years interviewing friends for "The Friendship Files." Here's what I've learned. (From 2022)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	It's your friends who break your heart: The older we get, the more we need our friends--and the harder it is to keep them, Jennifer Senior wrote in 2022.
 	"Dear Therapist: I've been dumped by my friends": "I thought our shared history would keep us close, but it hasn't," a reader wrote to Lori Gottlieb in 2023.




Other Diversions

	To get happier, make yourself smaller.
 	The Wicked bubble has burst.
 	Pour one out for weed seltzer.




PS


Courtesy of Pnina Bright



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Pnina Bright, 72, shared this photo from Sag Harbor Cove in New York. "I walk my dog past this cove one or two times daily, and I've seen some remarkable sunsets from this view. This one astounded me and I haven't stopped looking at it with amazement," Bright writes.

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, 22 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.

Wednesday, November 26, 2025

	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?
 	The narrator of what 1851 novel jokingly names "sublime uneventfulness" as one of the greatest benefits of a multiyear whaling voyage?
 	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?






Answers: 

	Cribs. Kim 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. Jake Lundberg argues that 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. Arthur C. 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, and if you think up a great one after reading an Atlantic story, send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.
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Border Patrol's Chaotic Week in North Carolina

Agents swept in and left residents to sort through fear, fact, and fiction.

by David A. Graham

Fri, 21 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.

Last week, Leonardo Williams, the mayor of Durham, North Carolina, received a call from the office of Governor Josh Stein. Stein's office had heard that the Trump administration was going to launch an immigration-enforcement operation in Charlotte and possibly in Raleigh, but it didn't have much more information. Over the weekend, Customs and Border Protection agents swarmed Charlotte, ultimately arresting about 370 people.

But Williams didn't hear anything about operations in Durham until Tuesday morning. He was in Washington, D.C., for meetings when someone sent him a video of what were apparently CBP officers in tactical gear and masks arresting three men behind a strip mall. He wasn't the only one with no idea what was happening. "When I call my sheriff and my police chief and the governor's office and I say, 'What is going on?' they say, 'Mayor, we are trying to find out,'" he told me on Wednesday afternoon.

In Durham, where I live, sightings of apparent CBP agents around Durham continued throughout Tuesday. Local officials said that four or five people were arrested by these agents, but the federal government has not released the names of those arrested or what charges they face. It hasn't even made an official statement on the operation in Durham, and the Department of Homeland Security did not reply to my questions about the arrests or why CBP had targeted Durham.

Keeping local officials in the dark seems to be part of the Trump administration's plan. Local leaders in Chicago and Portland, Oregon, have also said that the federal government did not inform them of its plans ahead of actions this summer and fall. Like them, the North Carolina governor and the mayors of Charlotte, Durham, and Raleigh are all Democrats. In addition, all three cities are in counties whose sheriffs declined to participate in 287(g) programs, in which county jails voluntarily cooperate with ICE even when it doesn't have warrants. (Earlier this year, the state legislature passed a law requiring cooperation.)

Garry McFadden, the sheriff of Charlotte's Mecklenburg County, told NPR last weekend that he believed that the administration's actions there were payback. "When people say, 'Why Charlotte?' Well, because when we took 287(g) off the table, we were very vocal about protecting our citizens and residents here and stood at the door each time immigration came in," he said. But even U.S. Senator Thom Tillis, a Republican, voiced concern yesterday, demanding a "definitive list of people who were detained, how long they were detained, whether or not they were released," and other information.

The Department of Homeland Security has said that arrests in previous operations targeted serious criminals accused of felonies, but because federal officials aren't providing any meaningful information, there is no way for local officials--or members of the public--to assess whether these actions are part of lawful immigration enforcement or not.

The combination of little reliable information and widespread fear produced a vacuum in Durham. Hundreds of ordinary residents, eager to do something to resist raids but without clear ideas about how or where, organized themselves via group chats, where rumors flew quickly--some true, some false, some simply impossible to verify. Trying to understand things myself, I joined a Signal group where residents were sharing reports and discussing possible organizing responses. I noticed that several local elected officials were active in the group.

Following a tip there about possible CBP activity at an apartment complex, I drove north from my house along a major thoroughfare studded with Latin American businesses carrying names such as Tenochtitlan, Pahuatlan, and Michoacan. My favorite taqueria was dark and closed; the gates around the parking lot at the normally bustling Latin grocery were locked. I received a text in Spanish from another supermarket, which had been the site of an ICE-raid hoax in January, saying that "due to the current situation," it would accept orders on WhatsApp and provide free delivery. Many students stayed home from Durham public schools, which are roughly 35 percent Latino. The school district reported that one-fifth of students were absent on Tuesday.

"I have lived in Durham all my life, and I've never seen anything like this," Bertha Bradley, an activist known locally as Mama Cookie, said at a press conference of union leaders and clergy members on Wednesday morning. "People scared to leave their home. They're scared to take the children to school."

When I got to the apartment complex, people on the scene said they'd seen a suspicious-looking black SUV enter, driven by a man whom no residents recognized. As we stood around, a car with three Hispanic men inside drove up and rolled down its window. Someone explained the situation, and the eyes of the man in the passenger seat grew big. He hurriedly told the driver to turn around and leave. I never did find out whether a federal agent was present. (When I called the apartment office, a manager said no.) But this confusion seemed to capture the frenzied feeling around the city. Did the men in the car have a close encounter, or were they scared away by a mere rumor?

For activists, whether veteran organizers or people who had self-deployed, getting reliable information was both important and impossible. No better source than the rumor mill existed--local media couldn't possibly track down reports and confirm them quickly enough--and social media allowed hearsay to spread widely, for better or worse.

Every white van or black SUV with tinted windows set off alarm bells. As I crisscrossed the city, following new tips and recognizing some of the same faces from previous stops, I felt like I was chasing ghosts. CBP seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at the same time, creating a sense of omnipresent menace that was presumably just what the agents wanted.

Local officials also suggested, as they have in other locations where ICE or CBP has been active, that the Trump administration is attempting to provoke confrontations, either with officials or with ordinary people. "We follow the law. We remain peaceful. We do not allow ourselves to be provoked. We stand with our neighbors," Governor Stein said in a statement last week. "If you see any inappropriate behavior, use your phones to record and notify local law enforcement, who will continue to keep our communities safe long after these federal agents leave." (That did provoke the CBP commander Gregory Bovino, who was leading the Charlotte operation and who angrily posted on X, "You need to check yourself.") Williams told me that local officials were "trying not to antagonize and poke the bear and give them what they want, which is a public government-on-government fight" and trying to reassure residents at the same time.

Meanwhile, the residents were taking things into their own hands. When I dropped my children off at school on Wednesday morning, some 30 people were standing outside, a few with whistles to alert anyone if CBP arrived and others waving anti-ICE signs. But the Signal chat was no longer lighting up with spottings. That morning, ABC News reported that CBP was leaving the area and heading back to Charlotte, and yesterday, officials in Charlotte said CBP had informed them that they were leaving, though DHS denied that the operation was over.

"I think the best way to describe it is: They came in, they made a splash, they terrorized, and they left," Williams said. But even the agents' apparent departure was marked by mixed messaging and confusion. All Durham officials and residents can do is wait and see if it's really over.

Related:

	Hundreds of thousands of anonymous deportees
 	Fast times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The GOP is realizing that Trump won't be around forever.
 	Elon Musk is trying to rewrite history.
 	Tom Nichols: The president is losing control of himself.




Today's News

	President Volodymyr Zelensky said that Ukraine is facing "one of the most difficult moments in our history" after the White House presented a 28-point peace plan that would require Ukraine to surrender territory to Russia and sharply limit its military--terms that Zelensky and European allies view as unacceptable. The Trump administration is pressing Kyiv for an answer by Thanksgiving.
 	President Donald Trump met with New York City Mayor-Elect Zohran Mamdani at the White House for the first time.
 	House Oversight Committee Chair James Comer said that Ghislaine Maxwell will invoke her Fifth Amendment rights and refuse to answer questions in the committee's probe into Jeffrey Epstein and the Justice Department's handling of the Epstein case.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: 1995 was the year of Flash art, dial-up, and the first days of The Atlantic online, Jake Lundberg writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Maya Chung explores plot-filled versus plotless books.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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The Wicked Bubble Has Burst

By David Sims

Last year's Wicked film was a big, brassy delight. Yes, the director Jon M. Chu's adaptation of the long-running Broadway musical--itself drawn from a revisionist riff on L. Frank Baum's The Wizard of Oz--had its flaws (why was every outdoor scene so scorchingly overlit?). Yet the smash-hit film's charms were hard to resist, the kind of sumptuous family fare that Hollywood should be serving up more often. I did detect one glaring issue. Presented in the opening title card was a footnote: the words Part One. Uh-oh. Postponing all the necessary wrap-up to a sequel seemed like leaving a pile of dirty dishes in the sink for tomorrow.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Do childhood vaccines cause tornadoes?
 	Zelensky's blind spot
 	Galaxy Brain: Are sports the most valuable commodity in the world?
 	Mark Leibovich: The old guard is not gone yet.
 	Trump's devastating plan for Ukraine
 	The CDC's website is anti-vaccine now.




Culture Break


Photo-illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Read. In 2023, Ilana Masad recommended six books to read during a stressful family holiday.

Explore. Shirley Li spoke with the director Jon M. Chu about why the Wicked sequel (out now in theaters) takes a dark turn.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on Oz, Austen, Zen, and More

And did you know that more people have been to space than to the bottom of the ocean?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 21 Nov 2025




Updated with new questions at 4:25 p.m. ET on November 21, 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.

Friday, November 21, 2025

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

	What vice president to Dwight D. Eisenhower in the 1950s lost the presidential election in 1960 and then a race for California governor in 1962, before finally winning the White House in 1968?
 -- From Idrees Kahloon's "The GOP Is Realizing That Trump Won't Be Around Forever"
 	The protagonist of the musical Wicked gets her name from the initials of what author who originally created the world of Oz?
 -- From David Sims's "The Wicked Bubble Has Burst"
 	Elon Musk's AI bot, Grok, recently asserted that its billionaire creator has greater "holistic fitness" than what all-time leading scorer of the NBA, who has played since 2018 for the Los Angeles Lakers?
 -- From Charlie Warzel and Matteo Wong's "Elon Musk Is Trying to Rewrite History"




And by the way, did you know that a whole bunch of explanations compete for the true origin of the name Oz? There's the old chestnut that the story is a parable about populism and the gold standard, and that Oz is therefore an abbreviation for ounce; there's the purported homage to Percy Shelley's "Ozymandias," or to Charles Dickens's pen name, Boz.

Then there's the story the author himself sometimes told: that he plucked the name from a filing-cabinet drawer labeled O-Z. I'd go with that charming provenance--from the horse's mouth, no less--were it not for his wife's insistence that he simply made it up.

Have a great weekend!



Answers: 

	Richard Nixon. Idrees observes that conservatives are starting to talk about the faction's post-Donald Trump future, including at least one commentator who says that the current veep, J. D. Vance, should look to how Nixon united a fractious right (even though he lost). Read more.
 	L. Frank Baum. The initials give us the Elphaba of Gregory Maguire's book that turned into a stage musical and, now, two movies--the latter of which, David writes, is unfortunately saddled with all the uncharming stuff of the Broadway show's back half. Read more.
 	LeBron James. For what it's worth, Grok also said that Musk is a better paragon of ethics than Jesus. The bot's bug (or is it a feature?) might amuse for a moment, but as Charlie and Matteo argue, it's "really a demonstration of power over public information systems." 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 top-notch fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Thursday, November 20, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:



	What Christian liturgical season comes from the Latin word for "approach" or "arrival," in reference to the birth of Jesus?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "[REDACTED] Are Totally Out of Control" 
 	The upstart nationalist party Sanseito runs on an anti-immigrant agenda in what island country, even though only 3 percent of residents there are foreign-born?
 -- From Idrees Kahloon's "Political Parties Have Disconnected From the Public"
 	Donald Trump recently referred to the U.S.-China relationship with what alphanumeric name, meant to sound like a more exclusive version of a larger, well-established crew of liberal democracies?
 -- From Thomas Wright's "What If 'America First' Appears to Work?"




And by the way, did you know that, at least according to the Western church calendar, Christmastime doesn't even begin until December 25? From then, it lasts for 12 days--yes, that's where that comes from!--before giving way to Epiphany.

The so-called purists out there insisting on no Christmas music until after Thanksgiving are therefore fighting only half the battle; I demand that we wait until Santa has come and gone. In the meantime, everyone can enjoy "You're a Mean One, Mr. Grinch," which, as our staff writer Alexandra Petri once pointed out, "is just a man facing insult after insult ... with no reference to Christmas whatsoever."



Answers: 

	Advent. Ellen explores how the popularity of advent calendars stuffed with cheap (or very expensive) gifts has exploded over recent years, to the point that the season of anticipation is now little more than a brand-a-palooza. Read more.
 	Japan. All over the world, establishment parties are foundering, Idrees reports, and xenophobia is a frequent plank for populist parties on the rise--even in the places where being anti-immigrant makes hardly any sense. Read more.
 	G2. Meanwhile, that other group--the G7--continues to be bullied by Trump, via tariffs and other hardball tactics. The consequences have not been as immediate as experts predicted, Wright notes. So what happens when "America First" appears to work, at least for a bit? Read more.




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.



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.




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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Two Genres That Aren't So Different After All

Reconsidering the plot-versus-not debate

by Maya Chung

Fri, 21 Nov 2025




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


In recent years, some of the most talked-about literary novels have not given their readers much to talk about, at least when it comes to plot. In the late 2010s, authors such as Rachel Cusk, Ben Lerner, and Sheila Heti wrote books that are heavy on interiority and light on events; they have few of the markers of a traditional rise-and-fall story structure, and instead prioritize voice and close description. This kind of writing is not for everyone: The author M. L. Rio believes, for example, that there's "no reason a novel should have to choose between voice and action." This week, she recommends eight plot-forward books to read when you're looking for a gripping story.

I agree that stories can offer both excitement and introspection, and I wonder if those who believe in a sharp division between plotty and plotless novels might be doing themselves a disservice. Story-forward novels are sometimes deceptively interior, balancing more explosive moments with long stretches of character-driven reflection. In Donna Tartt's The Secret History, for example, you know from the very first page who has died; for the rest of the book, you simply admire the author's skill as she conveys why and how. This modern classic of dark academia has many passages of the kind often found in a novel of the mind: The main character, Richard Papen, is a small-town California boy wildly out of place at an elite New England college. A great many of the 500-plus pages take place within Richard's head as he observes a group of mysterious classics students, wonders what they think of him, and tries to figure out where he fits into the clique's social world. Many of his ruminations turn on small, inscrutable details--and they're riveting, even though little happens within them to move the main drama forward.

Conversely, many stories that could be called plotless are hardly lacking in activity--smaller moments simply take on greater weight. About Cusk's Outline, for instance, you could say that not a lot happens. But the narrator flies to Greece, meets people for meals, talks with students and colleagues. I'd argue that every moment feels propulsive because she is actively choosing what to report and what to leave out, sharing her observations about her surroundings and her conversation partners. Her restrained yet blunt narrative describes a life as it's actually lived.

A novel succeeds or fails by its execution: If it merely spits out plot points in quick sequence, it would read like the work of ChatGPT. A great work, however, paces out action to build suspense while making the stakes feel real within the characters' minds. In that way, a well-made work of horror fiction and a spare, intimate first-person novella can have a lot more crossover appeal than their marketing or fanbases might indicate. Readers who find themselves gravitating toward one kind of fiction over another might be thrilled by what they find if they reach outside their comfort zone.




Illustration by Jerome Berthier



Eight Plot-Heavy Books That Will Keep You Turning Pages

By M. L. Rio

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Mr. Dudron, by Giorgio de Chirico, translated by Stefania Heim

The relationship between the artist and their audience has been analyzed and fetishized by critics ad nauseam, but Mr. Dudron provides a fresh perspective from the artist's point of view. This previously unpublished novel by the Greek-born Italian painter de Chirico, written fitfully over decades, doesn't have much of a plot, instead unfurling as a series of anecdotal conversations among artists and meandering, essayistic theories of painting. In lieu of a digestible arc, the reader gets a peek inside the head of de Chirico, whose off-kilter paintings of empty city squares in the early 20th century would go on to strongly influence the Surrealists. "A work of art should never force the viewer nor the maker into an act of reasoning, or criticism, or exposition," de Chirico writes, per one early translation; instead, "it should provoke only satisfaction ... that is, a condition in which reasoning no longer exists."  -- Rhian Sasseen

From our list: Six older books that deserve to be popular today





Out Next Week

? Disinheritance, by Ruth Prawer Jhabvala

? Capitalism, by Sven Beckert


? Across the Universe, by Natan Last




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Hy Peskin / Getty.



How to Fix the Mess of College Sports

By Sally Jenkins

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 full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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A Piece of Internet History the Internet Almost Forgot

The year 1995: Flash art, dial-up, and the first days of <em>The Atlantic</em> online

by Jake Lundberg

Fri, 21 Nov 2025




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


The Atlantic launched its website in November 1995, 138 years after it first went into print. The magazine began in response to one information revolution; the website appeared at the dawn of another. Now, 30 years on from the launch, you can buy a copy of the first printed edition of the magazine on eBay, but you can't find much of the original website. The internet, notable for remembering just about everything, seems to have forgotten that particular piece of its own history.

In some ways, it's fitting that so few traces are left. The totality of the internet--as both a gathering of information and a way of life--has made imagining the phases of its history almost impossible. Even those who witnessed its beginning can barely remember. We may recall what the dial-up modem's weird dirge sounded like, but it's hard to quite recapture what happened after it stopped. The early evidence  that does survive--the wild optimism, the comically bad predictions, the Flash art--are as easily mocked as they are forgotten. But the scattered remnants of the Atlantic Unbound, as the magazine's early digital forays were called, point to an idealism that was genuine in its moment: a time when people believed that online space could foster serious reading and intellectual exchange.

In December 1995, that year was hailed by Newsweek as "the Year of the Internet," marking the decisive turning point in online life. It was the year people began to move out of the closed ecosystems of services like AOL, where you logged in and didn't venture beyond its mail services, chat rooms, and internal content. You could reach the wider internet, but doing so was clunky and limited. And few had tried: Only about 14 percent of Americans had ever been online, and a little more than 30 percent of households owned a computer at all.

With the introduction of the Netscape browser in late 1994, ordinary people could venture into the wilderness of the open web. No one quite knew how to talk about what the internet was, mixing metaphors about the information superhighway on which you surfed.

Into this moment stepped The Atlantic, one of the country's oldest magazines. When its site went live, The Atlanta Journal and The Atlanta Constitution included a notice in their printed "On the Internet" page of its Sunday edition, which included a log of "some of the newest sites on the World Wide Web": All Things Political, the American Kennel Club, George, Car and Driver, and "the venerable Atlantic Monthly--established in 1857." A media columnist at Toronto's Globe and Mail questioned whether a magazine known to be "sober and intellectually challenging" was really the best fit. Noting that three of the hefty features from that month's print magazine weighed in "at 21,919 words" total, he wondered if The Atlantic and online made the best pairing. "Surely a length more suited to reading in a bathtub," he said, "than on a screen while the Internet meter is running."

The actual process of taking The Atlantic online may feel as quaint as the notion of "the Internet meter." As then-editorial director for new media, Scott Stossel--now the national editor of The Atlantic--told me, building a website involved learning the relevant code by way of the book HTML for Dummies. Because the graphics were basic and the bells and whistles were few, the feat of making a webpage was well within the reach of what the special-projects editor, Wen Stephenson (now a correspondent at The Nation), described to me as "a bunch of humanities geeks and one tech guy." Mostly, the work involved moving and formatting large amounts of text from the magazine onto the web--something that was easy enough to do working from electronic files but harder when it came to posting treasures from the magazine's archive. Because text-recognition software couldn't make sense of the irregularities of 19th-century typefaces, Stossel told me the editors looked into hiring hand-typists--perhaps the Trappist monks at Holy Cross Abbey in Berryville, Virginia--to transcribe portions of the archive.

In the absence of more careful monastic textual-preservation practices, we are left with just one small trace of that original site to read. What survives shows how The Atlantic imagined the web--not just as a novelty but as an extension of its literary and intellectual commitments. In April 1995, the magazine hosted a digital discussion on AOL with the poet Robert Pinsky, about his 1994 translation of Dante's Inferno. On the new website, any visitor could find selections of Pinsky's text, including audio files of him reading aloud. They could compare Pinsky's readings with a selection from the Atlantic co-founder Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's own 1867 translation, and navigate to Longfellow's sonnets on translating Dante, which he'd published in the magazine in the 1860s. If they wanted to go really deep, they could click through to the whole of Longfellow's translation, as well as the original Italian text, both from Columbia's Digital Dante Project.

Such was the promise of the internet in its infancy. Information that had once required real effort to find and transmit (as monks knew well in their painstaking labors) was now together in one place. Pinsky himself had spoken in the AOL forum about poetry as "basically a technology of the sounds of language," one that could live across time. Here it was, available by dial-up connection on the screen of your pixelated monitor and out of your tinny speakers. If who was reading and why wasn't entirely clear (the Globe and Mail's columnist lamented that it was impossible to know "how many Web surfers" would actually read longer features), there was at least some sense that engagement was genuine and substantive.

Beginning with the magazine's partnership with AOL (dating back to 1993) and continuing to forums hosted on the open website, readers could chat with writers about the magazine's content. After sounding the alarm over  the decline of reading in his 1994 book, The Gutenberg Elegies, the writer Sven Birkerts gamely came to The Atlantic's office to sit for an AOL forum. As Birkerts took questions (he himself tried to limit his direct interactions with a computer, Stossel told me, by dictating his answers), the pointed, thoughtful back-and-forth made it easy to see why some might well champion the digital culture Birkerts feared. Now, of course, the skeptics, like Birkerts, are the ones who appear to have been right: So much of online life feels hollow and overwhelming.

On the earliest surviving version of The Atlantic's website--an archived page from November 1996--a jaunty inkwell-and-plume graphic sits next to a cheerful invitation: "click here to increase your literary fitness." The link is dead, and no one can quite recall where it went--not the people who were there, not Google, and not AI (ChatGPT took a minute and 35 seconds to tell me it couldn't come up with  anything). That perfect remnant of the early internet--earnest, hopeful about where we might be going--is lost.
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The Last Device You'll Ever Need

Tech companies are racing to give AI a physical shape.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 20 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 first thing that happened when I put on the glasses was that "Starboy," the 2016 dance track by The Weeknd and Daft Punk, started blasting. Standing in a blue, skateshop-themed room in New York City--one of a few Meta pop-up stores across the country--I stared helplessly at the employee beside me whose instructions I could no longer hear.

The glasses I tried on are the tech giant's latest attempt at "smart" eyewear, a subcategory of the internet-enabled wearable devices that entered the mainstream more than a decade ago. Powered by AI, they are operated with a second accessory called the Neural Band, a kind of fabric controller that snapped around my wrist and sensed my movements. Flicking through a floating digital menu, I could see roughly where I was on a rudimentary map of the city; I could snap a picture of my point of view; or I could enter a kind of live-dialogue mode, in which the glasses would transcribe real-time captions from other speakers in the room. I had some success with the first two functions and little with the third, which was finicky and slow--similar to how the glasses behaved during their live, onstage debut in September ("This is, uh ... it happens," said Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg of the glasses' failure to heed commands at the time).

But the real selling point was AI--embedded in the physical device is a more personalized version of Meta's proprietary chatbot. Theoretically, wearers can point to objects in their field of vision and ask the glasses for live context (although that feature seemed to be hindered by spotty Wi-Fi when I tried it). When I asked aloud how long I could reasonably keep a package of raw chicken in my refrigerator, an answer appeared on the lens' display: 1-2 days. True; although, why wouldn't I just look that up on my phone?

The test-run gestured at something instructive about the ways we interact with our computers. As the boom in AI chatbots accelerates the shift to prompt-based computing, tech companies are racing to figure out how to give the text fields of ChatGPT and other large language models a physical shape--something people can manipulate without a keyboard, mouse, or conventional screen. Meta's glasses are just one manifestation of this idea. One start-up is betting on an AI-enabled pendant necklace called the "Friend"; another, Sandbar, promises discretion in the form of a ring that detects even whispered commands. The pull of these concepts is that they might someday eliminate the need to type out prompts, freeing users from the thrall of screen life.

There's a quasi-mystical quality to this tech; the creator of Friend has likened his device to "a god" (Pope Leo has warned against this kind of talk). But the perfect incarnation of AI may not yet exist. "As great as phones and computers are, there's something new to do," OpenAI CEO Sam Altman said during a filmed conversation with Jony Ive, who was a key designer at Apple during Steve Jobs's tenure. (OpenAI and The Atlantic have a corporate partnership.) Ive teamed up with OpenAI earlier this year to do for prompt-based computing what the iPhone did for the mobile experience, reportedly working on a "palm-sized" AI device without a screen. Whatever its shape, it has already distinguished itself from its competitors in one crucial way: It won't be wearable.

Lost in all the techno-optimism around AI's physical form is whether anyone actually wants a new category of device. AI devices have been tried, and they have failed. Consider Humane, a company that raised more than $230 million to create an AI "pin." It debuted last year to brutal reviews, and the company was scrapped and sold for parts less than a year later. "Everything that this pin does, a modern smartphone does better and faster," the YouTuber Marques Brownlee said. A start-up called Rabbit launched an AI handheld last year that also flopped; Tom's Guide recently reported that some of the company's employees haven't been paid in months. So far, Meta's glasses appear to be the most successful of the new crop of physical AI products. As of February, the company had sold 2 million pairs--far fewer than the reported "tens of millions" of smart watches Apple sells each year. The glasses also represent a relatively small source of income for Meta, which is now worth about $1.5 trillion.

The allure of a life unchained from screens, and the growing utility of chatbots, could drive more customers toward the nascent category of AI devices. But even if more customers start snapping them up, expecting them to unseat the smartphone or the laptop anytime soon is unrealistic: We're simply too reliant on the screens we already have. There's also an embarrassment factor to these devices. Meta's chatbot is summoned by saying "Hey, Meta," which I found actively unpleasant to articulate in a public space. Even though the Neural Band allows for some silent control via hand gestures, speaking queries aloud is usually simpler--and also somehow stranger. These devices don't come cheap, either: Humane's AI pin cost $699, plus $24 for a monthly subscription. Meta's newest glasses and the accompanying band start at $799--the same starting price as a brand-new iPhone 17.

Whatever comes next in the race for the ultimate AI device will have to stand on its own, outside of the established phone-laptop dyad. But so far, the fantasy of a screenless world is just that--a fantasy. Without a way to persuade users to reject the screens they already have, an AI device will only add to the digital overload.

After returning the glasses to Meta's staff, I took the R train back to my office. Within maybe a minute of getting on, nearly every screen in the car--from the oblong strips spanning its length to the bolt-on panels above the seats--flashed deep blue. I looked up; it was an ad for the glasses I'd just tried on. Everyone seated beneath it was on their phone.

Related:

	The most reviled tech CEO in New York confronts his haters.
 	"I witnessed the future of AI, and it's a broken toy."




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Ghislaine Maxwell emails
 	Sophie Gilbert: President Piggy
 	Every state is a Border Patrol state.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump accused a group of Democratic lawmakers of sedition and said their actions were "punishable by DEATH!" after they released a video reminding troops that they should not obey illegal orders.
 	The United States labor market added a stronger-than-expected 119,000 jobs in September, though unemployment ticked up to 4.4 percent, according to a delayed report from the Labor Department. The news leaves the Federal Reserve with an unclear read on the economy ahead of its December meeting.
 	Border Patrol is wrapping up an immigration-raid operation in Charlotte, North Carolina, after arresting more than 250 people, according to Department of Homeland Security officials. The agency is preparing to shift next to New Orleans, where an effort targeting Louisiana and Mississippi--dubbed "Swamp Sweep"--is expected to begin after Thanksgiving, according to people familiar with the operation.




Evening Read


Jonah Rosenberg for The Atlantic



(Some) MAGA Girls Just Wanna Have Fun

By 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. 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.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Alexandra Petri: Women keep ruining the workplace!!
 	Democrats finally realize it isn't 2016 anymore.
 	Sally Jenkins: How to fix the mess of college sports
 	A self-defeating reversal on Ukraine
 	The Trump steamroller is broken.
 	Radio Atlantic: When Border Patrol comes to town




Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Read. Ian Bogost on why hotel-room cancellations disappeared.

Explore. In 2020, the professional chef Anita Lo recommended tips for your Thanksgiving meal.

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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Women Keep Ruining the Workplace!!

Before they arrived, of course, everything was perfect.

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 20 Nov 2025




Women are ruining the workplace. Before women, of course, the workplace was perfect. It was full of trees. There was no need to labor with your hands. You didn't have to wear pants, or any form of clothes. Every kind of animal was there. You could just sit around all day and call, "Quiet. Quiet, piggy!" and nobody batted an eye, except for the pigs. It was your job to name them. There were all kinds of fruits, and they were all free, and you could eat approximately 99.9 percent of them with no problem whatsoever. And it was Good. And there were no women to ruin things, steal your ribs, or tempt you with forbidden snacks that would cause you to be expelled from your home and forced to learn a trade.

Oh, sorry, I am thinking of the Garden of Eden. A different myth that blames women for ruining paradise. Let me start over.

Women are ruining the workplace, opening their jars and releasing every conceivable evil into the world: plague and death and sickness and all manner of ill things except for hope. There was no pestilence in the world until woman unleashed it, and--oh, right. That's Pandora. Sorry, sorry.

Women are ruining the workplace, showing up at your job with their awful rhymes, and their potions made of thumbs and eyes and bat wings, and their secret midnight cauldron mutterings, and saying you're going to be king of Scotland--nope, those are the witches from Macbeth, aren't they?

Women are ruining the workplace, standing 305 feet tall in New York Harbor insisting that people immigrate to your country. They are blindfolded, they are holding scales outside of courthouses, they won't smile when you ask them to smile, and they're made out of stone--never mind. Statues.

Women are ruining the workplace, crashing into icebergs and foundering on rocks--no, that is ships. I was confused by the pronouns.

Women are ruining the workplace, biting you on the arm, sipping your blood. No, those are mosquitoes. They're female, though.

Underage women are rui--no, I'm sorry, those are children. They aren't ruining anything.

I've got to find the women who are ruining the workplace. Because things are worse, and someone must be blamed. I looked in the Pentagon, but if anything, fewer of them seem to be working there lately. I looked in the White House, but the women there just seemed to be behind podiums making excuses for the men. Congress is a workplace, and there are women there, but--no, its dysfunction runs much deeper. Is it tradwives? But they're not in the workplace at all!

Someone, somewhere is ruining things. Someone is dismantling the government, ripping apart families, forcing coal plants to keep pumping noxious exhaust into the air, devastating the economy, tearing up rights, taking all our money and using it to prop up Argentine soybeans. Somebody is smashing up the White House, endangering the food supply, truckling to dictators. Someone has been mangling everything, making everything just slightly worse, with no regard for law or precedent, as cavalier with their duties as they are with human lives. Someone is certainly ruining the workplace. And not just the workplace.

I am sure eventually I will figure out who it is.
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