
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        [image: masthead]
      

      Thursday, December 4, 2025

      

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	25
        

        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	24
        

        
          	
            Politics | The Atlantic
          
          	5
        

        
          	
            Global | The Atlantic
          
          	5
        

        
          	
            Technology | The Atlantic
          
          	5
        

        
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
          	1
        

        
          	
            Health | The Atlantic
          
          	3
        

        
          	
            Education | The Atlantic
          
          	1
        

        
          	
            Science | The Atlantic
          
          	2
        

        
          	
            Press Releases | The Atlantic
          
          	1
        

        
          	
            Newsletters | The Atlantic
          
          	10
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
        

      

      The Atlantic

      
        The Long Line of Pessimists About America's Schools
        Idrees Kahloon

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.Was there ever a time when Americans believed that kids were actually being educated well? A look back through The Atlantic's archives shows that bouts of optimism are very occasional. I recently joined this long line of pessimists when reporting on the stunning decline in educational performance among K-12 students in the United States over the past decade. After a te...

      

      
        The Slow Death of the Prestige Thriller
        Sophie Gilbert

        All Her Fault contains two dramas. One--melodramatic, Hitchcockian at its best, Lifetime-hacky at its worst--follows all the most generic beats of the airport thriller, starting when Marissa (played by Succession's Sarah Snook) arrives to pick up her son, Milo, from a playdate at a house where, somehow, no children live and no one has ever heard of him. The other--sensitive, almost documentary-realist about the dynamics of modern parenting--deals with the fallout, as a community struggles to confront...

      

      
        The One Line Americans (Weirdly) Choose to Wait In
        Valerie Trapp

        A recent grocery run in Brooklyn left me properly confused. When I approached the registers, little coconut waters in hand, two options presented themselves: I could get in the self-checkout line, in which dozens of headphone-wearing customers thumbed through their phones. Or I could go through the staffed checkout lane, which had no wait at all. What a bunch of schmucks! I thought. I breezed through the cashier's lane and was soon out the door, while many of my fellow shoppers remained in self-c...

      

      
        James Patterson's Maxims for a Happy Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."When I get to heaven I mean to spend a considerable portion of my first million years in painting," wrote Winston Churchill in 1922. We have no idea how that project is going for the late British statesman, but we do know what he meant: Artistic creativity is a divine pursuit, and one of the great secrets to happiness.I have believed this axiom from earliest childhood, thanks to afternoon hours ...

      

      
        Why Doesn't Trump Pay a Political Price for His Racism?
        Adam Serwer

        During a White House meeting on Tuesday, surrounded by his Cabinet, President Donald Trump referred to Somali immigrants as "garbage" and said, "We don't want them in our country." No one in Trump's Cabinet stood up to this expression of gutter racism, although Vice President J. D. Vance enthusiastically banged on the table. The president's remarks were ostensibly in response to real events--in Minnesota, dozens of members of the Somali diaspora have been implicated in fraud related to social serv...

      

      
        Hot Stars in the Lobster Nebula
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, STScI, A. Pagan, STScIDay 4 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Star Birth in the Lobster Nebula. NASA's James Webb Space Telescope recently imaged a region where the radiation and winds from a group of superhot infant stars are blasting and sculpting dense clouds of surrounding dust. This brilliant star cluster, called Pismis 24, lies about 5,500 light-years away, near the core of the Lobster Nebula.See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed ea...

      

      
        The Chatbot-Delusion Crisis
        Matteo Wong

        Chatbots are marketed as great companions, able to answer any question at any time. They're not just tools, but confidants; they do your homework, write love notes, and, as one recent lawsuit against OpenAI details, might readily answer 1,460 messages from the same manic user in a 48-hour period.Jacob Irwin, a 30-year-old cybersecurity professional who says he has no previous history of psychiatric incidents, is suing the tech company, alleging that ChatGPT sparked a "delusional disorder" that le...

      

      
        Is This the End of Kids on Social Media?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsAustralia is actually doing this. As of December 10, no one under 16 will be allowed to have an account on TikTok, Snapchat, YouTube, Instagram, or basically any other platform an average teen might care about. Other countries have attempted partial restrictions, but Australia's Online Safety Amendment is the first real ban, and it comes with heavy fines for social-media companies that fail to comply. "Social media was a ...

      

      
        The<em> Atlantic</em> 10
        The Atlantic

        Deliberating over the Atlantic 10 list is, in some ways, a test of memory. Does a novel we read in January still thrill us? Does the reportage that impressed us midyear still feel surprising when we turn back to it in the fall? We're asking ourselves, in short, which books have kept our attention, sometimes months after we've first encountered them. This exercise helps ensure that the books we select aren't just gorgeously written, inventive, or clarifying, but that they will also linger in the r...

      

      
        Republicans Are in Trouble, but Democrats Could Blow It
        Marc Novicoff

        In the 2024 presidential election, Donald Trump carried Tennessee's Seventh Congressional District by 22 points. Last night, in a special election to represent the district, the Republican Matt Van Epps won by only nine points, defeating State Representative Aftyn Behn, a Democrat. Trump celebrated the outcome on Truth Social as a "BIG Congressional WIN," but the margin of victory in a deep-red district is ominous for Republicans. Van Epps underperformed Trump by 13 percentage points, a sign that...

      

      
        Cattle Ranchers Are Beefing With Trump
        Will Gottsegen

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Think of the cattle auctioneer's chant as a prayer. To the untrained ear, it's nonsense, a stream of words compressed beyond recognition. If you know what to listen for, phrases emerge from the hum and buzz: Will you go four? Will you give five? The job of the auctioneer is to whip bidders into a frenzy...

      

      
        Why American Health Care Is Still a Mess
        David Frum

        On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the shocking alleged corruption that has informed President Donald Trump's actions toward Ukraine and the scandal of the recently proposed "peace plan" by the United States. He goes on to discuss how the many scandals of the Trump presidency make it hard to focus on just one, as it is quickly replaced in the news cycle by another.Then David is joined by Jonathan Gruber, an economics professor and t...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Ready for Your Close-Up?
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on December 3, 2025.I have much extolled here the value of new knowledge. Let us now hear a counterargument: Some months after Yale gave Mark Twain an honorary degree in 1888, the writer's schedule cleared up enough for him to pull together a speech advising that the good people of the college learn less."I found the astronomer of the university gadding around after comets and other such odds and ends," he wrote. "I told him it was no economy to go on pilin...

      

      
        Why Taylor Swift's Accent Has Changed
        Olga Khazan

        The lore has by now been recounted many a time: In 2004, Scott and Andrea Swift moved from central Pennsylvania to Nashville so that their 14-year-old daughter, Taylor, could pursue a career in country music. They bought a house on a lake, and Taylor started heading to Music Row after school to work with songwriters.As Swift's star rose, something else shifted: her voice. Researchers at the University of Minnesota analyzed recorded interviews with Swift throughout her career and found that after ...

      

      
        The Extraordinary Logic of Netanyahu's Bid for a Pardon
        Gershom Gorenberg

        Presidential pardons are in fashion in the United States, even for people who haven't yet been found guilty of a crime. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is a well-known Americanophile. Now he, too, wants a preconviction pardon, a never-go-to-jail card.On Sunday, his lawyers submitted his request, stressing that freeing Netanyahu from his marathon corruption trial would be purely for the public good.Because Netanyahu faces Israeli, not U.S., charges, he had to seek relief from Israel's pr...

      

      
        Pentagon Report: Hegseth Risked Endangering Troops With Signal Messages
        Sarah Fitzpatrick

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.For nearly nine months, Trump-administration officials have defended top national-security leaders who shared information in a Signal chat about U.S. strikes in Yemen, first reported by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, who was inadvertently included in the group. Officials played down the severity of the breach and insisted that the information wasn't classified.Now the Pentagon's top watchdo...

      

      
        A Galactic Cluster
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Hubble & NASA, M. Postman, P. KellyDay 3 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Galactic Cluster. More than 100 galaxies can be seen in Galaxy Cluster Abell 209, situated about 2.8 billion light-years away. Though they look close to one another, these galaxies are still separated by millions of light-years. Their combined mass manages to warp and magnify some even more-distant galaxies through a process called gravitational lensing. Lensed galaxies here appear stretched or streaky t...

      

      
        Electricity Should Be Free at Noon
        Leah C. Stokes

        Electricity prices are becoming an outsize issue in American politics because they themselves are legitimately outsize. Compared with the cost of consumer goods, which have been rising rapidly over the past few years, electricity prices are climbing even faster, an estimated 13 percent nationwide since 2022. This year, roughly half of households making less than $50,000 struggled to pay their electricity bills. In California, where the rise has been particularly steep, rates have essentially doub...

      

      
        Condemning Millions for One Man's Crime
        George Packer

        Most of us are lucky enough to avoid any direct encounter with the true nature of Donald Trump's presidency. But over time, abstract nouns such as authoritarianism and xenophobia lose their hard edges with too much use. It can take some personal experience to bring home what the Trump administration is doing to human lives and values.The solitary Afghan man who allegedly shot two members of the West Virginia National Guard near the White House last week, killing a 20-year-old woman and critically...

      

      
        Ukraine's Corruption Scandal Is Bad. But Exposing It Is a Win.
        Kristina Berdynskykh

        On the morning of November 28, Ukrainian law enforcement did something it had never before done in its history: It showed up at the apartment of the head of the president's office to investigate him for graft.Commentators around the world have noted the strain that an unfolding scandal has put on the Ukrainian presidency at a time when the United States is pressuring the country to make concessions to Russia. But just as striking is the fact that an investigation into energy-sector kickbacks at t...

      

      
        Winners of the 2025 International Landscape Photographer of the Year
        Alan Taylor

        Julien Delaval / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the YearThe Golden Valley. Top 101. Vallee de la Claree, French Alps.Dennis Hualong Zhang / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the YearSupercell. Winner, Stormy Sky Award. New Mexico.Henrique Murta / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the YearMartian Sculptures. Top 101. Tassili N'Ajjer National Park, Algeria.Jeroen Van Nieuwenhove / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the YearRainbow Tree. ...

      

      
        The Underrated Part of Jane Birkin's Legacy
        Rafaela Bassili

        In the simplest terms, an It Girl is a young woman with good looks and beautiful clothes who becomes a fixture of the public sphere by virtue of being herself. It Girls are not socialites, who agitate for relevance and power. It Girls, known to those in the know, just are. Consider the actor Edie Sedgwick, who, during her association with Andy Warhol and his New York scene, brushed shoulders with some of the biggest stars of the '60s. Sedgwick never became a household name, but her airy, alternat...

      

      
        Does Heritage Support Discrimination Against Women?
        Henry Olsen

        The Heritage Foundation has had a tough month. President Kevin Roberts's decision to vigorously defend Tucker Carlson's platforming of the noted anti-Semite and white nationalist Nick Fuentes has pushed the conservative think tank into a tailspin. One board member, the Princeton professor Robert George, resigned; a number of staff departed; and a task force to combat anti-Semitism severed its ties.Yet Heritage's problems are hardly limited to its handling of Fuentes. The think tank's recent decis...

      

      
        The Operator
        Tim Alberta

        It is a rare thing to see Josh Shapiro sweat. For all the grief the Pennsylvania governor gets for imitating Barack Obama--the staggered cadence, the side-of-the-mouth delivery for effect--their essential shared trait is self-possession. If Pennsylvania's governor has a superpower, it is an unflappability that allows him to stay cool and composed and to communicate precisely what he wants to communicate.Most of the time.I sat down to talk with Shapiro earlier this fall, shortly after he held a toug...

      

      
        The Last Big Case Against Trump Has Been Dropped
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Even today, nearly five years later, listening to Donald Trump's call is shocking."So look. All I want to do is this. I just want to find 11,780 votes," he told Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger and a few aides on January 2, 2021. Trump warned Raffensperger, a fellow Republican, that if he d...
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The Long Line of Pessimists About America's Schools

Panic about illiteracy has long been irresistible to the educated class.

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




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


Was there ever a time when Americans believed that kids were actually being educated well? A look back through The Atlantic's archives shows that bouts of optimism are very occasional. I recently joined this long line of pessimists when reporting on the stunning decline in educational performance among K-12 students in the United States over the past decade. After a temporary period of improvement at the start of the century, students are now plumbing 25- and 30-year lows in reading and mathematics performance, and high-school students recently had their worst average ACT scores since 1990.

Compare this to James L. Mursell's complaint in 1939 that "in the grand struggle to get subject matter off the page and into the head, the schools are suffering a spectacular and most disconcerting defeat." He was dismayed that half of the students who took algebra in Iowa failed a basic mathematics test, that physics students failed basic questions of kinematics, and that the time spent learning high-school chemistry turned out to be "an almost total loss" when those students arrived at college. Mursell was also despondent over the state of English education in America. It wasn't just that students were incapable of writing well, he argued. The problem was that "a great many high-school pupils are not able to discriminate between what is a sentence and what is not."

Things had not improved terribly much 11 years later, per Albert Lynd, whose essay "Quackery in the Public Schools" appeared in the March 1950 issue. Lynd was worried about the attempt to professionalize teaching by outsourcing curriculum development to pedagogical experts sitting in elite universities, the "superprofessionals who determine the kind of education to which your child must submit and for which you must pay taxes." He ridiculed this field as a haven for "pseudo-scholarship for mental lightweights" and found the new curricula established to teach teachers their craft very wanting, often riddled with grammatical errors.

Many of these critiques feel contemporary. The recent war over the use of critical race theory in schools was really about whether teachers were imposing a radical and harmful curriculum designed by out-of-touch, highly educated elites. And the notion that today's college students are much less capable than those of previous generations has been examined again and again by my colleague Rose Horowitch, who noted last year that students at even elite universities are struggling to read complete books and who recently reported that many students at highly selective colleges have such low mathematical ability that they struggle with fractions.

The suspicion that Americans are becoming more illiterate has long been irresistible to the educated class. In the present day, this happens to be objectively true. But across time and cultures, we hear the alarm of declinism: In Horace's Odes on moral decadence, he observes, "Our parents' era, worse than their ancestors, bore us still worse, and soon we will give more wicked offspring." This was written during the reign of Augustus Caesar, the first emperor of Rome--not widely considered a dark age. Perhaps the kids have simply never been all right in the eyes of their elders.

U.S. education has in recent years endured many harmful innovations, some launched with good intentions: the abandonment of phonics education in favor of "whole-language learning" (which has weakened basic literacy), the abolishment of standardized testing for some university admissions (which has contributed to kids at top universities failing remedial math), and the widespread use of laptops and cellphones in the classroom (which has been a distraction for everyone). I may just be geriatric at heart, but it feels like alarmism is warranted this time.
 
 Still, American education plods on. Toward the end of his 1950 polemic, Lynd worries about the effect that stuffing public schools full of pedagogical "hocus pocus" will have on the country. But he eventually finds a silver lining: "You may draw some comfort from the knowledge that the greatness of this nation lies in its infinite capacity for surviving hocus-pocus!" Hopefully this capacity proves as capacious as Lynd believed it to be.
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The Slow Death of the Prestige Thriller

The genre's overreliance on pulpy paperbacks is turning into a problem.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




All Her Fault contains two dramas. One--melodramatic, Hitchcockian at its best, Lifetime-hacky at its worst--follows all the most generic beats of the airport thriller, starting when Marissa (played by Succession's Sarah Snook) arrives to pick up her son, Milo, from a playdate at a house where, somehow, no children live and no one has ever heard of him. The other--sensitive, almost documentary-realist about the dynamics of modern parenting--deals with the fallout, as a community struggles to confront how such a nightmarish failure of safeguarding could have happened. The two modes of the show intersect only briefly, in the show's terrific opening scene, as Snook's eyes begin to dart with mounting panic that she's trying frantically to rationalize in the presence of a stranger. But for the rest of the series they diverge, leaving us stuck inside a mostly hokey story that has flashes of brilliance, or at least of sharp insight into the tensions and fault lines of working motherhood.

I've rarely felt more frustrated with television than I have this year, watching hour after hour of humdrum wealth porn, self-indulgent maximalism, and turgid aimlessness. All Her Fault, initially, seemed to fall into the first category--it's based on a crime novel by the Irish writer Andrea Mara, it's set in an affluent suburb of Chicago (the series was filmed in Australia), and its trailer teases lies, dead bodies, and a minefield of familial conflict. So the first few episodes were a pleasant surprise: Without preamble, Milo is suddenly missing, which throws us headfirst into a charged environment of suspicion and terror. But, around the edges of the story, Megan Gallagher (who created the show and wrote five of its eight episodes) fleshes out other nuances. Marissa's husband, Peter (Jake Lacy), relies on his wife to answer basic questions about their son during a police interview; Jenny (Dakota Fanning), the mother of a boy in Milo's class, has to leave an important work meeting when her husband can't manage bedtime on his own. The second episode flashes back to the weeks after Marissa and Peter bring a newborn Milo home; Marissa frantically Googles sleep routines and swaddling techniques while Peter serenely assures her that he'll do anything she asks him to do to help. (The look she gives him in return is so murderous, it almost burned a hole in my screen.)

Read: Money is ruining television

Pausing the episode to fill in a Google doc with an assigned code word for someone to use if they have to pick up my kids from school without prior authorization, I felt uncannily immersed in the plot--the WhatsApp groups, the ever tenser requests from PTA reps for volunteers (somehow delivered in a sonic register only women can hear), the guilt, the extreme frustration. One of the suspects in Milo's disappearance is, immediately, a nanny, leading the stay-at-home moms to judge the working moms for leaving their kids with strangers; meanwhile, to be a working father in the world's imagination, the show slyly points out, is to glide like a swan away from blame and self-reproach. Still, All Her Fault goes beyond the novel in thoughtful ways by considering the lead investigator on Milo's case, Jim Alcaras (Michael Pena), who does struggle to balance his work with the needs of his nonverbal 13-year-old son, and whose insight into what people would do out of profound love for their children enhances his understanding of the case. Without Alcaras, All her Fault would be yet another televisual excavation of wealthy white pain, but the shared resonances between his character and Marissa help broaden the show's vision.

Snook is fantastic as Marissa, delivering complicated anguish in a series of chunky knits. Fanning's Jenny, trying to secure a new whale of a client for her publishing company while her feckless husband perpetually clocks out of activities with their son, is also compelling to watch, particularly when Jenny and Marissa find ways to bolster each other. Nevertheless, All Her Fault starts floundering midway through and never quite finds its footing again. The problem, it seems clear, is the source material, and the mandates it sets out. The show can color outside the lines of the thriller format, but it can't transcend them altogether--the red herrings have to be carelessly dropped, the mind-boggling twists revealed. Nor does it really lean away from stylistic convention: Whether by directorial choice or by imposition, the most pivotal scenes in the series are accompanied by a score so sonorous and heavy-handed that it evokes a Murder She Wrote rerun, not a glossy mystery for one of the most ambitious actors currently working. None of these choices is outright awful, but they are jarring when juxtaposed with the verisimilitude and emotional realism of the early episodes.

Maybe All Her Fault is a sign of an industry in retrenchment, relying on formulaic adaptations rather than original concepts because they're demonstrably easy and popular. Maybe this is the best we can hope for at the moment--an expanse of blah, studded with a few exceptions. Top-tier television used to entice movie stars with the promise of meaty roles and superlative writing; 2025 television enlists battalions of Oscar winners by waving around a script based on a mid-tier best seller and the prospect of a couple of months on location in Nantucket. I'm grateful for the producers--Reese Witherspoon and Nicole Kidman among them--who've seen untapped potential in books that would allow them to tell textured stories about women's lives. But TV has become overly reliant on adapting lurid, pulpy paperbacks, the resulting shows associated with prestige only because their stories were once printed out. (Netflix is particularly implicated here--consider, if you can bear it, the body-switching infidelity thriller Behind Her Eyes, or anything in its Harlan Coben collection.) Viewers, meanwhile, get artless plots with familiar faces in glamorous locations that offered decent tax incentives. It could be better; it could be worse--but it'll keep you watching, which is apparently all that really counts.
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The One Line Americans (Weirdly) Choose to Wait In

Grocery self-checkout lines are now often longer than the staffed ones.

by Valerie Trapp

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




A recent grocery run in Brooklyn left me properly confused. When I approached the registers, little coconut waters in hand, two options presented themselves: I could get in the self-checkout line, in which dozens of headphone-wearing customers thumbed through their phones. Or I could go through the staffed checkout lane, which had no wait at all. What a bunch of schmucks! I thought. I breezed through the cashier's lane and was soon out the door, while many of my fellow shoppers remained in self-checkout, languishing.

One thing I thought I knew about Americans was that unless we're waiting for something that really hypes us up--a hotly anticipated concert, the chance to buy TikTok's artifact du jour--we don't exactly love queuing. Whole business ventures have emerged to limit people's time spent waiting. Meanwhile, standing in line at a grocery store or the DMV is often characterized as a universally reviled bummer. In a 1984 Time essay, one writer lamented that "waiting is a form of imprisonment," an "interval of nonbeing."

Apparently, though, many grocery stores across the country regularly see longer lines for self-checkout than for cashiers. A friend of mine recently told me that the line for self-checkout at her Manhattan Whole Foods tends to snake around the store; sometimes, employees encourage people to move to the shorter, regular line--yet still only a handful will defect. Posters on Reddit have witnessed this behavior in Albany, Memphis, and Ajax, Canada. Steve Caine, a Chicago-based consultant at Bain & Company who focuses partly on the grocery sector, told me he's noticed it at his Costco too. Over the past few years, according to data from the research group NPS Prism by Bain & Company, self-checkout in general has steadily gained popularity across age groups and in both urban and suburban areas.

This willingness to wait longer for self-checkout hints at how people make plenty of imperfect decisions every day--often without much deliberation. But it could also point to a change in the way that Americans interact with one another: Many of us, it turns out, would rather not interact at all.



Lots of people might, of course, have specific reasons for choosing a long self-checkout line--it could look longer than the regular one but be moving faster, for instance. Some customers have also been known to pilfer groceries away from a cashier's gaze; one 2023 survey found that 15 percent of self-checkout users admitted to having stolen an item. But the psychologists and grocery experts I spoke with suspected that more subtle human behavior might be at play when people choose longer lines: "We're not rational beings all the time," Caine told me. Most shoppers don't approach the registers and ponder the trade-offs of each queue; the choice is likely made on autopilot, psychology researchers told me.

This kind of unconscious decision making plays a significant role in all sorts of day-to-day behavior. Joel Pearson, a neuroscientist and psychologist at the University of New South Wales, in Australia, co-authored a study in which participants chose between two images--red or green stripes--while in an fMRI machine. The researchers found that people's brain activity revealed their choices 11 seconds before they intentionally picked an image. And a study this year found that about 65 percent of people's behavior is chosen through habit, without conscious deliberation. In other words, many of our decisions are already made, on some level, in the lower dregs of the soup of consciousness.

Read: How not to be bored when you have to wait

People are also unlikely to revisit the decisions they make on autopilot, even when they have new information. During errands such as grocery shopping, people may take on what psychologists call an "implementation intention": They have come with a plan (If I go to the store, then I'll grab some Takis and go to self-checkout), are now in execution mode, and don't easily revise their course. "They get there, there are a few extra people, they're thinking about one thing or another," Eldar Shafir, a behavioral-science professor at Princeton University, told me in an email, so "rather than focusing on optimizing time spent, they just stick to it." Even if shoppers do notice a shorter regular checkout line, they may also have a hard time switching lanes because of the sunk-cost fallacy, in which people tend to follow through with decisions that aren't panning out just because they've invested time or money into them.

The popularity of self-checkout, then, could suggest a subliminal shift in some shoppers' priorities--an aversion to waiting might be outweighed these days by a reluctance to engage with other people. Regular checkout, after all, risks the frictions and foibles of human interaction. People online express concern that cashiers could be silently judging their jumbo-toilet-paper purchases, or that they could drop and bruise their fruits while scanning them. Self-checkout gives people a "perception of control," Caine said--the promise that "I am going to be able to control my own destiny." Shoppers might, for instance, want to Tetris their items into bags their own way, or think that they can do it faster than any employee.

Read: The agony and ecstasy of the single-file line

For some people, though, the choice to avoid cashiers is more basic: They dread small talk. I spoke with one customer outside a Brooklyn Whole Foods who'd just chosen a seemingly longer self-checkout line because she wanted to be able to zone out and not talk to anyone--especially after a long workday. On social media, people echo this sentiment, citing social anxiety and introversion as explanations for why they opt for self-checkout. Americans are clearly living in what my colleague Derek Thompson has called the "anti-social century," in which people regularly carve out private experiences in public. In addition to grocery shoppers, think of the gym-goers and bus riders who retreat into personal sound cocoons with the help of headphones. A big reason people used to hate lines, after all, was the boredom, which can now be largely mitigated by the carousel of glittering distractions on their phone.

As annoying as lines can be, they have always pointed to a far more primordial force: our relentless human wanting. They're emblems of our desire, arrows made up of bodies that point right at what we crave. Self-checkout's popularity suggests that what many people may now want at the grocery store--whether consciously or not, and no matter if it means waiting longer--is to be left alone.
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James Patterson's Maxims for a Happy Life

Here's what I learned about creativity and contentment from the celebrated author.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




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

"When I get to heaven I mean to spend a considerable portion of my first million years in painting," wrote Winston Churchill in 1922. We have no idea how that project is going for the late British statesman, but we do know what he meant: Artistic creativity is a divine pursuit, and one of the great secrets to happiness.

I have believed this axiom from earliest childhood, thanks to afternoon hours blissfully spent painting with my mother (who was an artist). The belief persisted into later years, when I was playing music professionally through my 20s. And it remains true for me today, writing books and this column.

As a social scientist, I also have the evidence that creative pursuits are one of the best ways to boost well-being. Experiments find, for example, that expressive writing can raise life satisfaction, and painting may lower symptoms of depression and anxiety. Nearly half of Americans say that they use creativity to relieve stress. Given the solid research linking creativity and happiness, it stands to reason that advice for becoming more creative might function well as general guidance for well-being. After all, your life is itself a creative work in progress; treating it as such should make you happier.

To test out this idea, I asked an exceptionally creative person: the writer James Patterson, whom I recently interviewed for my weekly podcast. As prolific as he is popular, Patterson has, over the decades, published more than 200 books, which have sold in excess of 425 million copies; he also holds the Guinness World Record for most No. 1 New York Times best sellers (67). I wanted to ask what lessons in creativity he could offer, and how to sustain that literary drive year after year. And I wondered about the life lessons his artistic methods have taught him as well.

I reached Patterson at his home office in Florida, where he spends his time when he's not in New York. He started out by very affably dismissing my entire project. "I never have advice for people," he told me, but then went on: "I'm just going to tell you what I do, and you might find some of it useful." Exactly what I wanted--which, of course, he knew.

I began by asking him about his early experiences as a professional writer--specifically, a murder mystery he wrote in 1976, at the age of 29. A smash hit, right? Wrong: The Thomas Berryman Number was rejected by 31 publishers. That's a lot of rejection letters--but at least "some of them were pleasant," he said. After finally finding a small publisher that accepted the book, it went on to win the prestigious Edgar Award for best first mystery in 1977, and it's still selling today.

What did Patterson learn from this? If you are rejected, he told me, it doesn't mean that you or your work are terrible.

Still, rejection is an inevitable part of the creative life, and it generally does not involve the subsequent vindication of a prestigious award. I asked him how to stay motivated and keep writing when the successes seem few and far between. His answer was, and still is, to focus on the books themselves, not on their reception--"to make them as good as I can," he said, rather than worrying about whether they're going to succeed.

Patterson had more to say about the process of writing. When he mentioned that Tom Wolfe was known for producing great first drafts, I asked what his own first drafts were like. "I think mostly crap," he replied. But he did not mean this as modesty or self-denigration; he was making the point that a scrappy initial effort is the norm, and that for almost every creative writer, quality and success depend not on writing, but on rewriting.

Writing and rewriting more than 200 books takes some serious grit, and no small amount of inspiration. I wondered how Patterson endlessly comes up with ideas for compelling stories. "I'll see some little scene in a movie," he told me, or "somebody in the street. It's just little things." The key lies not in epic adventures or outlandish yarns, but in simply taking extraordinary interest in ordinary things.

I sensed that this wisdom of the ordinary might have been gained with age and experience, so I wondered what else had changed over five decades of work (a favorite topic of mine). Without hesitation, he said that his focus and concentration have suffered--but, now in his 70s, he feels that he has become stronger at character development and stylistic quality, as well as at collaboration with others. This is consistent with a distinction, made by psychologists, between two types of intelligence: fluid and crystallized. The former is highest in early adulthood; the latter takes precedence in later years.

I wondered whether this shift had left Patterson with any feeling of things undone. "I don't look back too much," he told me. "I'm not a big regrets person." If he notices something in his earlier work that he could have done better, he tries "not to ruin the day with it." He has a phrase to sum up this philosophy: "It's biscuits." Meaning? The biscuits are made. Butter 'em, eat 'em, and move on.

I hope the whole interview is worth listening to, but the points I've highlighted here imply not just a philosophy of creative writing, but a way of living happily: what I'll call Patterson's Maxims for a Happy Life.

1. Be confident, but be humble.
 If you are rejected, it doesn't mean you or your work are terrible. On the flip side, if you are celebrated, it doesn't mean you and your work are wonderful. To accept this is to benefit from what psychologists have called "quiet ego," which I've written about in the past. The research is clear that the quiet ego's combination of traits predicts resilience and well-being, because confidence allows a person to act without too much fear, while humility keeps them from becoming unbearable when things go well.

2. Pay attention to process rather than outcomes.
 We all have life goals, things we'd like to achieve, but we all experience some outcomes we want and others we do not. To live in equanimity, however, is to focus most of the time on doing things well in the present. So if, say, you want your kids to turn out well, the best parenting strategy is to turn your attention to what you should do right now with your child that will be conducive to that outcome.

3. Excellence is less about talent and inspiration, more about hard work and persistence. 
 What sets successful people apart is generally not just natural talent but what the psychologist Angela Duckworth calls "grit," the quality of character that combines desire and perseverance. And anyone can acquire more grit, enhancing their likelihood of success, by focusing on six factors that Patterson clearly practices in his writing: hope, effort, precision, passion, ritual, and prioritization.

4. To find the most meaning, look for a life more ordinary.
 To feel significance, you might think that you should frequently seek novel experiences outside your usual routine. But scholars find that everyday habits give people a sense of meaning as well. This is especially true as we get older: Researchers have shown that as people age, they are more likely to associate life's regular experiences--a simple dinner with friends, a walk in the park or on the beach--with happiness.

5. Focus on what's getting better, rather than fretting over what's getting worse.
 Early in life, you will probably have strong focus and innovative ability. As these wane, you will find new capacities in, say, vocabulary and general knowledge. Knowing the difference--and playing to your strengths at different times of life--leads to a happier existence.

6. It's biscuits.
 Being cognizant of past missteps is certainly wise, to help you learn and grow as a person. But ruminating on the past, especially on an episode you perceive as an error or a cause for grievance, is strongly associated with negative emotions. Sound evidence backs the idea that learning to live more mindfully in the present can help you feel more biscuits about your past--and, as Patterson says, "move on" more happily.

Reflecting on the conversation, I had one lingering question: How normal is Patterson? As writers and artists go, I mean. He is a remarkably upbeat person--in an occupation known for a high incidence of depression, anxiety, and other psychiatric disorders. Many celebrated creative people have testified to the agonies of life in the arts. George Orwell said that "writing a book is a horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout of some painful illness." But how does Patterson find the work of writing? "I love it. I love it. I love it. love it."

This brought me back to my original thesis--about the association that researchers have found between creative pursuits and happiness. For a very famous writer, Patterson may be quite abnormal in his contentment. But the fact that the creative work of writing makes him so happy could mean that he's an inspiringly normal example for the rest of us.
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Trump's 'Garbage' Outburst

Immigration isn't breaking our society. That's a job Americans can do on their own.

by Adam Serwer

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




During a White House meeting on Tuesday, surrounded by his Cabinet, President Donald Trump referred to Somali immigrants as "garbage" and said, "We don't want them in our country." No one in Trump's Cabinet stood up to this expression of gutter racism, although Vice President J. D. Vance enthusiastically banged on the table. The president's remarks were ostensibly in response to real events--in Minnesota, dozens of members of the Somali diaspora have been implicated in fraud related to social services--but the community does not bear responsibility for the actions of those individuals.

Similarly, white Americans as a whole are not responsible for Trump largely dismantling the federal government's capacity to fight white-collar crime and corruption, his doling out of pardons for people who donate money or commit crimes on his behalf, or his scandalous profiteering. I don't believe that there is something inherent in white culture that causes Trump to act this way; he is simply a particularly reprehensible human being.

The next day, at an Oval Office event, Trump again disparaged Somalis, claiming that Somali immigrants have "destroyed our country" and that the Somali American congresswoman Ilhan Omar "should be thrown the hell out of our country." None of the people around him had the courage to ask whom "our" referred to. Given the president's plunging approval ratings, one wonders whether these slurs are yet another attempt to shore up his support through appeals to racism.

Watching Trump's repeated attacks on Somalians--the latest group of Black immigrants to be targeted by the president--I can't avoid the conclusion that the government of the United States of America is in the hands of people who believe that they can apply a genetic hierarchy to humanity, and that American laws and customs should recognize and serve that hierarchy.

This commitment is most visible in the Constitution-shredding program of mass deportation being carried out across the country by federal agents, who, in order to meet their quotas, are arresting and deporting immigrants who have been following the rules and showing up for their court dates, rather than those committing crimes. Gregory Bovino, a top Border Patrol commander, told a reporter outright that agents were arresting people based in part on "how they look." This is racial profiling--a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment's guarantee of equal protection--and yet it has been condoned by the right-wing majority on the Supreme Court. In September, an emergency-docket decision effectively legalized racial profiling by lifting an order preventing it. Although "apparent ethnicity alone" isn't enough to detain someone, it can be "a "relevant factor," Justice Brett Kavanaugh wrote in a lone concurring opinion, calling that only "common sense."

After the horrendous shooting of two members of the National Guard by an Afghan immigrant last week, Trump declared on Thanksgiving Day his intention to halt immigration from "Third World" countries, a neuron-thin euphemism for nonwhite immigrants. His remarks about Somalis being "garbage" are consistent with his referring to African nations and Haiti as "shithole" countries in his first term. Trump also announced an intention to strip U.S. citizenship from "migrants who undermine domestic tranquility," and to "deport any Foreign National who is a public charge, security risk, or non-compatible with Western Civilization"--arbitrary, subjective criteria that could serve as pretext for denaturalizing anyone for any reason.

The Trump adviser Stephen Miller, a fervent supporter of the racist and anti-Semitic immigration restrictions of the 1920s, declared on X that "migrants and their descendants recreate the conditions, and terrors, of their broken homelands." Miller's contention that one's supposed inferiority to and incompatibility with Americans are inherited and unalterable is consistent with Trump's past remarks about how immigrants with "bad genes" are "poisoning the blood" of the nation.

The logic of this racism is relatively simple--the individual bears the guilt of the whole, and the whole bears the imprint of some alleged crime that deserves collective punishment. Blaming the egregious behavior of men such as Trump and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth on their German or Norwegian backgrounds would sound comical to the same people who treat the president vomiting out similar generalizations about Somalis as sound observation.

That a crime by an Afghan former CIA recruit or Somali fraudsters can be laid at the feet of all "Third World" immigrants shows how arbitrarily such lines are drawn. What matters is not what individuals do, but who they are, and whether or not they fit Trump and Miller's narrow, racially defined view of who Americans can be. Whatever individualism used to mean to American conservatives, their movement is now led by adherents of the most foul collectivism humanity has ever known.

Among the original English settlers, of course, were not only religious refugees and indentured servants but criminals Britain did not want. Many German immigrants to the United States came after the failed liberal revolutions of 1848. Irish immigration was spurred by famine and British imperialism; Italian immigration was driven by the bloody post-unification chaos and, especially in the south and Sicily, by lawlessness, brigandage, and Piedmontese repression. Let us not forget the Eastern Europeans, among them Jewish families--including Miller's own--who fled the autocratic regimes and ethnic violence of their homelands.

Most Americans of European descent are the children of such "broken" societies, by one standard or another, and America would not have become wealthy and powerful without them. No reason beyond bigotry exists to apply different standards to immigrants because they came from Nigeria or Mexico instead of Ireland.

There is a difference between inheritance and action. I cannot help who my ancestors are, but I can make my own choices. That so many Americans chose to place in power a man who holds people in contempt on the basis of race, religion, and national origin; that so much of the mainstream media conveys this bigotry through tired, obfuscating euphemisms; that there is so low a political price for the president's racism that he and those around him see little risk in its expression--well, that does say something about America, and Americans. Immigration isn't breaking our society. That's a job Americans can do on their own.
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Hot Stars in the Lobster Nebula

Day 4 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




Day 4 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Star Birth in the Lobster Nebula. NASA's James Webb Space Telescope recently imaged a region where the radiation and winds from a group of superhot infant stars are blasting and sculpting dense clouds of surrounding dust. This brilliant star cluster, called Pismis 24, lies about 5,500 light-years away, near the core of the Lobster Nebula.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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'AI Psychosis' Is a Medical Mystery

Researchers are scrambling to figure out why chatbots appear to lead some people to delusional thinking.

by Matteo Wong

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




Chatbots are marketed as great companions, able to answer any question at any time. They're not just tools, but confidants; they do your homework, write love notes, and, as one recent lawsuit against OpenAI details, might readily answer 1,460 messages from the same manic user in a 48-hour period.



Jacob Irwin, a 30-year-old cybersecurity professional who says he has no previous history of psychiatric incidents, is suing the tech company, alleging that ChatGPT sparked a "delusional disorder" that led to his extended hospitalization. Irwin had allegedly used ChatGPT for years at work before his relationship with the technology suddenly changed this spring. The product started to praise even his most outlandish ideas, and Irwin divulged more and more of his feelings to it, eventually calling the bot his "AI brother." Around this time, these conversations led him to become convinced that he had discovered a theory about faster-than-light travel, and he began communicating with ChatGPT so intensely that for two days, when averaged out, he sent a new message every other minute.



OpenAI has been sued several times over the past month, each case claiming that the company's flagship product is faulty and dangerous--that it is designed to hold long conversations and reinforce users' beliefs, no matter how misguided. The delusions linked to extended conversations with chatbots are now commonly referred to as "AI psychosis." Several suits allege that ChatGPT contributed to a user committing suicide or advised them on how to do so. A spokesperson for OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic, pointed me to a recent blog post in which the firm says it has worked with more than 100 mental-health experts to make ChatGPT "better recognize and support people in moments of distress." The spokesperson did not comment on the new lawsuits, but OpenAI has said that it is "reviewing" them to "carefully understand the details."



Whether the company is found liable, there is no debate that large numbers of people are having long, vulnerable conversations with generative-AI models--and that these bots, in many cases, repeat back and amplify users' darkest confidences. In that same blog post, OpenAI estimates that 0.07 percent of users in a given week indicate signs of psychosis or mania, and 0.15 percent may have contemplated suicide--which would amount to 560,000 and 1.2 million people, respectively, if the firm's self-reported figure of 800 million weekly active users is true. Then again, more than five times that proportion of adults in the United States--0.8 percent of them--contemplated suicide last year, according to the National Institute of Mental Health.



Guarding against an epidemic of AI psychosis requires answering some very thorny questions: Are chatbots leading otherwise healthy people to think delusionally, exacerbating existing mental-health problems, or having little direct effect on users' psychological distress at all? And in any of these cases, why and how?



To start, a baseline corrective: Karthik Sarma, a psychiatrist at UC San Francisco, told me that he does not like the term AI psychosis, because there simply isn't enough evidence to support the argument for causation. Something like AI-associated psychosis might be more accurate.



In a general sense, three things could be happening during incidents of AI-associated psychosis, psychiatrists told me. First, perhaps generative-AI models are inherently dangerous, and they are triggering mania and delusions in otherwise-healthy people. Second, maybe people who are experiencing AI-related delusions would have become ill anyway. A condition such as schizophrenia, for instance, occurs in a portion of the population, some of whom may project their delusions onto a chatbot, just as others have previously done with television. Chatbot use may then be a symptom, Sarma said, akin to how one of his patients with bipolar disorder showers more frequently when entering a manic episode--the showers warn of but do not cause mania. The third possibility is that extended conversations with chatbots are exacerbating the illness in those who are already experiencing or are on the brink of a mental-health disorder.



At the very least, Adrian Preda, a psychiatrist at UC Irvine who specializes in psychosis, told me that "the interactions with chatbots seem to be making everything worse" for his patients who are already at risk. Psychiatrists, AI researchers, and journalists frequently receive emails from people who believe that their chatbot is sentient, and from family members who are concerned about a loved one saying as much; my colleagues and I have received such messages ourselves. Preda said he believes that standard clinical evaluations should inquire into a patient's chatbot usage, similar to asking about their alcohol consumption.



Even then, it's not as simple as preventing certain people from using chatbots, in the way that an alcoholic might take steps to avoid liquor or a video-game addict might get rid of their console. AI products "are not clinicians, but some people do find therapeutic benefit" in talking with them, John Torous, the director of the digital-psychiatry division at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, told me. At the same time, he said it's "very hard to say what those therapeutic benefits are." In theory, a therapy bot could offer users an outlet for reflection and provide some useful advice.



Researchers are largely in the dark when it comes to exploring the interplay of chatbots and mental health--the possible benefits and pitfalls--because they do not have access to high-quality data. Major AI firms do not readily offer outsiders direct visibility into how their users interact with their chatbots: Obtaining chat logs would raise a tangle of privacy concerns. And even with such data, the view would remain two-dimensional. Only a clinical examination can fully capture a person's mental-health history and social context. For instance, extended AI dialogues could induce psychotic episodes by causing sleep loss or social isolation, independent of the type of conversation a user is having, Preda told me. Obsessively talking with a bot about fantasy football could lead to delusions, just the same as could talking with a bot about impossible schematics for a time machine. All told, the AI boom might be one of the largest, highest-stakes, and most poorly designed social experiments ever.



In an attempt to unwind some of these problems, researchers at MIT recently put out a study, which is not yet peer-reviewed, that attempts to systematically map how AI-induced mental-health breakdowns might unfold in people. They did not have privileged access to data from OpenAI or any other tech companies. So they ran an experiment. "What we can do is to simulate some of these cases," Pat Pataranutaporn, who studies human-AI interactions at MIT and is a co-author of the study, told me. The researchers used a large language model for a bit of roleplay.



In essence, they had chatbots pretend to be people, simulating how users with, say, depression or suicidal ideation might communicate with an AI model based on real-world cases: chatbots talking with chatbots. Pataranutaporn is aware that this sounds absurd, but he framed the research as a sort of first step, absent better data and high-quality human studies.



Based on 18 publicly reported cases of a person's conversations with a chatbot worsening their symptoms of psychosis, depression, anorexia, or three other conditions, Pataranutaporn and his team simulated more than 2,000 scenarios. A co-author with a background in psychology, Constanze Albrecht, manually reviewed a random sample of the resulting conversations for plausibility. Then all of the simulated conversations were analyzed by still another specialized AI model to "generate a taxonomy of harm that can be caused by LLMs," Chayapatr Archiwaranguprok, an AI researcher at MIT and a co-author of the study, told me--in other words, a sort of map of the types of scenarios and conversations in which chatbots are more likely to improve or worsen a user's mental health.



The results are troubling. The best-performing model, GPT-5, worsened suicidal ideation in 7.5 percent of the simulated conversations and worsened psychosis 11.9 percent of the time; for comparison, an open-source model that is used for role-playing exacerbated suicidal ideation nearly 60 percent of the time. (OpenAI did not answer a question about the MIT study's findings.)



There are plenty of reasons to be cautious about the research. The MIT team didn't have access to full chat transcripts, let alone clinical evaluations, for many of its real-world examples, and the ability of an LLM--the very thing that may be inducing psychosis--to evaluate simulated chat transcripts is unknown. But overall, "the findings are sensible," Preda, who was not involved with the research, said.



A small but growing number of studies have attempted to simulate human-AI conversations, with either human- or chatbot-written scenarios. Nick Haber, a computer scientist and education researcher at Stanford who also was not involved in the study, told me that such research could "give us some tool to try to anticipate" the mental-health risks from AI products before they're released. This MIT paper in particular, Haber noted, is valuable because it simulates long conversations instead of single responses. And such extended interactions appear to be precisely the situations in which a chatbot's guardrails fall apart and human users are at greatest risk.



There will never be a study or an expert that can conclusively answer every question about AI-associated psychosis. Each human mind is unique. As far as the MIT research is concerned, no bot does or should be expected to resemble the human brain, let alone the mind that the organ gives rise to.



Some recent studies have shown that LLMs fail to simulate the breadth of human responses in various experiments. Perhaps more troubling, chatbots appear to harbor biases against various mental-health conditions--expressing negative attitudes toward people with schizophrenia or alcoholism, for instance--making still more dubious the goal of simulating a conversation with a 15-year-old struggling with his parents' divorce or that of a septuagenarian widow who has become attached to her AI companion, to name two examples from the MIT paper. Torous, the psychiatrist at BIDMC, was skeptical of the simulations and likened the MIT experiments to "hypothesis generating research" that will require future, ideally clinical, investigations. To have chatbots simulate humans' talking with other chatbots "is a little bit like a hall of mirrors," Preda said.



Indeed, the AI boom has turned reality into a sort of fun house. The global economy, education, electrical grids, political discourse, the social web, and more are being changed, perhaps irreversibly, by chatbots that in a less aggressive paradigm might just be emerging from beta testing. Right now, the AI industry is learning about its products' risk from "contact with reality," as OpenAI CEO Sam Altman has repeatedly put it. But no professional, ethics-abiding researcher would intentionally put humans at risk in a study.



What comes next? The MIT team told me that they will start collecting more real-world examples and collaborating with more experts to improve and expand their simulations. And several psychiatrists I spoke with are beginning to imagine research that involves humans. For example, Sarma, of UC San Francisco, is discussing with colleagues whether a universal screening for chatbot dependency should be implemented at their clinic--which could then yield insights into, for instance, whether people with psychotic or bipolar disorder use chatbots more than others, or whether there's a link between instances of hospitalization and people's chatbot usage. Preda, who studies psychosis, laid out a path from simulation to human clinical trials. Psychiatrists would not intentionally subject anybody to a tool that increases their risk for developing psychosis, but rather use simulated human-AI interactions to test design changes that might improve people's psychological well-being, then go about testing those like they would a drug.



Doing all of this carefully and systematically would take time, which is perhaps the greatest obstacle: AI companies have tremendous economic incentive to develop and deploy new models as rapidly as possible; they will not wait for a peer-reviewed, randomized controlled trial before releasing every new product. Until more human data trickle in, a hall of mirrors beats a void.
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Is This the End of Kids on Social Media?

Australia is about to ban young teens from most platforms. The rest of the world is watching.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




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

Australia is actually doing this. As of December 10, no one under 16 will be allowed to have an account on TikTok, Snapchat, YouTube, Instagram, or basically any other platform an average teen might care about. Other countries have attempted partial restrictions, but Australia's Online Safety Amendment is the first real ban, and it comes with heavy fines for social-media companies that fail to comply. "Social media was a big social experiment," says Julie Inman Grant, Australia's eSafety commissioner, who is in charge of enforcing the law. "In some ways, this is an antidote social experiment."

The inspiration came from Annabel West, who is married to Peter Malinauskas, South Australia's premier (roughly the equivalent of a governor). Last year, she read The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness, a best seller by Jonathan Haidt, arguing that among teens, a spike in anxiety, depression, self-harm, and eating disorders coincided with the wide distribution of cellphones. Australia has a history of sudden, sweeping social reforms. In 1996, shortly after the Port Arthur massacre, in Tasmania, the country introduced dramatic restrictions on firearms. Malinauskas drafted the social-media legislation for South Australia, and within a year, the Online Safety Amendment passed as national law.

The law somewhat vaguely requires social-media companies to take "reasonable steps" to stop kids under 16 from having or creating accounts on their platforms. The social-media companies initially responded predictably, Inman Grant told us, saying they couldn't possibly comply and that they had no idea who was actually under 16. But Inman Grant, an American who worked for 20 years in Big Tech, rolls her eyes at most of their excuses and is determined to push them to do better.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Inman Grant about how the law will work and how she will enforce it. We hear from Australian teens who will lose their accounts just around the start of the country's summer break, with its potential for maximum boredom. We also talk with Jo Orlando, an Australian researcher who studies young people and technology and who doesn't think the ban is the answer.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: At this time next week, teenagers in Australia will be living in a new reality.

Katherine: I don't even know what I'm gonna do. I don't even know what the point of me having a phone is anymore then.


Rosin: Starting on December 10, which is just around the start of Australian summer break, a new law called the Online Safety Amendment takes effect. And when it does, no one under the age of 16 will be legally permitted to have an account on any of the most popular social-media platforms.

That includes Facebook, Instagram, Kik, Reddit, Snapchat, Threads, TikTok, Twitch, X, and YouTube, so nearly all of them. Companies that violate the law will be fined in the tens of millions.

This is not one of those vague "protect the kids" laws that everyone can pretty much ignore. Officials in Australia have been negotiating with social-media companies for the better part of a year, hearing out their excuses and pushing right through them.

Australia is serious, and young Australians are just realizing what's about to hit them.

Katherine: My name's Katherine. I'm 15. I'm in year nine.


Rosin: Katherine--we're using her first name because she's a minor--made her first social-media account when she was 10 or 11. Snapchat is her favorite.

Katherine: I wake up; I message my friends, ask what they're doing today, making plans and stuff like that. Just keeping in contact with them.


Rosin: And like a lot of Australian teens, Katherine is dreading this change.

Katherine: I don't really care about the videos and stuff; I just wanna be able to communicate with my friends. And without that, I feel like I can't, because I don't really have anyone's numbers, because it's inconvenient. You know what I mean? I just feel like I'll lose all my friendships.


Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. The Online Safety Amendment is a pretty radical experiment. It is largely crafted and championed by adults, and its effects will be felt most acutely by kids.

And it is truly an experiment. Even the person charged with executing it says that it all moved pretty quickly. They're not sure that 16 is the right age. They're still nailing down some enforcement mechanisms.

But given the research from all around the world about kids, social media, and depression, it was probably inevitable that some country would be brave enough to try this.

The inspiration for the policy came from the wife of Peter Malinauskas, who's South Australia's premier, which is like a governor. His wife had just finished reading The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness, which is a best seller by Jonathan Haidt--who, by the way, is an Atlantic contributing writer.

Peter Malinauskas (from ABC Adelaide): I'll never forget it. She put the book down and said to me, You better bloody do something about this. And then we got to work.


Rosin: The work started with local legislation to enforce age restrictions on social media just in South Australia. And then the idea spread to other states and, eventually, the Australian Parliament.

Then-Communications Minister Michelle Rowland: I introduce the Online Safety Amendment (Social Media Minimum Age) Bill 2024.
 Prime Minister Anthony Albanese (From ABC News Australia): Today, this morning, the minister and I have an important announcement, and this one's for the mums and dads. Social media is doing harm to our kids, and I'm calling time on it.


Rosin: That last voice was Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese. The law had passed with robust bipartisan support.

But passing the law was just step one.

[Music]

Rosin: In 2023, the senate in France passed a similar law. It banned teens under 15 from using social media without a parent's consent.

But the French law has yet to be enforced. It ran into political, legal, and technical issues. A headline at the time referred to it as "the most profound social media ban that never happened."

The really tricky thing here with these bans seems to be how to actually enforce age verification. A lot of governments get tripped up on that step.

But in Australia, they've found a truly dogged bureaucrat, someone who just isn't moved by the many excuses that the social-media companies make.

Julie Inman Grant: This is part of the Big Tech playbook, where you had them saying, Oh, it's too hard. Thirteen to 15 is a novel age. We can never do that. We don't actually know. Oh, we don't have any underaged users on our accounts.


Rosin: That is Julie Inman Grant, Australia's e-safety commissioner. And, yes, that's an American accent. Inman Grant was hired partly because, for about two decades, she worked in various Big Tech companies--Microsoft, Twitter, Adobe--and, much of that time, she was working on safety policy.

When the Online Safety Amendment was signed into law last year, it required social media companies to take "reasonable steps" to stop kids under 16 from having or creating accounts on their platforms. Companies found to be slacking on enforcement can be fined up to nearly 50 million Australian dollars, or about 32 million U.S. dollars.

Simple enough on paper. But it's Inman Grant's job as the e-safety commissioner to actually figure out what counts as "reasonable steps" and then how to hold the companies accountable.

Inman Grant: Companies know who you are, they know how old you are, and that's why they are so good at targeting advertising to you. They also know when a child is underage. They use what we call "self-declaration" or "age-gating," where they'll just ask a child their age, and of course, they lie to get on the platform. So what we've said, in the first instance, to the social-media platforms is, Self-declaration, age-gating is not enough. You need to use a layered safety approach.
 So some companies already use AI-based technologies to be able to assess whether their users are underage. So they might look at things like 13-year-olds speak to other 13-year-olds. They might use natural language processing to look at the emojis, the grammar, the acronyms. The way they speak tells them a lot about how old a child is. If a child logs in before or after school, they're likely school aged.
 So all of these signals are being picked up by tools that the companies have developed and been using for over a decade.


Rosin: I asked Inman Grant to describe for me what the morning of December 10 might look like for kids under 16. Let's imagine a 15-year-old goes to open Snapchat on her phone. What would she see?

Inman Grant: It will depend on the platform and how accurate their age-assurance technologies are. But I should just walk you through because it did take a lot of mental gymnastics; this has never been done before. So--


Rosin: Okay, let's simplify the gymnastics.

Starting in late November, tons of kids under 16 across Australia started getting notifications from some of their favorite social-media apps telling them that their account will either be deleted or suspended next week.

Some people who might fall in a gray zone--like, it's not obvious if they're over 16 based on their search histories or other data--will be required to verify their age on December 10, whether that's with a government ID or something like an AI-powered face scan.

Inman Grant: So what we're asking the companies to do on December 10 is to deactivate or remove as many under-16 accounts as they can identify.
 We've also put the burden on them. Of course, we know that children are going to try and use VPNs and get around things, but the burden's on the platforms to prevent circumvention.


Rosin: What she's talking about here is kids circumventing the law by using a virtual private network, or VPN, to make the platforms think they're accessing them from a country other than Australia. Several kids we heard from mentioned that they or their friends planned to use a VPN.

But Inman Grant is not daunted by this plan. She says tech companies should be able to catch kids using VPNs too.

Inman Grant: Netflix does it very effectively, and we see other companies doing that as well, so they know how to do this.
 We're also asking them to prevent what we call age-based circumvention. So generative AI could be used to try and spoof an age-assurance system, as could just wearing a mask or using graphics from a game.
 So we've put in a lot of technical detail about how we expect young people will circumvent, and again, the burden's on the platforms to prevent that from happening.


Rosin: And if a kid still manages to slip past all of these barriers, she's asked them to develop back channels for adult informants.

Inman Grant: So we've also asked them to develop a user reporting form so that parents or educators can report that there's an under-16 on their platform that has been missed.
 We've also asked them--because some may take a more overzealous approach, where they overblock--and so we've said, You need to have an appeals process for those who you may have inadvertently blocked that are 16 and should legitimately be on there.


Rosin: Inman Grant has been negotiating with the social-media companies for the better part of the year, and for now, she's left it up to them to decide how they wanna go about deplatforming all the under-16s.

On December 10, though, her powers kick in, and she plans to start asking a lot of questions--very specific questions, like, Hey, you've already told us that there are 400,000 under-16s on your platform, so how many of those accounts have you deactivated? How many have you seen migrate to new fake accounts? How many have you seen start to use VPNs?

Inman Grant: I think it'll be pretty evident in the first couple weeks who is doing this well, who is not doing this well, and who's not doing it at all. I won't give up all the tools of the trade, but we will be watching and looking at compliance.


Rosin: And for those who are not doing it well, she will start imposing fines, although she didn't tell us exactly when those fines would kick in. Remember, this is an experiment; no one has tried it before.

Inman Grant: So on December 10, what we should see is not that every social-media account is going to magically disappear; we know that it will be imperfect. What we're really hoping for is that there will be a significant normative change for parents so that being on social media all the time is not a battle. And I think, for young people, just to free them up to read more books, to engage face-to-face with their friends, to enjoy Australia's beautiful beaches, to get out on the footie field.
 And it's worth noting--this was a very quickly deliberated bill. So there wasn't really an evidence base about why 16 was chosen.


[Music]

Inman Grant: So we'll be looking at: Was that the right age, and how does this affect 13-, 14-, 15-year-olds? Are they actually sleeping more? Are they interacting face-to-face more? Are kids doing better in school?
 So it's going to be a very broad-ranging longitudinal study to look at: What are the benefits, what are the impacts, and what are some of the unintended consequences?
 And I think that's the right thing to do. We've got governments all over the world that are watching.


Rosin: Denmark, Norway, New Zealand, and Malaysia have said they're interested in some form of a ban.

Inman Grant: To be able to develop an evidence base and to look at the implications and then to improve and hone legislation and the regulation over time, I think, is really necessary. Social media was a big social experiment. In some ways, this is an antidote social experiment.


Rosin: By the way, some lawmakers in the U.S. have become aware of Inman Grant. Recently, Jim Jordan, the chair of the House Judiciary Committee, sent her a letter calling her a "zealot" for leaning on X to take down certain violent content and asking her to testify in Congress.

Reining in tech is a touchy subject--for lots of different people.

After the break--

Rachel: I've seen people in my TikTok say, Australia's not letting kids live their life. I'm like, You guys are being so dramatic about this.


[Break]

Rachel: I'm Rachel. I'm 13, and I'm in grade seven.
 Snapchat was my first social-media account. I got it when I was--like, a month after I turned 11. And then I got TikTok and Instagram when I was 12.
 Harrison: My name's Harrison. I'm 13 years old, and I'm in year seven.
 I met new people on Snapchat that they added me, and I knew they're at my school, and I never talked to them before, and then I've gotten close to them, and I talk to them.
 Annie: I am Annie. I'm in year nine, and I'm 14 years old.
 Being able to plan things online is easier. Like, when you're making a party or something, and you've got a group chat, I feel like that's a good thing. It's more convenient.
 Rachel: Sometimes I'll literally search out Sunday resets, and then I'll watch the restocking videos. And then sometimes I'll just watch funny videos. It honestly just depends on the day. I just watch videos.
 Cheyenne: I'm Cheyenne, and I'm 15.
 Everything on social media can be fake. Sometimes there are really good people, and they post really good content, and what they post is good. And then sometimes people, what they post, is just kind of fake.


Rosin: Kids have a lot to say about how they spend their time online. But asking them to imagine life without social media is like asking about life without cutlery. You don't think about it too much until it's gone. It's a means to an end. And the idea of not being able to access it at all is just strange.

Annie: I feel like it'd be sort of distressing, almost, not being able to have that type of easy way of talking to people, especially 'cause I'm moving schools, so it's, like, all my school friends, I'm gonna have to stay in contact with them. It will be a lot harder. I'd be lost, almost. I wouldn't know what to do.
 Harrison: It's gonna be sad, but it's also gonna be good for it to happen 'cause I won't be as addicted, and yeah.
 Rachel: I feel like I would feel more productive because I'm not staring at a screen for two hours, so I will go out and hang out with my friends and do all that instead of going on my phone for hours.
 Annie: I'm gonna be quite bored. (Laughs.) If I'm just at home and have nothing to do, usually, I just go on my phone, and I can't do that.
 Harrison: It's gonna impact my daily life by making me go outside more and do things more productive. I just think it'll be better for me and my eyes, actually, 'cause the blue light and the stuff and just staring at things.
 I just reckon it's pretty good.
 Cheyenne: It's gonna be annoying because that two-month holiday that we have for summer, I'm not gonna be able to use social media, connect with people. I think that will be quite annoying 'cause I'm gonna struggle to find entertainment 'cause I'm gonna be at home all day.
 At least I can message people and call people still, but it's gonna be very different.


Rosin: One thing that became clear to me as I heard from Australian teens, talked to my own teenage kids, read about this policy, talked to experts is that I, and many other adults who weren't born into the phone age, we don't really have the right words or metaphors for the role that social media plays in young people's lives.

Like, Snapchat isn't just a disappearing-photo app. It's how many young people meet up, connect, make plans. It's the staging ground for their social lives.

TikTok is an endless fire hose of algorithmically curated videos--and it's also a way to explore your identity.

Jo Orlando: The reality is, if you're talking to young people, a lot of them will admit to spending too much time on their phone or on a screen. Another reality is that social media is not just something that they watch and flick and scroll through.


Rosin: That is Dr. Jo Orlando.

Orlando: It's something that is kind of completely threaded through this generation of adolescents' social, cultural, educational--every other element--kind of world.


Rosin: She's a researcher in digital well-being and author of the book Generation Connected.

Orlando studies how young people use technology, which means she spends a lot of time talking with kids and teens, just listening to them talk about their online lives.

Orlando: I study our relationship with technology, and it's continuously changing, isn't it? The technology platforms change, the apps we use change, but the ways we use technology changes as well. So I spend a lot of time just unpacking that.


Rosin: Orlando does not think the ban is the answer. She thinks social media just is their world now, so better to accept that and teach them to live in it in a healthier way--starting very young.

Orlando: See, a ban is a technical response. So, Turn it off--that's just a technical response. But when you think about how all-encompassing culturally, psychologically social media is, just switching it off isn't gonna work. It's just part of the culture. So if we actually wanna protect young people online, we need strategies that kind of address exactly the multifaceted thing that it is.
 We have to think about, culturally, how do we shift this so the content on there or how they're responding to the content on there is safer? We have to think psychologically, from a brain development, how do we do it? And then from a tech-design element. So there are three big factors that are feeding into this.
 Simply switching off social media for young people is one part, of just the technology side of it. But we're missing the social and cultural side, and the brain-development side here.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. It seems difficult when you do--like, a ban seems easier. You just say "no," and it just sends a message.
 Orlando: (Laughs.) It does, doesn't it? It sends a message. But that's why there's so much pushback and complication, and it's not just the young people who are pushing back. A lot of parents are pushing back here too because it just feels completely unrealistic that you take away this great, big part of their culture, completely remove it.
 It kind of just doesn't make sense anymore--maybe five years ago, but not now.
 Rosin: There has been a growing consensus that social media is, on balance, harmful for teenagers. What do you think about that research--or what do you think is missing from that research?
 Orlando: Yeah, look, I think, you know, we know there is. Anyone can just go on social media, and we know there'll be things that we would rather our children didn't see.
 But there's also a lot of really good use that they're making of it. It's very integrated into their social world. It's how they communicate. There's a lot of young people who've got their own little businesses on social media. One person said to me yesterday, Look, how can they do this? My maths teacher is terrible. The only way I'm learning maths properly is on social media--tapping into teachers who might be on social media.


Rosin: It's worth noting here that, under the new law, kids under 16 will still be allowed to watch videos on YouTube and even scroll through TikTok. The big difference is they won't be able have an account.

Inman Grant's thinking is that the algorithm and advertising will be less precise that way, although who knows yet how true that is. You probably, though, still could watch a math video.

Orlando: So I don't think the social-media platforms are bad in themselves; it's the algorithms that I think are the kind of the enemy here in a way because they feed on extreme, shocking content, and we're seeing that increasingly.
 So if we ban it, and we allow children, then, to go on when they're 16, what has happened in that time while it's been banned? The algorithms will still be the same. They still won't have learnt how to deal with social media, probably. They won't have any social-media literacy at all, because they are supposedly not using it.
 So I think this ban will simply just put all the negative sides of social media on pause. Our young people will then go on when they're 16, completely fresh and green, because we would've felt, Well, they're old enough now to be able to handle it. So I think, in the ban, a lot of things aren't being attended to that need to be attended to.
 Rosin: Yeah, I hear that. But there are a lot of potentially dangerous parts of adulthood that we, as a society, decide to delay or age-restrict, like you can't smoke at a certain age, gambling, drinking, driving a car. Sure, there are underaged kids who find ways to do those things before it's legal, but I'm still glad that those age restrictions exist. Is that a fair comparison?
 Orlando: Yeah, look, I think kind of a comparison to a legal drinking age makes a lot of sense or gambling and that kind of thing. But the thing about alcohol or cigarettes is that that's kind of almost a separate part of a person's life. It's not like they're holding it 24/7, or it's in their pocket, and they're not allowed to use it.
 The thing about technology or having a phone or having a screen is that, like I was saying, it's kind of already part of us. We've got 2-year-olds who are using their parents' phone, and it's completely threaded through a child's life from very early on.
 Rosin: All right, so what you're saying is an all-out ban is not the right approach, that this all-or-nothing tactic could do more harm than good. But also, you do agree that there are aspects of these platforms, like algorithms, that are not good for teens. So how would you start to think about untangling some of the good parts from the less good?
 Orlando: Yeah, sure. I think what's really needed, first up--I can't believe we're not thinking about this. (Laughs.) I've certainly given my recommendation to the government. I think social-media literacy is a thing.
 When I talk to young people, a lot of them don't even know what algorithms are. They don't understand what an echo chamber is. I did a session in a high school the other day, and I got them to look at their kind of feed, and then I got them to swap their feed with someone else, and they were genuinely surprised that the other person had something completely different. That is a fundamental understanding of social media: that we're caught in our own algorithm; we're caught in our own echo chamber.
 So that's number one. I'd definitely do social-media literacy--not when they turned 13 or 16, but way back, way earlier than that. It should be just as important as maths and English is at school, really important.
 And I think a second one would be parent education. So a lot of the time, parent education is around fear, cybersafety. But parents aren't getting a balanced understanding of the online platforms and how young people use them.
 So those two things--I think those two empowering strategies are absolutely needed.


[Music]

Rosin: Now, it doesn't seem to me that these two strategies, more robust social-media education and age restriction, are mutually exclusive.

But anyway, there is one more thing Orlando is worried about, which is the way the social-media ban might force kids underground. What happens if a kid secretly gets around the age verification and then runs into trouble online?

Orlando: The risk for them might actually enhance. We know there's a lot of predators online. We know there's a lot of kind of negative content on there. But if something happens, because they're not allowed to use it, they're breaking the law, they haven't told their parents, I think the risk for them then could potentially really enhance. Who do they turn to? Are they a lot more vulnerable because the support structures are then gone around them?


Rosin: I've written about kids and social media over the years, and generally, I've been on Orlando's side--or at least the side of: Adults don't fully understand these dynamics, so they should stop imposing nostalgia for their own childhood on kids today.

But the research over the last couple of years on kids, social media, and depression, it's strong enough that someone should run this experiment because, in a few years, it really will be too late. So why not Australia?

Young teens like the ones we spoke to for this episode, who are now 13 and 14, they will surely be disoriented and even feel "lost," the word that Annie used. But there is a chance that, for kids younger than them--who are, say, 7, 8, and 9 now--there will, in fact, be the norm shift that Australia's going for.

Inman Grant, who has teenage children herself, is trying to see if that's possible.

Inman Grant: It's probably Generation Alpha that will probably experience the most positive generational change. They'll be allowed to have their childhoods. And I'd say that's been the really surprising thing we've heard from young people, particularly people over 16.


[Music]

Inman Grant: Gosh, I wish this was in place when I was there. I wasted so much time. I worried about the wrong things. I saw terrible things. Kids were cruel--all of these things.
 I think we will look back on this--and I'm getting a lot of personal blowback, as you can imagine. But I'd like to believe that we're on the right side of history here, and at least we're giving it a go.


Rosin: By the way, two 15-year-olds challenged the ban last week in Australia's highest court, saying it disregards children's rights. One compared it to George Orwell's 1984.

But the Australian government so far is standing firm.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Rosie Hughes, with help from Jess Sinteur, who interviewed a lot of the teens you heard from. It was edited by Jocelyn Frank and fact-checked by Sam Fentress. Rob Smierciak engineered the 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.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The<em> Atlantic</em> 10

The books that made us think the most this year

Thu, 04 Dec 2025



Deliberating over the Atlantic 10 list is, in some ways, a test of memory. Does a novel we read in January still thrill us? Does the reportage that impressed us midyear still feel surprising when we turn back to it in the fall? We're asking ourselves, in short, which books have kept our attention, sometimes months after we've first encountered them. This exercise helps ensure that the books we select aren't just gorgeously written, inventive, or clarifying, but that they will also linger in the reader's mind long after they've turned the last page.

The subject of memory also energizes most of the books we chose this year. Several works look back vividly and honestly on the convulsions of the past. A biography of a major figure unearths neglected aspects of his life and identity; another work of nonfiction immerses readers in an American class at risk of being forgotten. And a few novels nod to the future, imagining how life will change--or already has--as technology advances and calamities accrue. Regardless of the era they illuminate, all of these books draw in fine detail their characters' thoughts and behaviors, their unique accomplishments and their all-too-human errors. Each work distinguishes itself as worth reading and remembering for years to come.








Baldwin: A Love Story, by Nicholas Boggs

Although his oeuvre was preoccupied with love in all its shades, the image of James Baldwin that endures in American memory is profoundly isolated and aromantic. The public embrace of Baldwin as the scribe of the civil-rights movement has involved a kind of willful amnesia regarding his queerness, and, in turn, an erasure of the muses--romantic and platonic--who inspired him. But Boggs's new book focuses squarely on the men and women whom Baldwin loved and who loved him back: a group of friends, family members, mentors, flings, and unrequited flames who helped make the man. The result is the rare biography that manages, decades after a subject's death, to break meaningful ground. Boggs's reporting and research bring to life Baldwin as a person of profound compassion, who nevertheless struggled to find his place in a world where he bore the stigmata of both his race and his sexuality. The protagonist of A Love Story is a lover boy, a libertine, a gossip, a flirt. Boggs's chronicle reveals how Baldwin's search for the trinity of eros, phileo, and agape animated his most important works.






The Director, by Daniel Kehlmann, translated by Ross Benjamin

In storytelling, the roads to pure evil or to victimhood are frequently clear-cut, but the journey of a person who is slowly recruited into complicity is a subtler thing. That is the kind of tale that Kehlmann found in G. W. Pabst, whose life he dramatizes in this novel. The groundbreaking Weimar-era Austrian filmmaker left his country when the Nazis came to power, but he was reeled back in just a few years later, and began making movies under the auspices of Joseph Goebbels. Like a director manning a film dolly, Kehlmann pans from one perspective to another--including those of Greta Garbo and Louise Brooks, two glamorous actors whom Pabst discovered--to give an expressionistic sense of the people and the forces shaping his life. At the center is the director himself, torn between a desire to make his art and a conscience that never goes completely quiet. When he finally ends up using concentration-camp inmates as extras in a film, his moral surrender is complete, but he is also gutted. The director knows what he's given up.

Read: Why do collaborators do it?








A Flower Traveled in My Blood, by Haley Cohen Gilliland

When Argentina was ruled by a military junta in the 1970s and '80s, an estimated tens of thousands of people were "disappeared": kidnapped by paramilitary forces, usually tortured, and never seen again. After democratic rule was restored, in 1983, the nation was split between advocates for uncovering the past and those who thought it was best to move on. Gilliland's fascinating, detailed portrait of a fragile society is framed by the story of one grandmother, Rosa Roisinblit. Rosa's daughter, Patricia, was kidnapped in 1978 while eight months pregnant. Even after it becomes obvious that Patricia is dead, Rosa continues searching for the grandchild she learns her daughter birthed in detention. In recounting the efforts of Rosa's activist group, the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo, Gilliland leads readers through half a century of Argentine politics, a revolution in genetics, and fierce debates about what defines a family. Her recent reporting also doubles as a powerful record of a dwindling generation: Rosa just died this past September, at 106. As the desaparecidos pass out of living memory, Gilliland's book forces us to consider both the price of forgetting the past and the ache of remembering it.






A Guardian and a Thief, by Megha Majumdar

As Majumdar's short novel opens, its protagonist, Ma, serves up illicitly scrounged eggs and rice to Dadu, her widowed father, and to her toddler daughter (a fan of unavailable cauliflower): Food is scarce in their scorched city, a Kolkata of the near future. But rescue is at hand. In seven days, after they get their "climate visas," the family is due to fly to America, where Ma's husband has been studying mosquito-borne diseases in a lab. Majumdar's title signals the ethical question at the core of her parable about survival in a crisis: In the name of protecting those we love most, what crimes against others will we commit? Suspense ratchets up when this well-laid emigration plan intersects with the ad hoc dream of a desperate refugee. Boomba, a hapless young man who yearns to rescue his family from their flooded village, has landed in the shelter where Ma works. He's caught her pilfering from its pantry, and now careens into action himself. A week of wild swerves, both comic and tragic, confirms a reflection that has a timely ring: "Hope wasn't soft or tender," Ma thinks, and Boomba would agree. "It was mean. It snarled. It fought. It deceived."

Read: When scarcity blurs the line between right and wrong








King of Kings, by Scott Anderson

Some events unfold so quickly, and overturn the status quo so completely, that they seem preordained. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 transformed the country almost overnight into a fundamentalist theocracy. But as Anderson, a war correspondent who has covered conflicts in the Middle East and beyond, shows in this thrilling account, nothing about the final months of the reign of the shah appears settled or inevitable. Drawing on government communiques and first-person accounts--including that of a cantankerous American diplomat who seems to have witnessed every pivotal moment--Anderson describes a failure that had many fathers: not just the imperious yet indecisive Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, or the ruthless Ayatollah Khomeini, but also the useful idiots who surrounded the cleric, along with President Jimmy Carter's fractious and communism-obsessed foreign-policy team. A catastrophe that reshaped the world, Anderson suggests, was enabled by people who couldn't imagine how the world might change.






Moderation, by Elaine Castillo

Girlie Delmundo, a daughter of Filipino immigrants, is a Las Vegas-based content moderator at a social-media company who bears the distinctly unpleasant burden of being a specialist in child-sex-abuse materials. She's also one of the most memorable, expertly drawn characters in recent fiction: sarcastic, tough, funny, and so good at her job that she's promoted into a high-paying role policing a lush new virtual-reality system, Playground. As Castillo gradually makes clear, Girlie is suppressing a lot of pain, even beyond the daily horrors of her work. Along with formidable descriptions of cyberspaces, the novel also explores the ever-shifting relationship between Girlie and her new boss, William--two equally repressed people who feel drawn to each other. At one point, Girlie observes to William that Playground is "larger than life. Realer reality. Sensory overload." Castillo's book creates that same feeling--it's about the costs and responsibilities of technological progress, explored through delicious, full-bore immersion into a fictional character's head.

Read: The tech novel's warning for a screen-addled age








Night Watch, by Kevin Young

Young's 13th book of poetry, dedicated to three of his departed family members, is about the space that the dead take up in the hearts of the living. The collection consists of four sequences; each features long, skinny columns of poetry, studded with unsettling rhymes. In "All Souls," set during the time of the year in which this world and the next may be closest together, Young looks at the late-October leaves and summons the image of a runaway slave; he ends with the specter of a Union soldier saluting. In the next section, Millie and Christine McCoy, 19th-century conjoined twins who performed shows as "The Two-Headed Nightingale," narrate their shared lives from birth to burial. Young closes with a loose rendering of Dante Alighieri's Divine Comedy, recasting the progression from hell to Paradise as an inward struggle to cope with irrevocable loss. This is a book of marvelous transfigurations: Grief is like "a garment / that shrinks each / wash"; the dead are like wasps who "want / your house / to be their house." And the poet's lively, loitering ghosts are shown to be more present than the people they've left behind. Those in mourning have a poignantly unfinished, and painfully universal, task ahead of them.






There Is No Place for Us, by Brian Goldstone

Goldstone profiles five Atlanta families who are members of the "working homeless"--people living not on the street or in a shelter, but temporarily with friends or family, in cars, or in decrepit or dangerous extended-stay hotels. His reporting demonstrates how hard it is for many to escape this situation: Several of his subjects have evictions on their records, which cause some potential landlords to reject them even if they have the money for rent. One subject is elated to receive a Section 8 housing voucher, only to encounter apartment-building managers who won't accept it, or claim to have no vacancies. Another woman takes her kids to see a beautiful house that seems too good to be true--and nearly sends more than $1,100 to a scammer who preys on renters in dismal straits. How did these Kafkaesque scenarios become so common? Rents have outpaced wages, Goldstone explains, and Atlanta is now a city where someone with a full-time job (or, hypothetically, even two or three) may not be able to afford a place to live. Reading this book can be an intense experience. But it makes visible a large population--possibly millions of people, by the author's estimate--who might otherwise remain out of sight.






We Do Not Part, by Han Kang, translated by e. yaewon and Paige Aniyah Morris

The long tail of state violence haunts this surreal, intimate story of friendship. The novel's protagonist, Kyungha, a writer whose work--like Han's--has excavated grim periods in South Korean history, suffers nightmares featuring tree stumps shaped like bodies. On a strange and difficult errand for a friend, she ends up on Jeju Island, off the Korean peninsula's southern coast, during a snowstorm. History, hallucination, and reality swirl together as Kyungha begins to probe a deep, decades-old wound in her friend's family--the aftereffects of a brutal, government-backed crackdown, known as the Jeju Massacre, that left thousands of the island's residents dead and was rarely spoken of after. Han uses a powerful form of indirect storytelling: Readers glimpse the atrocity only through layers--of disturbing memory, newspaper snippets, official documents. The composite record builds subtly and slowly, almost arduously. But in the process, Han reveals how trauma that has yet to receive a full accounting can act like a damaged nerve, and she makes an eloquent case for revisiting it, agonizing though that might be.

Read: Where Han Kang's nightmares come from








What We Can Know, by Ian McEwan

The Booker Prize-winning McEwan began his career writing Gothic tales, matured into creating twisty literary mysteries, and later dabbled in political fiction and sci-fi. Now, at an age when many novelists ease up on the throttle, he has synthesized all of these strains into something close to a masterwork. Half of What We Can Know follows Thomas Metcalfe, a literary scholar in 2119 England, which has been remodeled by cataclysms into an anarchic archipelago; the other half is set in the Cotswolds of the 2010s, among the milieu he studies--the circle of the (fictional) great poet Francis Blundy. Tying together a mystery about death, infidelity, art, and ecological calamity is an ingenious MacGuffin: an elaborate lost poem that Blundy read to his wife at a 2014 dinner party. We learn only enough about this supposed masterpiece to realize that it is both more and less significant than its legend suggests. Yet the violent act it describes not only helps resolve a juicy plot but highlights the ruinous hubris that might one day make our present moment, chaotic as it is, look like paradise on Earth.
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Republicans Are in Trouble, but Democrats Could Blow It

<span>Last night's Tennessee special election gave both Democrats and Republicans something to worry about.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




In the 2024 presidential election, Donald Trump carried Tennessee's Seventh Congressional District by 22 points. Last night, in a special election to represent the district, the Republican Matt Van Epps won by only nine points, defeating State Representative Aftyn Behn, a Democrat.

Trump celebrated the outcome on Truth Social as a "BIG Congressional WIN," but the margin of victory in a deep-red district is ominous for Republicans. Van Epps underperformed Trump by 13 percentage points, a sign that the party is vulnerable heading into the 2026 midterms. If Democrats could replicate that shift everywhere next year, they would gain upwards of 40 seats in the House and take back the Senate.

But last night's outcome also offers Democrats a cautionary tale. An off-year special election in December is precisely the kind of low-turnout situation in which the party's highly educated base currently dominates. In such races, Democrats probably need to run up the score by even more than 13 points before they can have a real shot at winning both houses of Congress next year. And if they'd nominated a more moderate candidate, they probably would have.

Roge Karma: Democrats finally realize it isn't 2016 anymore

Behn, a 36-year-old former community organizer, has the kind of progressive background that might not hurt in a Democratic primary but can become a real liability in a general election--including an extensive trail of quotes that ended up being used against her. She told a Nashville interviewer in 2020, "I'm a very radical person." In now-deleted tweets from the same year, she advocated for dissolving the Nashville police department and wished a "Good morning, especially to the 54% of Americans that believe burning down a police station is justified." She said on a podcast that she hated country music, bachelorette parties, and the city of Nashville itself, and suggested on a different episode that "birthers"--a gender-neutral term for "men and women who can give birth"--should refuse to procreate as a form of "collective bargaining."

Republican groups seized on those quotes in the final few weeks of the campaign, spending millions of dollars on attack ads to make sure as many voters in the district as possible heard them. This tactic appears to have worked to some degree. A 13-point over-performance sounds huge, but in contemporary political terms, it's pedestrian. The president is deeply unpopular, and the Democratic coalition has grown ever whiter, older, richer, more highly educated, and more female--a recipe for high turnout in off years. Indeed, compared with other Democrats who ran in special elections for Congress this year, Behn's performance is below average. Democrats averaged a staggering over-performance of 18 points in races that took place in Florida, Virginia, and Arizona.

The ambiguity of the Tennessee results--Behn lost, but she over-performed, but she probably under-over-performed--has reignited an interminable intra-party debate. Some members of the Democratic left argue that the key to winning elections is mobilization: nominating inspiring progressive candidates who excite the party's voters, driving up Democratic turnout. Moderates (and plenty of more pragmatic leftists) counter that this never works, and that winning--especially in Trump districts--requires persuasion: running candidates with enough moderate positions to win over some conservative voters.

Behn's candidacy was a test case for the first theory. "This Tennessee special congressional election is about MOBILIZATION," the candidate wrote in October. The Democratic National Committee chair, Ken Martin, told The Bulwark last week that the race was "not about persuading voters; it's about turning them out." Following Behn's loss, some progressives doubled down on that idea, arguing that a moderate candidate wouldn't have performed better than Behn did, because the base wouldn't have turned out. They argue that if Behn didn't do as well as other special-election candidates have, it's because her race drew much more national attention, including from Trump himself, leading to the barrage of attack ads. Of course, those attack ads might have had less bite if the candidate hadn't personally provided so much fodder for them.

One thing that keeps the motivation-persuasion debate going is that, in any specific electoral race, both sides have an unfalsifiable argument. Win or lose, they can argue that the Democratic candidate would have fared better if only they had tried harder to appeal to swing voters or if only they had tried harder to rock the vote.

The weight of the evidence, however, strongly favors the persuasion theory. There is no real trade-off between persuasion and turnout, because sporadic voters are not hardcore progressives waiting to be activated. In ideological terms, they are, in fact, very similar to swing voters; if anything, sporadic voters are even more moderate and conservative. Because these voters are similar to each other, the same basic tactics tend to work with both groups: focusing on the economy and stressing that you have mainstream rather than far-left views about cultural issues.

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

Last night's special election showed the limits of a turnout-alone strategy. If ever that approach is going to work, it is in an off-year special election. In the midterms, the Democratic turnout advantage is all but guaranteed to shrink. (This will be even truer in the 2028 presidential election.) At some point, the time will come to face the full electorate.

In the four-way Democratic primary for Tennessee's Seventh, only 31,000 voters cast a ballot, fewer than half the number that voted for Behn yesterday. Behn won that primary with 28 percent of the vote, beating the businessman Darden Copeland by fewer than 1,000 votes. Copeland had run on lowering the national debt and wrote in a candidate survey that he models himself on Dick Gephardt, the pro-life Democratic congressman who once chaired the centrist Democratic Leadership Council.

Democrats are in a strong position heading into 2026. One of the only things standing in their way is the likelihood of them nominating more Aftyn Behns, when Darden Copelands are staring them in the face.
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Cattle Ranchers Are Beefing With Trump

Torn between supporting ranchers and bringing down prices, the president is trying to have it both ways on beef.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 03 Dec 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.

Think of the cattle auctioneer's chant as a prayer. To the untrained ear, it's nonsense, a stream of words compressed beyond recognition. If you know what to listen for, phrases emerge from the hum and buzz: Will you go four? Will you give five? The job of the auctioneer is to whip bidders into a frenzy, selling cows, heifers, bulls, and steers at the highest price possible through the power of constant supplication.

Until recently, those prayers had been answered. Feeder-cattle futures traded up through the fall, driven in part by President Donald Trump's tariffs on foreign-food imports. Beef prices reached new highs this year too. Ground-beef is up more than 50 percent compared with 2020 (and some restaurants have adjusted their menus accordingly); next year, they could be 60 percent higher than they were this September. But growing concerns about inflation and affordability seem to have forced Trump to reconsider his trade-war strategy: Ahead of Thanksgiving, he announced that he was rolling back tariffs on beef. Prices at grocery stores haven't budged, and ranchers, whose fortunes rose with those tariffs, are now suddenly at odds with a president who was once their champion.

The prices of cattle (the animals themselves) and beef (the processed meat on grocery-store shelves) have recently moved in tandem, but that's not always the case. That may sound counterintuitive, given that the only ingredient in beef is cattle, but behind this relationship is a quagmire of competing interests and supply chains. It's a long way from the pasture to the grocery store--cattle producers sell animals to feedlots and meat-packers, who then funnel beef to retailers. When the president took to Truth Social in October to demand that ranchers "get their prices down," he failed to acknowledge that producers don't control the cost of beef on their own.

High beef prices are also connected to broader issues shrinking the American herd: a major drought across western states in 2020, and the resurgence of the New World screwworm, a parasite that eats animals alive. The American cattle herd is now the smallest it's been since 1951. When tariffs restricted foreign imports, meat-packers had to pay more for this decreasing supply, exerting upward pressure on beef prices. And yet, according to the trade publication Beef Magazine, demand has been remarkably stable over the past four years.

For Americans, the world's biggest consumers of beef per capita, that consistency could have something to do with meat's place in our culture. Beef products, and the cowboys that were once central to their production, are core to the national mythos. Protein is king these days; Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of Health and Human Services, adheres to a carnivore diet and plans to "Make America Healthy Again" by updating U.S. dietary guidelines to recommend more meat.

Trump appears to understand that a government that tells its citizens to consume more meat should also do its part to make meat more accessible. Two weeks ago, he dramatically reduced a tariff on Brazilian beef imports. His administration has also suggested that it will raise the quota for duty-free imports of Argentinian beef from 20,000 to 80,000 metric tons. Trump's recent moves are a boon to American meat-packers who can buy more foreign beef on the cheap, but his capricious attitude toward tariffs poses a problem for ranchers, who raise cattle with the expectation of selling them years later. Each calf represents a long-term bet; why should producers invest in growing the herd when crucial policies seem to change every few months?

It's unclear how much the influx of foreign product will affect grocery-store beef prices in the long term, but cattle prices have fallen since the White House announced these adjustments. The National Cattlemen's Beef Association said in a statement that it "cannot stand behind the President while he undercuts the future of family farmers and ranchers." An industry insider told Al Jazeera that "there was not a person in the cattle business on any level that was not insulted" by Trump's October Truth Social post, in which he reminded cattle producers that his past tariff on Brazilian beef was "the only reason" they "are doing so well, for the first time in decades."

The sky-high tariffs Trump suddenly implemented earlier this year were meant to rectify what he saw as global-trade imbalances--unfair deals that harmed Americans' bottom line. But perhaps their greatest legacy for consumers has been higher prices on a wide variety of goods against a backdrop of rising inflation. "The average family will pay $1,800 more for groceries, clothing, and other necessities thanks to the Trump administration's trade policies in 2025," my colleague Annie Lowrey wrote last month. Now, as tariffs are being rolled back with the same apparent recklessness, ranchers are learning that loyalty to the president will get them only so far.

Related:

	David Frum: Where's the cheap beef? (From 2021)
 	America is done pretending about meat.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Pentagon report: Hegseth risked endangering troops with Signal messages.
 	What Josh Shapiro knows about Trump voters
 	Condemning millions for one man's crime




Today's News

	The House Oversight Committee obtained new records from major financial institutions tied to its Jeffrey Epstein probe and released images and video of Epstein's private island supplied by authorities in the U.S. Virgin Islands.
 	Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem said that agents from her department have begun "Operation Catahoula Crunch" in New Orleans, targeting undocumented immigrants.
 	The Trump administration halted green-card and citizenship processing for immigrants from 19 countries that had been placed under travel restrictions earlier this year.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Electricity should be free at noon, Leah C. Stokes argues.
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Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic



Why Taylor Swift's Accent Has Changed

By Olga Khazan

As [Taylor] Swift's star rose, something else shifted: her voice. Researchers at the University of Minnesota analyzed recorded interviews with Swift throughout her career and found that after she moved to Tennessee, she picked up a southern accent. She began to pronounce my like "mah" and boom like "bee-oom"--features not typically present in a Pennsylvania accent. Matthew Winn, a co-author of the study, told me that these changes suggest that Swift's voice subtly altered to fit in with the Nashville scene. "If you sing country music but you talk like someone from New York or Pennsylvania," Winn said, "people might not take you as seriously."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Gershom Gorenberg: The extraordinary logic of Netanyahu's bid for a pardon
 	Does Heritage support discrimination against women?
 	Ukraine's corruption scandal is bad. But exposing it is a win.
 	Colleges are preparing to self-lobotomize.




Culture Break
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Read. Stylish face? Secret visionary? A new book argues for the underrated part of Jane Birkin's legacy, Rafaela Bassili writes.

Reminisce. Tom Stoppard achieved the impossible, Alexandra Petri writes. His plays hold us in the moment outside of time.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Over the past few weeks, I have become totally fixated on CattleUSA.com, which hosts livestreams directly from animal exchanges and stockyards. These auction houses look remarkably similar across the country: odeums bathed in cold fluorescents, with seats facing the auctioneer's booth. Beneath the booth is the pen, where staffers guide animals through the In door and prod them through the Out. Sometimes, you can catch a goat auction too. I can't quite put my finger on what's so mesmerizing about it all, but I recommend checking it out, even if you're not in the market.

-- Will



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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Why American Health Care Is Still a Mess

Jonathan Gruber on the broken American health-care system, Obamacare, the Trump administration's war on vaccines and science, and being on the wrong end of Republican outrage. Plus: David on Donald Trump's Ukraine "peace plan," recent scandals, and <em>They Thought They Were Free</em>, by Milton Mayer.

by David Frum

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the shocking alleged corruption that has informed President Donald Trump's actions toward Ukraine and the scandal of the recently proposed "peace plan" by the United States. He goes on to discuss how the many scandals of the Trump presidency make it hard to focus on just one, as it is quickly replaced in the news cycle by another.

Then David is joined by Jonathan Gruber, an economics professor and the chairman of the economics department at MIT. Gruber discusses the backlash he faced as a key architect of the Affordable Care Act and why the American health-care system still feels so broken. David and Gruber also talk about the war on both vaccines and science that is being waged by the conservative right.

Finally, David closes the episode with a discussion on They Thought They Were Free, by Milton Mayer, and what we can learn about teaching soldiers to commit crimes.

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 today will be Jonathan Gruber, professor of health-care policy at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and one of the principal architects of the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare). In the final segment of the show, I will discuss the book They Thought They Were Free, by Milton Mayer, a 1955 study of a small German community where people had to come to terms with the terrible things that were done by them, by their neighbors, and by their government during the Third Reich. It's a book full of historical interest, but also with implications for any society trying to come to terms with its past to build a better and more honorable future.

Before the dialogue and before the book discussion of the week, some preliminary thoughts. In November, the United States adopted as its own a diplomatic document that imposed Russian terms on the independent country of Ukraine. The document imposed terms of territorial surrender, compromise of Ukrainian sovereignty, limits on the Ukrainian armed forces--all of them Russian wish lists--in return for nothing more from Russia than a temporary cessation of violence against Ukraine. It was a shocking surrender document. And the question that bothered a lot of people is, as bad as the Trump administration has been on Ukraine, as far as they've gone toward the Russian point of view, nothing like this; this is beyond anything ever seen before. How could it have happened?

Well, on November 28, The Wall Street Journal produced a report that explained how it could have happened. It turns out that, at the same time as the Trump team was negotiating with the Russians over Ukrainian surrender, connected insiders were working with their Russian counterparts on a series of business deals, to enrich themselves after the end of conflict with deals on energy, rare earth, on highly favorable terms to the Americans. The Russians, it looks very much like, were simply paying Trump insiders to gain clout to put pressure on Ukraine to surrender to Russian terms.

Now, this story, highly detailed, would've been one of the most shocking stories of the Trump administration so far if it hadn't been juxtaposed by another terrible story that very same day, where President [Donald] Trump announced his intention to pardon the former president of Honduras, Juan Orlando Hernandez, convicted as one of the biggest cocaine dealers in American history--sending tons of cocaine into the United States, arranging for bribes and murders--convicted and sentenced to 45 years in an American prison. And Trump announced his intention to pardon this tremendously sinister drug figure at the same time as he is sending little boats to the bottom of the Caribbean with their small-scale drug dealers still aboard, some of them apparently, or reportedly, killed in cold blood. How does this make sense?

Well, Hernandez is, of course, wired and connected to all kinds of people. He had influential friends. And it's just one of a pattern of strange commutations and pardons from the Trump administration. Here's another: President Trump commuted the sentence of David Gentile, a private-equity guy convicted of defrauding hundreds of investors of more than $1 billion.

The cavalcade, the onslaught of corruption stories just never stops. It seems like there's one a week. And some of them are so familiar that we've stopped even mentioning them, like in October, the Republican majority of the Senate voted down a Democratic proposal not to finance the Qatari jet--remember that--that the Pentagon accepted on Trump's behalf and that the taxpayer is now spending hundreds of millions of dollars to outfit for Trump and that, according to the terms of the gift, are to be taken with Donald Trump to his so-called presidential library, but for his use after he ceases to be president. That is no longer a big story, but it still continues.

We continue to remark on the novelty news of the glitzy, crazy White House ballroom, now enlarged to hold 1,350 people, and there are all kinds of problems with the asbestos and the wiring and the windows. And it's financed by hundreds of millions of dollars in gifts from corporations with interests before the Trump administration. It's just one thing after another like this.

The first Trump administration was beset by many, many scandals, but there was still, despite the scandals--or along with the scandals--an administration there. There was some sense of policy, some things they wanted to do. This administration seems like a series of scandals masquerading as an administration. Even the seeming policies, like the tariff policy, turn out to be mechanisms and vehicles for scandal politics. The value of a tariff is not that it's going to do anything for American industry; industrial employment and manufacturing employment is trending down under Donald Trump. But it is a thing that you can do to an industry, you can afflict upon an industry, that some industries will pay you to have relief from. And it's precisely this ability to buy and sell relief from tariffs that makes the tariff policy so extraordinarily interesting to the Trump administration.

When this all ends--and I am confident it will end and that the end is coming and maybe pretty soon--we're going to need more than to treat this episode as a chapter in American history. The "Bygones will be bygones" approach taken by the Biden administration seems not adequate to the needs of the moment, seems not adequate to what has happened and been done in this first year of Trump. There's going to need to be a serious investigation to get to the bottom of things. There's going to need to be serious publicity. There's going to need to be accountability and consequences to the limits of the law. And where the law does not provide for consequences, where Trump and the people around him have invented some new way of being corrupt that no one ever wrote a law to prohibit because no one ever imagined a president would do such a terrible thing, well, then we're going to need some new laws, some serious reforms, things that were generally not done during the [Joe] Biden years, but that need to be done now.

It's not just a chapter of history; it's a warning to the future, and it's a challenge to Americans to do better, to make sure that such things never happen again. And while we can't restore the lives of those who were wrongfully killed by the Trump administration in the Caribbean Sea, we can ensure that the kind of disregard for law that enabled those killings, that that at least comes to an end. That's at least the hope. That's at least the conviction. Maybe that's a promise we need to make to ourselves.

And now my dialogue with Jonathan Gruber.

[Music]

Frum: Unless you follow health debates closely, you may not immediately recollect the name of my guest today. But a dozen years ago, Jonathan Gruber stood nearly at the top of the roster of demon figures on the American far right. If you watched Glenn Beck's program on Fox News or listened to Rush Limbaugh on the radio, Jonathan Gruber ranked with [Adolf] Hitler and [Joseph] Stalin among history's greatest monsters. I don't mean that as a figure of speech, either--on a November 2013 program, Limbaugh literally accused Gruber of believing in eugenics of the kind that directly led to the Holocaust. Gruber's offense was his leading role in the design of the Affordable Care Act, nicknamed Obamacare. A professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Gruber is a career scholar of the American health-care system.

The fight over the Affordable Care Act has not ended. In fact, the longest shutdown in government history was just fought over the issue of subsidies to the Affordable Care Act program. But, while the fight has continued, the issues behind the program [have] never really been resolved.

The Trump administration, meanwhile, is advancing a health agenda of its own that rejects vaccines and even such basic science as the germ theory of disease. So I thought it might be a good moment to reconnect with Jonathan Gruber about the future of the American health-care system: the opportunities, the hopes, and the fears.

Professor Gruber, thanks for joining the program today.

Jonathan Gruber: My pleasure. Good to be here, David.

Frum: So let's do a little tour of the horizon of how things stand in American health care. The American health-care system is unbelievably expensive. According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, health-care spending of all kinds, public and private, will add up soon to about $5 trillion annually. To put that in context, that's a little less than the GDP of Germany, the world's third-greatest economy, and larger than the GDP of Japan, the world's fourth-largest economy.

For this $5 trillion, the outcomes are not great. The United States is one of the very few highly developed countries with an average life expectancy below 80--slightly higher than 80 for women, but well below 80 for men--and child mortality numbers are not so great. Meanwhile, it's still true that about 8 percent of the population is uninsured. So how should we understand all of this? Where are we going? How satisfied or dissatisfied should Americans be with what they get for their money?

Gruber: Well, David, that's a big question, so let me try to break it down into a few parts. Let's start with what I think is the most important, which is sort of value for our dollar. It's useful to put this in terms of GDP; the dollars can be confusing. So we spent about 18 percent of GDP on health care. In 1950, we spent 4 percent of GDP in health care. Guess what? Health care sucked in 1950, okay? Infants were four times as likely to die before their first birthday. Those who had a heart attack were four times as likely to die in the first year afterwards. Health care has gotten a lot better and a lot more expensive.

It's important to put in context the facts you have about life expectancy and things. David, for people like you and I, the life expectancy in the U.S. is as good as anywhere else in the world. The difference in the U.S. and the rest of the world is our disparities. A white baby born in the U.S. today has the same infant-mortality rate as one born in Scandinavia. A Black baby born in the U.S. today has a worse infant-mortality rate than one born in Barbados. So the issue in the U.S. is there are the haves and the have-nots--the haves get comparable health care to the rest of the world at a much higher price; the have-nots get worse health care at a much higher price.

So there's really two fundamental challenges in U.S. health care: There's disparities, and there's costs.

Frum: Are the disparities health-care problems, or are they connected to things that are much bigger than the health-care system? I sometimes wonder, if the health-care wishing well gave you a magic wish, and you could have any health-care innovation at all, or you could simply say, A hundred-percent rate of wearing helmets among motorcycle drivers, which would make the bigger impact?

Gruber: I think you're absolutely right, David. It's embarrassing to health economists, or a little humbling, to think that, really, health care is third in our list of things that determine our health. First and second are our genes and our behaviors. Health care is third. That doesn't mean health care can't play a huge role. For example, the estimates are that the expansions of Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act saved tens of thousands of lives. Health care can play a big role; it's just not the biggest role. So those disparities that we talked about, they're more driven by socioeconomic conditions and by other differences, but health-care disparities play a large role in adding to that gap.

Frum: When you say a "health-care disparity," what does that mean, practically? If you are poor and Black, if you're nonpoor and non-Black, what do you encounter that's different?

Gruber: That's a great question. Here's how to think about it, which is, first of all, you're much more likely to be uninsured. What does being uninsured mean? It doesn't mean that, if you get by hit by the car, you won't go to the hospital. America has a law called the EMTALA law, which says every hospital emergency room has to treat you, regardless of your health-insurance coverage. What it does mean is you won't get preventive care, you won't get maintenance for your chronic diseases, you won't get the things that--besides accidents--are crucial determinants of health, and that is the major disparity. There's other disparities in terms of access to health-care providers, which are also important, but the fundamental disparity is people who are uninsured don't get the care they need to maintain their health.

Frum: Americans don't like comparing their way of doing things to anybody else. And when they do compare, the comparison they typically will most often make is to my native Canada, partly because it's next door and speaks English, and partly because it's a system as different from the United States just about as there is in the developed world, so you get a very extreme compare and contrast--very different from what you would do if you compared it to, say, Switzerland or Germany. But how do other countries approach these things? What do they do right that Americans could learn from if Americans were ever minded to learn from anybody?

Gruber: I think, fundamentally, they do two different things, and this comes to, really, debate over single payer. Let's step back and talk about Bernie [Sanders] and single payer. Okay, what is single-payer health care? It really is three different pieces. The first piece, the one we talk about the most and that's the least important, is having one single payer. The second piece is universal coverage. That's something that other countries do right--most countries in the world do right--and that's something we should do. The third piece, which we don't talk about nearly enough, is regulating health-care prices. We're the only developed country in the world which lets the free market determine the prices we pay for health care. Health care is a broken market. The free market should not be determining the prices. There should be government regulation to help determine the prices. Every other country in the world's learned that lesson; we have not.

Frum: Well, it's not quite a free market, because the whole structure of the market, those little codes that we all get when we get a doctor's bill--you see that you've got this set of codes for each step of the process--those are decreed by the Medicare system. And since most of the doctoring that is done in this country is done for Medicare patients, doctors don't maintain two separate ways of doing business, one for Medicare and one for everybody else. The Medicare system drives it. And Medicare sets prices, and not only sets prices but sets ways of charging that create--the market that we create is an artifact of the way government regulates the market.

Gruber: So let's remind the listeners: Medicare is universal coverage for those over 65 in America; it's also the name of the universal coverage plan in Canada. So it can be a confusing term.

Medicare is a regulated program that applies to a large share of health-care spending in the U.S., but it does not apply to the majority of health-care spending in the U.S. The codes you're referring to, those are medical codes not determined by Medicare--those are ICD-9 codes and procedure codes that are not regulated by Medicare. Medicare does dictate what we pay for those on Medicare, and often, it can drive what the private sector pays. But the key thing is, if you look at what we pay for drugs, what we pay for medical devices, what we pay doctors and hospitals outside the Medicare program, there is no regulatory mechanism that drives the vast majority of the spending in the U.S. today.

Frum: So what do you make of the claim that you sometimes hear that one of the reasons that American health care costs so much more than health care in Switzerland or Germany or Norway is that everybody in the American health-care system, except for the people at the very bottom--like, the health-care attendants at the very bottom--but everyone else, from the executives, doctors, even the nurses, are all paid much more than their counterparts in other countries?

Gruber: That's not quite right. So let's work from the bottom up. The very bottom--I recently wrote a book, David, that compares long-term care in the U.S. to other countries--what you see at the very bottom, the health-care aides, they're paid about half as well as they are in other countries. Our nurses are paid about as well as they are in other countries. Our primary-care doctors are paid about as well as they are in other countries. It's our specialists, our executives, and in particular, the vast array of health-care middlemen that we have that are not only paid more, but don't exist in other countries. That's a big driver of the cost.

Frum: And when you say a "middleman," what does that middleman do?

Gruber: Great. So let's talk about how we price drugs in the U.S. versus other countries. In other countries, there's a regulatory body, which says, The drug shall cost this much. So everybody buys the drug at that price. In the U.S., there's a negotiation between every single payer and every single drug company. That negotiation's complicated. So we've introduced a middleman called the pharmacy-benefit manager, a PBM, that helps with that negotiation. There's an ongoing debate, to which we don't know the answer, of whether PBMs lower or raise costs for consumers. We do know that PBMs themselves earn billions and billions of dollars that just wouldn't exist if we regulated the prices; we wouldn't have a need for this middleman.

Frum: Maybe what we're seeing here is the triumph of American lobbying. It's not that America's worse at health care than other countries; it's just much, much better at lobbying than other countries.

Gruber: What we're seeing here is America not learning the lesson that was determined in 1963--the very first article on health economics, by the Nobel Prize-winning economist Kenneth Arrow, talked about how you could not have a more broken market than health care.

What I teach my students in introductory microeconomics, David, is if the market works, government should stay out. But when the market doesn't work, government needs to be in. And the rest of the world's learned that lesson; we haven't. Now, the problem is, having done that, we've now set up a class of groups that lobby and have power, so it's hard to get rid of them, and that is the fundamental challenge going forward as we think about controlling health-care costs.

Frum: In the days before the big right-of-center argument about health care became that we don't need vaccines or that vaccines are bad, in the before times, the main right-of-center argument about health care was that if you made the consumer feel costs more, the consumer would make better choices, and that would result in important economies to the system. And what do you think of that argument, any merit to it?

Gruber: There is merit to it, absolutely. I think that there's a lot of evidence--think about two ways you can make people feel cost: One way is how much care they use. The other's where they go for that care, both do they go to the doctor more than they need to, and also, do they choose the cheapest doctors? Along both those dimensions, there is some evidence that putting consumer skin in the game matters. But it is not a prime driver of cost.

So it is absolutely right that a proper system should have consumer skin in the game, particularly for what we call "low-value care," things like back surgeries, things like knee replacements. These are things which consumers need, but which can be delivered--it's not low value--but things which can be delivered equally good at lower-cost options and where consumers often spend more than they have to. So there is room for consumer skin in the game. But where the right is incorrect is it's not the primary driver of spending. Most spending is not [in] places that are consumer price sensitive.

Frum: The journalist and publisher Steven Brill had a project some years ago where he tried to find out: What did things cost in the United States? How much did a knee replacement cost at different hospitals? And he published a big article, I believe, in Time magazine, comparing and contrasting these costs. And then he wanted to have some kind of long-term project--which I think he gave up just because it was too difficult to find out the answers--of what things cost where, why. When you talk about a knee replacement, how does the consumer know that the knee replacement will cost so much at one hospital and a different price at another hospital?

Gruber: This is why the consumer shopping is not the answer. There's a role for consumers to get in the game, I agree, but it's not gonna solve our problems because it's hard to shop when you don't know the prices. Once again, in a regulated system, the prices would all be public, and we'd know them. The problem is the price you pay--there's great work by Zack Cooper at Yale, Marty Gaynor at Carnegie Mellon, and others showing that, even within a market, even within Boston, the price of a knee replacement varies widely across hospitals in unknown ways. And we need to address that before we're ever gonna have a consistent role of consumer shopping as an important determinant of our health-care system.

Frum: You said early on that our genes and our behaviors are more important than our health care, or as important, in determining what our outcomes are. There's not a lot we can do about our genes once we're already born, but our behaviors are variable. And at different moments, the United States has tried to bring home to consumers the cost of behaviors. It was successfully able to impose taxes on cigarettes, for example. It's been less successful at opposing taxes on alcohol. There's been a complete breakdown in the attempt to control drugs, a very contentious issue. Sugars. And we control driving behaviors by a random system of tickets for speeding and sometimes not wearing seat belts, sometimes not wearing motorcycle helmets. I think in many states--I'm gonna forget the figures on how many of the states, but a considerable number of the states--helmets are not required of motorcycle drivers. So how do we bring those costs home to anybody in a way that makes the consumer the center of the story?

Gruber: It's a great question. We can look to the success of smoking. Remember, we've known smoking was bad for you since 1954--it was scientifically clear in 1954--but smoking rates were rising in the U.S. until about the mid-1980s. So it took 30 years to even get reversal on that. What caused it was just a concerted campaign that brought home the costs not just to the smoker, but to society--the cost of excess medical care, the cost of fire started by smokers, the cost of what smokers are imposing on society. We need a campaign--in particular, we have a crisis of overuse of alcohol in this country; we need a campaign to recognize the enormous cost imposed.

But let's be clear, David, this is hard. With smoking, it's kind of easy, which is: Every cigarette's bad for you. Drinking's harder because the first few drinks aren't bad for you. We used to think they're good for you; now we know they're not. But they certainly aren't bad for you. It's only when you drink a lot or get behind the wheel, it's bad for you. If you take sugars, sugars aren't bad for you except in excess. So it becomes a much more challenging public-health issue, which we're gonna need to figure out how to develop a consensus on how we address those external costs.

Frum: Well, when you talk about a debate, let's talk about how we do those things, because you were at the center of a debate. We've been having a fairly clinical conversation to this point. But for your role--you had a role in the design of the Massachusetts program that was signed into law by Governor Mitt Romney in the early 2000s. You had, again, a role in the Affordable Care Act debate. I can't imagine that you enjoyed the kind of publicity that you got for your roles in those debates.

Gruber: Look, it was quite awful how mean people were--both in emails, death threats, etc.--to me over something I did to try to make people's lives better. I continue to think that most people who do that are really misinformed, that they don't understand the Affordable Care Act. They don't understand the benefits it delivers for people like themselves. And I think my role is to have a thick skin and continue to try to inform people as well as I can about how the law works.

It is absolutely true that, once people understand this law, they like it better; it was paraphrased in the famous Jimmy Kimmel ACA versus Obamacare video. But in general, once people understand this law, they like it better, and that's been seen in what's happened to public approval, which has gone from underwater to 65 percent over time.

Frum: Well, just on your point about whether people are or not misinformed, there's a difference between being uninformed and being misinformed.

Uninformed is the natural state of humanity. We all start out uninformed about everything, and we all remain, to the end of our lives, uninformed about most things because there's a lot of knowledge, and we have a finite number of minutes in our lives. So there's no disgrace to being uninformed--it just meant that you didn't decide for yourself that such and such a topic was important enough to you, personally, to pay the expense and time and trouble of acquiring knowledge. No disgrace to being uninformed.

But misinformed is a different thing. Somebody has to set out to misinform you, and that's much more ambitious and costly and determined because the people who do the misinforming are not uninformed; they may often be the best informed. One of the things, I think, where our lives sort of touched--and we've never met before--but I remember taking part in these debates in 2010; I was working at a right-of-center D.C. think tank. And I tried to argue that the Democrats were not gonna repeat the experience of 1994, that this time they had the votes, they would pass something in 2010, and Republicans should negotiate, which was correct. I was sacked from my job, which I don't exactly object to at this point, because they sort of had to do it. But the effort of making sure that people did not understand, that was a top-down program. And we're today seeing another top-down program to make people not understand that they need to vaccinate their kids, that infectious diseases are caused by germs. We have a top-down misinformation problem.

Gruber: I didn't know that story, David. That's very interesting, and thank you for taking a courageous position there on that.

Look, I agree we need distinguish lack of information or misinformation. You're right. As our president famously said, health care's a hard topic. I don't expect most people to understand it. What's frustrating is when people think they do when they haven't thought about it, and of course, what's even worse is the effort to misinform.

David, you've been in politics longer than I have. I think the game-changing feature of the ACA politically was, historically, before that, there would be a fight til the bill passed. The bill would pass, and we'd move on to the next fight. I think what happened is the fight just never stopped once the bill passed. In fact, shortly after the bill passed, a huge share of Americans didn't know it had passed; they thought it was still being debated. And I think that was the game changer, was just the lack of any willingness to budge on a law that had actually passed democratically--remember, David, a law that originated with a Republican governor in Massachusetts and, not many people know this, was literally written by a bipartisan group of three Democrats and three Republicans on the Senate Finance Committee. Despite this, the fight got even more heated, and that sort of promoted this misinformation.

Frum: Yeah. I wanna talk about, especially, the misinformation that surrounds vaccines. Now, some of this is just truly crazy people, and some of this is some very bad actors who are bad acting for reasons that are kind of hard to decode. But I think one of the reasons that, for less bad actors, that the anti-vaccine argument appeals is there's a human desire to believe that health care is something we deserve, that somehow fate rewards effort. And that if you eat right, if you exercise, that you will be protected from any kind of disease, even the infectious disease, even the genetic disease, and you will somehow deserve your health. And if you have bad health, you must have done something to deserve that. And we're all in this individually--that each of us does our deserving one by one. So the idea that I can make all the right choices, but still be felled by a disease that was spread by a microscopic agent through no one's intention, they find that a very sort of upsetting idea.

Gruber: It's a great point, David--it's broader than health care, of course. If you poll people in countries around the world and ask them, "What is the primary determinant of success, hard work or luck?," the U.S. leads the world in saying it's hard work versus luck. The U.S. also has the least progressive system of taxation and taxation spending in the world. Basically, we're a country that believes in this sort of Calvinist doctrine of kind of hard work will be rewarded and that hard work determines success. You can look no farther than our president who got where he got by pure luck, yet is rewarded as a great businessman.

Essentially, that is true as well in health care. People believe that your health is determined by your hard work--until they get sick. This is what's fascinating, David, is the number of people who wrote editorials and reached out to me who said, I hated the Affordable Care Act until so and so got cancer, until someone got sick, and then I realized how important it is in my life. And that, David, to me, is the key way to swinging this debate, is getting people to relate to the role of health-care disasters in their lives and people's lives. My wife's a breast-cancer survivor. She would've been uninsurable without the Affordable Care Act. Millions of Americans are in [this] situation, tens of millions more know them. The question is: How do we fight the misinformation to get people to realize that luck is a key determinant of our health-care outcomes?

Frum: Well, this is a topic that especially makes my blood boil. The remark of yours that got Rush Limbaugh to call you a Nazi was you referred to people who were born with good health as winners of a genetic lottery. And this is a topic that haunts me. My mother died young. I have children--one of my children died young. I'm 65; I've never spent a night in the hospital. Did I deserve that? Did I do something good? Am I better than my mother? Am I better than my daughter? I'm worse in just about every single way. I've never spent a night in the hospital; their lives were cut short. It is a lottery, and there's something kind of--you had this with your wife--something kind of infuriating about people who won't credit their good luck for whatever health outcomes they have. And, yes, of course, you should wear a seatbelt. But that's not everything.

Gruber: David, I'm so sorry to hear about the tragedies you've had, and many of us have, and I think that, if I look at all the messages I get, if I strip away the hate, the No. 1 insight I got was people would say, Why should I pay more for insurance for my fat neighbor? That was sort of the summary. And it's a difficult issue. If your neighbor is fat because they will not take accountability for their personal health, then they should bear some of the consequences. But many people are fat for reasons beyond their control, and so this comes back to the "skin in the game" comment. We should all have some skin in the game where we can, but most of health is determined by our genetics. And we have no skin in the game on that.

And let me just raise one other point, David, 'cause this is something we're not paying enough attention to. We're talking about the vaccination--we're not paying enough attention to the fact that we are killing research into things that could address those genetic deficiencies. We are at the birth of an unbelievable era of genetic medicine that can cure the incurable, that can fix illnesses that come just because of our bad genes. That research is being crushed by the cutback in financing the Trump administration is also doing.

Frum: Yeah. Your fat neighbor may well attend your funeral if you have some genetic time bomb ticking away inside your body.

Gruber: Well put.

Frum: And it's just that kind of arrogance. But you're right about the research, so let's talk about that. I don't know enough of the subject to get a fix--how lasting and damaging are the attacks of the past year on health-care research? Is this something that can be quickly reversed if science gains more clout in a future administration? Or are we here at a fork in the road, where we'll be paying for this for decades?

Gruber: Look, this is not as bad--compare it to climate change; you can ask a similar question. It is absolutely true that, if a Democratic administration, Democratic Congress, [comes] in in 2028, and they're aggressive on climate change, we could start to reverse some of the damage that's being done now, but it's gonna take decades to reverse it. It's similar with research.

People don't realize, David, the lifeblood of economic growth that is publicly financed research. I have a book called Jump-Starting America, with Simon Johnson, a Nobel Prize-winning economist here at the Sloan School, and we highlight that, in 1965, 2 percent of the entire U.S. economy was government-funded science. Today, it's less than half a percent. That government-funded science was what gave birth to every technology. That microphone you're speaking to, the GPS on your phone, the drugs you take, the computers you use all came out of basic science funding from the U.S. government. When we cut that back, we don't just cut discovery; we cut economic growth. It is not a surprise that the U.S. economic slowdown started shortly after we started reversing our investment in public science in the U.S. This is a crucial long-run problem.

Frum: And how lively is this debate over research? Is there an effective advocacy coalition? Or is it disparate and divided?

Gruber: It's disparate and divided. It's a bipartisan issue: Spending on public science went up under both Democrats and Republicans, and came down under both Democrats and Republicans. This is something that's hard because the returns are long run, and politicians don't take a long-run view. This is why I was fortunate to help work on the CHIPS and Science Act, and I worked with Senator [Chuck] Schumer's team on a key piece of the CHIPS and Science Act, which was setting up new technology hubs around our country--it was something Simon and I suggested in our book--which is to get communities invested in the fact that science equals jobs. The way we're gonna get politicians focused on this is to recognize that by cutting science, they cut jobs. So we need to invest in communities, not just Cambridge and Berkeley, which are doing fine, but communities all around the country that could benefit from public investments in science.

Frum: Isn't that letting the lobbyists win? What I hear there is: The way to get people to support research is to say, We can have 435 labs in 435 congressional districts, and you can have your piece of the pie, when probably it does make sense to concentrate research in a few places.

Gruber: That's absolutely right, David. So here's, and once again, this is what we lay out in the book. The answer lies between today, where 90 percent of technology jobs are created in six coastal cities, and where you say, where every congressional district gets a lab. There's a lot of space between that.

David, there are 102 cities in America that are big, that are well educated, that have excellent universities and have an average housing price of less than $200,000 a year, places like Rochester, New York; Houston; Salt Lake City. We are talking about taking advantage of the incredible depth of skill we have around our country and, in doing so, get people to understand--outside of the six coastal cities where people do understand this--get people to understand that science delivers growth.

Frum: And this moment that we're living through now, where we're debating whether germs cause diseases, do you see this as a passing mood or something that really reflects something deeper in the American character?

Gruber: I think it's both. I do think--you mentioned earlier--I think there is this notion in the American character of: Individual responsibilities drives everything. And I think that we need to address that. I think the way we address that is by getting people--look, I think people in this are fundamentally decent, and I think if they can understand that the people with genetic illness did nothing wrong, that they had bad luck, and that they know people like that, I'm hoping we can turn this around.

Frum: Jonathan Gruber, thank you so much for your time today. I'm really grateful. We are all a little better informed--less misinformed, less uninformed--thanks to you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Jonathan Gruber for joining me this week on The David Frum Show.

As I mentioned at the top of the program, my book this week is They Thought They Were Free, by Milton Mayer. They Thought They Were Free, published in 1955, is an account of a study of a midsize German city--the city of Marburg, about a hundred kilometers north of Frankfurt--by an American journalist who interviewed a group of men, all men, who had been, in one way or another, survivors of the Nazi period. Most of them had been some kind of supporter of the Nazi Party; one was some kind of critic. And he interviewed these people to understand this question: How does a society climb back, up and out, of moral degradation?

Now, not to make any exaggerated comparisons--there is nothing in common between the Trump administration and Nazi Germany--but there is a feeling, I think, that many people have that the United States has fallen into a kind of moral pit. And I felt this feeling very intensely when I read the reports--and they remain only reports--that U.S. armed forces may have killed, in cold blood, survivors of a wrecked ship accused of drug smuggling. Now, even if the Trump administration's claims are true that these boats are indeed carrying drugs, and even if the claims are true and the allegations are true that all the people on board the boats are involved in the drug trafficking, even if all of that is true, the United States does not kill alleged drug traffickers in cold blood on the high seas--or, at least, it didn't used to.

If you buy the Trump [administration]'s theory that these alleged drug smugglers are somehow combatants, if you buy that, then killing them in cold blood after their ship has been sunk is a war crime. And if you don't buy the argument that these alleged drug traffickers are combatants, if you just think they are alleged criminals, then shooting them in cold blood is plain murder. The United States does not kill suspected drug traffickers in cold blood without a trial. That's murder; that's an extrajudicial killing. And it's just one of many deeply disturbing things that have happened in this second Trump year. And it got me thinking about people who've lived through other things that were, of course, much more disturbing to grapple with the question: How do you build back? How does it happen?

So Milton Mayer, who spoke very imperfect German, was an American journalist of some fame, spent half a year in the city of Marburg, a hundred kilometers north of Frankfurt, which he fictionalized--he gave it a different name--to protect the identities of the people he interviewed, whom, again, he did not name, to get a sense of how they coped.

Now, Milton Mayer was a very perceptive in some ways and very strange and clueless in other ways observer. Himself Jewish by origin, he rejected his Jewish background, became a Quaker, and he had very complicated feelings about his own Judaism. He actually, pretty outrageously, in March of 1942, published an article in The Saturday Evening Post, where he was a contributor--and the Saturday Evening Post was then one of the most influential magazines in the United States. In March '42, when the Germans have unleashed their murder campaign against the Jews of Poland, he published an article called "The Case Against the Jew."

Now, he didn't mean it in any kind of Nazi way, but it's still a pretty disgusting piece of work and a pretty disgusting piece of timing and pretty clueless and detached from reality to do such a thing. But it flowed from Mayer's sense of deep moral individualism, that everything that happens is a result of individual choice. And while that may not be good history, that may not be a good description of what happened in Nazi Germany, it's sometimes a good way to think about the aftermath--how people build back.

As I say, this book is not exactly social science. Marburg was not a representative place. It was much more pro-Nazi than most places in Germany. It had no industry. It had very little working class. It didn't suffer much from bombing during the war. But in his interviews, Mayer surfaced some thoughts that I think are very relevant to us in the much less extreme situation of, we hope, soon-to-be-post-Trump America. And I want to quote one thing from one of his interviews that really stuck with me.

He's interviewing a university professor, who is describing how things just went wrong all around him. And this professor said, "Life is a continuing process, a flow, not a succession of acts and events at all. It has flowed to a new level carrying you with it, without any effort on your part. On this new level you live ... more comfortably every day, with new morals, new principles. You have accepted things [that] you would not have accepted five years ago, a year ago, things that your father, even in Germany, could not have imagined.

"Suddenly it all comes down, all at once. You see what you are, what you have done, or, more accurately, what you haven't done (for that was all that was required of most of us: that we do nothing)."

That's what the Trump program requires of most of us: Just do nothing. Let us proceed. Let us do the things we do. And we have to all think about how we climb back from that.

There's a haunting incident in They Thought They Were Free, which is the description after the fact--again, this book is based on interviews conducted in the early 1950s--of recollections of an incident that took place in 1938, during the German wave of criminal assaults on shops and businesses owned by Jews:   Kristallnacht, as they're collectively known. In the town, a group of Nazi thugs smashed the window of a Jewish candy shop, and parents brought their children to watch, and some of the parents encouraged their children to help themselves to the candy that was now exposed to view because of the broken window. And one of the onlookers said to the German parents, the German non-Jewish parents, You don't understand what you're doing. You think you are hurting the Jewish owner, and you are. But you're also teaching your children to steal. And they will never forget that lesson.

When we teach American troops to kill in cold blood, we're not just harming the victims of the killing, although, of course, they are dead and wrongfully dead, at least reportedly wrongfully dead. We are teaching American soldiers to commit crimes. And that's not a lesson that they will forget. It will change them in some way. Maybe they will recoil against it. Maybe they'll become more contemptuous of civilian authority. Maybe they will get used to it and habituated; maybe they'll be ready to carry out future crimes. But we're all going to be different. And the only way to not be different is to resolve to find some way to come back to the people we were, to rediscover the old principles.

This very interesting book by this very strange, not altogether reliable, narrator offers some deep insights into how we recover. There are millions of words written about the drama--billions of words about the drama and terror and horror of the Second World War. Not enough is thought about the aftermath, how we rebuild a more peaceful and better world after the war, and especially how the people of democratic West Germany built a better country after the war. But it's a subject we're thinking about, and it's a subject from which Americans may have some lessons to learn.

That's it for this week's David Frum Show. Thank you so much for joining me. I hope you will like and subscribe to the program on whatever platform you use, whether you watch or whether you view. I hope you will consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of the program. You can sign up for Atlantic news alerts when I post an article. You can follow me on Instagram and Twitter, if you're so minded. And I continue to appreciate your viewership and listenership so very, very much. Thank you, and see you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Ready for Your Close-Up?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on December 3, 2025.

I have much extolled here the value of new knowledge. Let us now hear a counterargument: Some months after Yale gave Mark Twain an honorary degree in 1888, the writer's schedule cleared up enough for him to pull together a speech advising that the good people of the college learn less.

"I found the astronomer of the university gadding around after comets and other such odds and ends," he wrote. "I told him it was no economy to go on piling up and piling up raw material in the way of new stars and comets and asteroids that we couldn't ever have any use for till we had worked off the old stock."

Greek would have to go "because it is so hard to spell with, and so impossible to read after you get it spelled," and research in math "was not suited to the dignity of a college, which should deal in facts, not guesses and suppositions."

Yale did not heed the advice, and I don't think Twain would really have wanted you to, either. So please--guess and suppose away.

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

Wednesday, December 3, 2025

Today's questions all come from Caitlin Flanagan's essay reflecting on a childhood spent going to the movies with her father.

	In Sunset Boulevard, the fading star Norma Desmond replies to the suggestion that she "used to be big" with: "I am big. It's the pictures that" did what?
 	"You'll never go in the water again" was the tagline of what 1975 summer blockbuster?
 	In The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy has what last name--a word for a weather event not dissimilar to the twister that lifts her out of Kansas?
 	One of the most popular films of the 1970s disaster craze--remade in 2006--follows passengers climbing to the bottom (or top?) of what capsized luxury liner?
 	What Alfred Hitchcock movie opens with a scene in a pet shop, where the protagonist inquires about some odd animal behavior outside?




And by the way, did you know that the famous "underwater" shot that opens Sunset Boulevard--with a camera apparently at the bottom of a swimming pool looking up at a floating drowned man--was captured entirely on dry land?

The cameras of the 1950s couldn't be submerged, so the director, Billy Wilder, installed a mirror on the bottom of the pool and shot from above to keep the equipment dry. Actors, then as now, were plenty waterproof--so William Holden ended the shoot soaked.

Until tomorrow!



Answers: 

	"Got small." The movies of Caitlin's youth felt so much bigger, she writes, thanks partly to her father's enthusiasm for them, but also thanks to the apparent intellectual exhaustion of Hollywood. "We're running out of stories to tell one another," she argues--but many of us would be too tired or inattentive to listen anyway. Read more.
 	Jaws.
 	Gale.
 	The Poseidon.
 	The Birds.


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



Tuesday, December 2, 2025

	Minoxidil is the active ingredient in many products that treat what common condition, known scientifically as alopecia?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "America Refuses to Go [REDACTED]"
 	The company Lifetouch is the largest U.S. provider of what product typically offered once an academic year, in early fall?
 -- From Annie Midori Atherton's "What's the Point of [REDACTED] Anymore?"
 	What hard-boiled detective sported a famous two-way wrist radio across America's mid-century comic strips?
 -- From Ian Bogost's "Get Your Kid a Watch"




And by the way, did you know that Garry Trudeau, the creator of Doonesbury, won the 1975 Pulitzer Prize for Editorial Cartooning for his work with the comic strip? Gerald Ford, who was then president, said that year that "there are only three major vehicles to keep us informed as to what is going on in Washington: the electronic media, the print media, and Doonesbury, not necessarily in that order."

Only one other comic strip--called Bloom County--has won the Pulitzer Prize; Garfield is going to have to bring some real nuance to his thoughts about Mondays if he's ever going to compete.



Answers: 

	Hair loss. Yasmin reports on how the hair-loss-prevention industry, which has long focused on thinning in men, is ready to welcome the many Millennial women who are warming up to the idea of Rogaine. But there's still a big stigma around seeking treatment. Read more.
 	School photos. The Photo Day tradition seems silly considering that every parent has a camera in their pocket now, but families still shell out for the (often ludicrously expensive) school shots, Atherton writes. They're kitschy and awkward--but that might be the point. Read more.
 	Dick Tracy. Ian, who recently purchased a smartwatch for his youngest daughter, writes that the low end of the kid-watch market is full of useless "Dick Tracy novelties." So he went full Apple, and he has found that the watch is the perfect training "phone" for his kid. Read more. 




Monday, December 1, 2025

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

	William Shakespeare's only son, who died at age 11, had what name--just a letter off from one of the bard's most famous tragic heroes?
 -- From James Shapiro's "The Long History of the [REDACTED] Myth"
 	In AI-safety discussions, the likelihood that artificial intelligence causes global cataclysm is popularly expressed as what statistical term?
 -- From Charlie Warzel's "The World Still Hasn't Made Sense of ChatGPT"
 	Germans sometimes call their country "Das Land der Dichter und Denker," or the land of what two vocations--the former of which would apply to, say, Rilke, Schiller, and Goethe, and the latter to Hegel, Heidegger, and Arendt (or you right now)?
 -- From Isaac Stanley-Becker's "The New German War Machine"




And by the way, did you know that Shakespeare's grave doesn't bear his name? What it does bear is a curse. The engraving warns would-be tamperers, "Good friend for Jesus sake forbeare, / To dig the dust enclosed here. / Blessed be the man that spares these stones, / And cursed be he that moves my bones."

Evidence suggests that the curse didn't ward off everyone; ground-penetrating radar revealed in 2016 that Shakespeare's skull is almost certainly missing. Of course, researchers could have opened the grave to make sure--but would you take that risk?



Answers: 

	Hamnet. The myth that Hamnet's death begot the tragedy of Hamlet has persisted for centuries, Shapiro writes, but the fact that it is compelling--see Chloe Zhao's new movie, Hamnet--does not mean that it is true. Read more.
 	p(doom). Whether or not you use the term, you've probably considered the probability of AI-occasioned doom, Charlie writes as ChatGPT turns three. In fact, that mental precarity is already a big chunk of AI's legacy, he argues, and the tech's ever-evolving nature heightens the anxiety. Read more.
 	Poets and thinkers. To varying degrees over the decades, this self-conception has been about both taking pride in Germany's intellectual tradition and renouncing the country's militarism. As Isaac reports, this makes for a fraught transition as Germany gradually abandons pacifism and rearms against a destabilized world. Read more.
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Why Taylor Swift's Accent Has Changed

And yours might too.

by Olga Khazan

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




The lore has by now been recounted many a time: In 2004, Scott and Andrea Swift moved from central Pennsylvania to Nashville so that their 14-year-old daughter, Taylor, could pursue a career in country music. They bought a house on a lake, and Taylor started heading to Music Row after school to work with songwriters.

As Swift's star rose, something else shifted: her voice. Researchers at the University of Minnesota analyzed recorded interviews with Swift throughout her career and found that after she moved to Tennessee, she picked up a southern accent. She began to pronounce my like "mah" and boom like "bee-oom"--features not typically present in a Pennsylvania accent. Matthew Winn, a co-author of the study, told me that these changes suggest that Swift's voice subtly altered to fit in with the Nashville scene. "If you sing country music but you talk like someone from New York or Pennsylvania," Winn said, "people might not take you as seriously."

A decade or so later, after Swift moved to New York City, her vocal pitch lowered. This happens to most women gradually over the course of their life, but Swift's pitch dropped more suddenly than one would expect. This time, Winn told me, the change seemed to be motivated by Swift's desire to be heard, rather than to blend in. In those years, Swift was speaking out about women's rights and other issues, and Winn speculated that she wanted to come across as authoritative, as people with deeper voices are often perceived. (She might also have considered New Yorkers to be more powerful and serious than southerners, and rumbled accordingly.)

Read: The study-abroad accent might be the real deal

The researchers studied Swift's voice as a way of exploring a phenomenon called "second-dialect acquisition," or the way people learn a new style of speaking. Moving from place to place is the most obvious circumstance that might cause someone's accent to change, but people's voices can also evolve when they enter into new relationships or start spending time with different groups of people. When it comes to an accent, "the degree of flexibility within a person over the lifespan is a lot greater than we used to think," Morgan Sonderegger, a linguist at McGill University, told me.

About a decade ago, the predominant thought within linguistics was that people's speech doesn't change much after adolescence. But since then, many examples have emerged of people who contradicted this trend. Rather than immutable features, our accents appear to be more like mirrors, reflecting the people we surround ourselves with. Queen Elizabeth II, for instance, changed her accent over time to be more similar to that of her subjects, according to analyses by the University of Munich's Jonathan Harrington and others. Throughout the early part of the Queen's reign, Britain underwent significant social change, which meant she began to both interact more with policy makers who had different accents, and hear a wider variety of accents on radio and television. In effect, at various points in her life, the Queen no longer spoke "the Queen's English."

Adopting a new accent is mostly a subconscious process. One theory for why it occurs, according to Jennifer Nycz, a linguist at Georgetown University, is that we implicitly adopt the characteristics of others' speech to bridge social distance and get other people to like us. (In lab experiments, people asked to repeat someone else's speech will subconsciously shift their own speech style to match what they just heard.) "If you move to a new place where you're consistently doing these little accommodations in the same direction to a new accent," Nycz told me, "then after a while some of them will stick." Another theory holds that it doesn't matter if we want our new neighbors to like us; we all learn language from the sounds we hear around us, and although this happens most rapidly in early childhood, the process continues into adulthood.

Sometimes, though, accent acquisition is explicit, especially when intelligibility is a concern. Nycz told me that British people in the U.S. will sometimes say water with a vocalized r in restaurants because "watah" can flummox American waiters. Abby Walker, a Virginia Tech linguist who is originally from New Zealand, has started saying tuna when she orders a sandwich in America, because when she says "choona," as a Kiwi would, she sometimes gets chicken.

Not everyone's accent changes when they move or enter a new community. (Sonderegger told me he once met a Brit who had lived in Montreal for 40 years, and who, in a still very British accent, told him, "I think I'm one of your non-changers.") A study that followed 11 people working at an Antarctic research station over the course of about six months found that they did begin to develop the first stages of a "common accent," including pronouncing goat more like "gut." But when Sonderegger and his co-authors examined the speech, over several months, of a similarly isolated group--participants on the ninth season of the show Big Brother U.K.--he found that only two of the contestants began to speak more like each other, and that was because they started dating each other. What's more, some accents are difficult to fully adopt because certain sounds are perceptible only to locals. Nycz told me that Philadelphia has differences in its a sounds that are so specific and fine-grained, you will really learn the proper context for them only if you're "born in Philadelphia to parents from Philadelphia."

Read: The answer, my friend ...

How much your accent changes in a new environment depends on a few factors, according to researchers I interviewed. First, you'll develop a stronger accent if you're younger when you move to the new location. Also important is your social network in the new place--whether you meet lots of locals. I remember vacationing in Italy with some American friends who had moved to Modena. The husband, a born-and-bred midwesterner who worked with Italians all day, gesticulated wildly and slipped in the occasional broken-English "What it means?" Your attitude about the new place also matters. If a proud New Yorker who disdains the West Coast moves to California, he probably won't adopt a surfer-dude way of speaking.

The relative prestige of the accent also seems to play a role. Some evidence suggests that people more readily pick up accents associated with power and status. Walker told me that many people from Appalachia lose their accent if they face negative comments after leaving the region. And in her research, she found that English people in America seem to hang on to their accent a little more tightly than Americans in the U.K. do. "My accent is a wonderful weapon. Why would I change something that's working so well?" one of her British study participants asked. Brits in Ohio told Walker they get out of speeding tickets by speaking in their native accent; Americans in London told her that they thought they sounded "stupid."

Sonderegger said longitudinal studies that have surveyed people over the course of their life suggest that accents follow a U-shaped pattern, in which a person's voice changes as they enter college or the working world, before gradually reverting to their home accent in old age. The thinking is that, as we launch our careers, we seek to sound professional and to fit in with our colleagues, but in old age, well, we just stop caring as much. Toward the end of her life, Queen Elizabeth began once again to sound more like she did in the 1950s. One study found that Ruth Bader Ginsburg mellowed her distinctive New York accent while arguing cases as a young lawyer, but embraced it again as a Supreme Court justice who had nothing left to prove.

Adopting a second accent might seem similar to code-switching, the process in which a speaker addresses different audiences with a different tone and vocabulary. But code-switching, researchers told me, involves intentionally moving between styles of speaking throughout the day, depending on your audience (for example, using baby talk with your toddler and corporate buzzwords at the office). An accent shift is more all-encompassing and subconscious.

For the most part, people don't forget their original accent when they move to a new place--they just pick up a new one. They now can speak with both accents. You might have noticed something like this, such as "when you're in college and your roommate calls home for the first time, and you can completely tell they're talking to their parents," Nycz said, "because their accent switches back to North Carolina or wherever it is they're from."

Kendall Spell, a 24-year-old from Clinton, a rural North Carolina town, told me she softened her heavy southern accent when she started college in Charlotte, because people would remark on it so much that she felt a little embarrassed. (Her home accent, she said, is not dissimilar to Parker Posey's deep drawl on The White Lotus.) But she said she finds that whenever she's around her family and friends for a while, her accent "does thicken up." In this way, people's voices can carry the traces of all the cities they've ever called home. Justice may be due to Hilaria Baldwin, the Boston-born wife of Alec Baldwin, who spent part of her childhood in Spain and has been mocked for sometimes slipping into a Spanish accent in adulthood. She might not be faking the accent so much as letting it break through after its years in hibernation.

Some people find changes to their accent distressing, or at least a little bittersweet. Expats may develop an in-between accent that's not quite native and not quite their original dialect. Walker told me she now sounds too American for her New Zealand friends, but too New Zealand for most Americans. "No one will claim me," she said. When she interviewed Americans in England many years ago, she met one American woman who was unhappy that she sounded somewhat English, because a family member would tease her about it whenever she returned to the U.S. Walker noted in her write-up that "she kept coming back to this genuine concern for the next five minutes of our conversation."

Mary Skinner, a TikTok creator who moved from Northern Virginia to Edinburgh, Scotland, about a year and a half ago, told me that her intonation has since become more Scottish. Her sentences now rise rather than fall at the end, and she says "hiya" rather than "hi" when she walks into shops. Sometimes, she says, these linguistic shifts feel like an act of betrayal. The way you speak "connects you to your roots and your hometown, and then to hear yourself changing that without even really thinking about it," she said, is a reminder that you're "not the same person you were when you lived back home."

This change may be uncomfortable, but, as research shows, it's not at all unusual. Like Swift, many of us have distinct phases of our lives, and each new era may sound different from the last.
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The Extraordinary Logic of Netanyahu's Bid for a Pardon

His case for clemency rests on the assumption that he's irreplaceable.

by Gershom Gorenberg

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Presidential pardons are in fashion in the United States, even for people who haven't yet been found guilty of a crime. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is a well-known Americanophile. Now he, too, wants a preconviction pardon, a never-go-to-jail card.

On Sunday, his lawyers submitted his request, stressing that freeing Netanyahu from his marathon corruption trial would be purely for the public good.

Because Netanyahu faces Israeli, not U.S., charges, he had to seek relief from Israel's president, Isaac Herzog, rather than from Donald Trump. But Trump has already weighed in. In a letter last month, he urged Herzog to issue a pardon. The case against Netanyahu is "political, unjustified prosecution," Trump wrote, concluding with his standard line to an implied underling: "Thank you for your attention to this matter."

The U.S. connection doesn't end there. If Herzog accedes, he will put Israel firmly in the American camp, where the ruler is above the rule of law.

Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu just admitted he's unfit to lead Israel

The police began investigating Netanyahu in 2016. He went on trial in 2020 on charges of fraud and breach of trust in three separate cases, and bribery in one of them. One charge held that he used his office to help a billionaire, from whom he and his wife received gifts that included a steady supply of expensive cigars and champagne. Another alleged that he granted regulatory favors in return for favorable coverage on a popular news site.

The legal and financial complexity of the cases, the long list of witnesses, and the defense team's tactics have all served to drag out the trial. So did the coronavirus pandemic and the war in Gaza. Over the past year, Netanyahu has had to appear in court as a witness for the defense, and then for cross-examination. The three judges presiding over the trial have repeatedly allowed him to miss days or testify for fewer hours because of what he presented as pressing matters of state. From the start, Netanyahu has accused the police, the prosecution, and the media of a political witch hunt.

The pardon application, though, is a new gambit. And Trump's letter is likely one reason for the timing. Netanyahu may believe that the U.S. president's backing could make Herzog more amenable, while providing cover with some part of the Israeli public.

Besides that, another stratagem to end the trial without a verdict has stalled. Since March, the Netanyahu government has sought to dismiss Attorney General Gali Baharav-Miara. The cabinet formally voted to do so in August. In Israel, the attorney general has a quasi-judicial role that includes heading the state prosecution, and she has the power to stay proceedings mid-trial. Baharav-Miara has steadfastly refused to do what a more pliant replacement might. But the supreme court has blocked her dismissal and is expected to issue a final ruling against it on procedural grounds.

Testifying, especially under cross-examination, may be what has pushed Netanyahu to look for a way out. For most of the trial, he was not required to be present in court. But since his testimony began last December, he has had to appear on the witness stand as the defendant, a constant blow to his self-image. Worse, since the cross-examination began in June, he has been caught in contradictions, and his lawyers have probably told him that he stands a strong chance of being convicted.

The pardon request is an extraordinary document. Contrary to the standard legal advice in Israel for those appealing to the president, Netanyahu does not "express sincere remorse for his actions." Logically, this makes sense: Remorse would be a mid-trial admission of guilt. Rather, his lawyers insist that he is innocent, and that his purely personal interest is in letting proceedings continue until he is acquitted. He's asking for a pardon, they claim, for the good of the nation.

Presidential clemency before a verdict is close to unheard-of in Israeli law. Netanyahu's attorneys turned to the United States for precedents. "Recently U.S. presidents have given numerous pardons before conviction," they wrote. And they cited the classic example: "In a case similar to ours, President Ford pardoned his predecessor, President Richard Nixon," even though Nixon had never been charged or tried and "openly refused to recognize any guilt on his part."

Listen: Even some J6ers don't agree with Trump's blanket pardon

They didn't mention one minor difference: Nixon resigned his office when his offenses became obvious and never returned to politics. Netanyahu's request is predicated on him staying in office. The request lists his accomplishments, including "leading the campaign to destroy Hamas rule and return our hostages." Now, "alongside the United States," it says, Israel is moving forward toward agreements to end the war and expanding peace deals with Arab countries. Freeing Netanyahu from "the burden" of the trial, his lawyers say, will allow him to devote "his full strength, energy, time, and understanding to lead Israel in these historic days."

Hidden here is an admission that fulfilling the duties of prime minister while being a criminal defendant is hard. The obvious solution to this problem--and to Netanyahu's stated desire to prove his innocence--would be to resign. As is normal in a parliamentary democracy, the Knesset would decide on a new prime minister or call new elections. The implication running through the request, however, is that Benjamin Netanyahu has no possible replacement. He alone is the great leader, protector of the nation.

A single relevant precedent exists in Israel for pardon before conviction, and the prime minister's request cites it at length. In 1986, President Chaim Herzog--the current president's father--granted pardons to top officials in the Shin Bet security service, before any charges had been filed, for their role in covering up the murder of two captured terrorists. The elder Herzog explained that the officials would not be able to defend themselves without "divulging security information of the utmost secrecy." He was acting, he said, in the interests of the public and state security.

In a controversial decision that followed, the supreme court upheld the president's authority to issue a pardon before a verdict, but only in "the most exceptional circumstances of paramount public interest or personal plight." The court noted, however, that the Shin Bet officials had "admitted having committed the criminal acts for which they asked to be pardoned." And the most senior among them--the head of the agency--resigned.

Netanyahu, by contrast, is admitting nothing, and his claim of a "public interest of the first order" rests largely on how purportedly essential it is for him to stay in office. In addition, his lawyers write, "granting a pardon will enable the prime minister to act to mend the rift in the nation" caused by the trial.

This comes very close to the classic definition of chutzpah: killing your parents, then asking for mercy in court because you are an orphan. The causes of the national divisions to which Netanyahu refers have been his insistence on clinging to power through the investigation, indictment, and trial, and his escalating attacks on the judicial system. In 2023, his government instigated a "judicial reform" aimed at making the justice system subservient to an all-powerful ruling coalition. If the constitutional revolution had moved as quickly as the government planned, Netanyahu might already be safe from criminal conviction.

Since the investigation began, Israeli politics have undergone a realignment: Rather than right versus left, the most significant divide is between political parties willing to join a coalition with an antidemocratic prime minister accused of corruption and those who refuse to do so. The first step in healing that rift would be for Netanyahu to leave the stage.

Dennis Ross: Yitzhak Rabin knew what Netanyahu doesn't

For now, the pardon request is in Isaac Herzog's hands. Granting pardons is one of the few powers of his office. Israel's president is supposed to be above partisan politics but speak for the state as a whole. In that role, a president with a strong democratic compass would reject Netanyahu's request immediately.

Herzog, however, is a weak figure. A former leader of the Labor Party, he was elected by the Knesset with Netanyahu's surprising help. Rather than speaking out against the "judicial reform," he proposed a compromise that would have given the coalition much of what it wanted. Now he has promised to weigh Netanyahu's request "with the good of the state and society" in mind--a formulation that leaves room for accepting Netanyahu's arguments.

If Herzog does grant a pardon, it's certain to be challenged in the supreme court. How the court would rule is entirely uncertain. Two years ago, it handed down a narrow, landmark decision overturning a constitutional measure--a central part of the coalition's "reform"--on the grounds that it violated the state's democratic character. But since then, three liberal justices have retired, creating a more conservative court.

The crucial decision, therefore, is Herzog's. He can, at last, stand for principle and insist that equality before the law applies even to the country's leader. Or he can accede to Netanyahu's request, and to Trump's, and deliver another blow to democracy.
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Pentagon Report: Hegseth Risked Endangering Troops With Signal Messages

The inspector general finds that the defense secretary violated his department's policies.

by Shane Harris, Nancy A. Youssef, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Sarah Fitzpatrick

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




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

For nearly nine months, Trump-administration officials have defended top national-security leaders who shared information in a Signal chat about U.S. strikes in Yemen, first reported by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, who was inadvertently included in the group. Officials played down the severity of the breach and insisted that the information wasn't classified.

Now the Pentagon's top watchdog has concluded that the information Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth shared in the chat could have put the mission, U.S. personnel, and national security at risk had it fallen into the wrong hands. The information Hegseth shared included the precise times that fighter pilots would attack their targets, the sort of information ordinarily shared only on secure platforms. If Houthi militants had learned those details in advance, they might have been able to shoot down American planes or better defend their positions.

The Defense Department inspector general found that while the mission ultimately was not jeopardized, Hegseth violated his department's own policies when he used Signal, a commercial messaging app that is not approved for sharing classified information. The IG's report, scheduled to be published on Thursday, was described to us by numerous U.S. officials familiar with its findings.

Senator Mark Kelly, an Arizona Democrat who sits on the Armed Services Committee, said that the report found Hegseth was in violation of Pentagon regulations. "They very clearly stated he should not be using his cellphone and putting this kind of information on an unclassified system," he told reporters on Capitol Hill.

The report also found that the information Hegseth shared was classified at the time he received it. (Trump administration officials had tried publicly to argue otherwise.) Battlefield information like what Hegseth shared is routinely classified because of the risk it would pose to U.S. forces were it exposed. U.S. Central Command, which is responsible for military operations in the Middle East, had classified the information about the air strike as secret, according to defense officials who spoke with us on the condition of anonymity.

But the report also found that Hegseth, as the secretary, had the authority to declassify information, Kelly noted. Less clear is why Hegseth thought it was appropriate or necessary to do so. The secretary did not give an interview to the inspector general, according to people familiar with the matter.

"This review affirms what the Administration has said from the beginning -- no classified information was leaked, and operational security was not compromised," said Karoline Leavitt, White House press secretary, in a statement. "President Trump stands by Secretary Hegseth."

In a post on X late Wednesday, Hegseth declared "total exoneration" and "case closed," in an apparent reference to the report. He also adopted a common Trump signature of thanking readers for "your attention to this IG report." He did not address any of the report's findings.

An attorney for Hegseth did not respond to a request for comment.

The inspector general's office, led by acting director Steven Stebbins, also noted that Hegseth is hardly the only official to have used the encrypted messaging app.

What is known is that Hegseth's communications included the precise times that U.S. fighter planes would attack their targets, the sort of information ordinarily shared only on secure platforms. Signal, an open-source encrypted messaging service, is popular with journalists and others who seek more privacy than other text-messaging services are capable of delivering. Current and former government officials have told us that if lower-level employees shared such sensitive information on a commercial platform, they would certainly be fired and possibly be prosecuted.

The inspector general's conclusions seem likely to create an impression among the military rank and file that there are two sets of rules: one for the Defense Department's presidentially appointed leadership, and one for everyone else.

The inspector general's findings may also compound the criticism that Hegseth has been facing since he assumed office. Critics--including people within the Trump administration--have complained about his chaotic management, which has been marred by infighting among senior aides, and they say that Hegseth has spent more time focused on personnel issues and physical-fitness standards than running the world's most advanced military. A number of Democrats and at least one Republican have called for him to resign. And now two congressional committees led by Republicans have said that they will investigate a report in The Washington Post that Hegseth gave a verbal order to leave no survivors in a September military strike on an alleged drug boat, leading the United States to conduct a follow-up strike that killed two people who survived the initial attack. Some legal experts have said that such an order could be a war crime. During a Cabinet meeting on Tuesday, Hegseth said that he "did not personally see survivors" clinging to the boat after a first strike, and he has denied knowing that a second strike could have hit them.

Signalgate became a shorthand for ineptitude at the highest reaches of the administration. Foreign allies told us that they felt justified in their earlier reluctance to share their secrets with the United States, given President Donald Trump's long history of mishandling classified information. Interspersed in the chat--along with questions about the wisdom of conducting the Yemen strike and details about weapons packages, targets, and timing--were emoji, exclamation points, acronyms, and several words in all caps. "PATHETIC," Hegseth wrote to describe Europe's response to threats to a key shipping lane.

Signal is not approved by the government for sharing classified information, which is normally transmitted over approved, secure government systems. Indeed, inside much of the Pentagon, personnel are not even allowed to bring their cellphones into their office; instead, they have to keep them outside their door in storage lockers.

When officials want to discuss military activity, they customarily go into a specially designed space known as a sensitive compartmented information facility, or SCIF--most Cabinet-level national-security officials have one installed in their home--or they communicate only on approved government equipment.

Read: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

The Signal group chat concerning Yemen turned out to be just one of at least a dozen such groups that administration officials had used to conduct government business, former and current officials told us.

The inspector general's report examined only Hegseth, not other senior officials in the Signal chat whose actions aren't under the Pentagon's jurisdiction, including CIA Director John Ratcliffe, Vice President J. D. Vance, and then-National Security Adviser Mike Waltz, now the ambassador to the United Nations. Waltz set up the "Houthi PC small group" chat in the first place and inadvertently added Goldberg. There are no comparable reviews planned for these officials or other members of the chat.

The unprecedented security breach revealed the Trump administration's casual approach to handling some of the country's most sensitive information. "We are currently clean on OPSEC," or operations security, Hegseth wrote in the chat, unaware the group clearly wasn't.

The story became comedy gold for late-night hosts. (Saturday Night Live reimagined it as the show's cold open.) Perhaps the fiasco resonated so widely because it was simultaneously so relatable and so reckless. Who hasn't felt the chagrin of accidentally posting in the wrong group chat or hitting "Reply All" to an office email? And also: The senior-most government leaders in the United States did what with their secret attack plans?

Hegseth, a former National Guard soldier and Fox News host, has faced other questions about his professional and personal judgment since his nomination last fall. During his confirmation process, he defended himself against allegations of heavy drinking and sexual assault, which he denied. Since taking office, scrutiny has intensified as he has summarily fired scores of senior military officers without cause, focused on personnel issues such as service members' weight and hair, and departed from precedent by launching sharp partisan attacks.

The Signal chat also revealed disagreement at the highest levels of the administration about the wisdom of the strikes and--more broadly--how the Trump administration should employ the military and when it should leave the world's problems to others. Trump and members of his administration have emphasized that the attack itself was a success despite the security breach.

In May, the president decided to stop bombing Houthi targets and declared victory, even though the group retained significant fighting power and had vowed to keep attacking Israel, which the strikes were originally intended to prevent.

Signalgate generated a rare acknowledgment from Trump that his administration may have made a mistake. In a Truth Social post criticizing Goldberg's prior reporting about him, Trump acknowledged that he was "somewhat more 'successful'" with the Signal story.

"I think we learned: Maybe don't use Signal, okay?" Trump said in an interview with The Atlantic. "If you want to know the truth. I would frankly tell these people not to use Signal, although it's been used by a lot of people. But, whatever it is, whoever has it, whoever owns it, I wouldn't want to use it."

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

After the strike on the Houthis, The Atlantic reported on the existence of the Signal group and broadly described the kind of information that top national-security officials had shared, but at first chose to leave out some of the most sensitive information, including Hegseth's text about the strike's timing. Journalists frequently choose to withhold these kinds of details, as well as information about intelligence sources, to strike a balance between legitimate national-security concerns and the public's need to know about government misconduct.

But after the initial story was published, Trump-administration officials, and the president himself, claimed that the information in the text chain wasn't classified, stunning national-security experts and defying common sense. Operational information of the sort that Hegseth shared is routinely classified because its exposure could jeopardize a mission and risk the lives of U.S. forces.

Administration officials also accused The Atlantic of misrepresenting the information in the Signal chat and exaggerating the severity of the security breach. The magazine then shared the full text of the chat.
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A Galactic Cluster

Day 3 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Day 3 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Galactic Cluster. More than 100 galaxies can be seen in Galaxy Cluster Abell 209, situated about 2.8 billion light-years away. Though they look close to one another, these galaxies are still separated by millions of light-years. Their combined mass manages to warp and magnify some even more-distant galaxies through a process called gravitational lensing. Lensed galaxies here appear stretched or streaky toward the center.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Electricity Should Be Free at Noon

And two other ideas for lowering electricity costs

by Leah C. Stokes

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Electricity prices are becoming an outsize issue in American politics because they themselves are legitimately outsize. Compared with the cost of consumer goods, which have been rising rapidly over the past few years, electricity prices are climbing even faster, an estimated 13 percent nationwide since 2022. This year, roughly half of households making less than $50,000 struggled to pay their electricity bills. In California, where the rise has been particularly steep, rates have essentially doubled over the past decade.



When electricity was first commercialized, utilities were allowed to operate as monopolies for one main reason: to deliver lower costs. For a century, it worked. Companies spread the fixed costs of growing the system across their locked-in customers, and prices dropped precipitously. In 1890, a kilowatt-hour was $9.48 on average nationwide in today's dollars; by 1950, it had dropped to 41 cents and, by 1990, to 21 cents. But recently, this century-long trend has reversed in many states; utilities are failing to keep prices low.



Prices are rising for many reasons, not all of which apply in every state. In some states, data centers are pushing up rates. In others, wildfire costs are showing up on bills. Despite what President Donald Trump has argued, higher prices have little to do with the country's move toward clean energy. If anything, Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act has made it harder to invest in the cheapest ways of building new solar, wind, and batteries.



Ignoring those technologies will make electricity only more expensive in the years to come. If regulators, policy makers, and utility executives actually want to lower prices, they will have to deal strategically with both the clean-energy boom and climate change's strain on the electricity system.



Clean energy is cheap energy. Building a large-scale solar or wind project costs less than a new gas plant, and solar and wind require no fuel to operate, making each additional kilowatt-hour essentially free. When combined with batteries, these projects can now operate like traditional power plants, providing power on demand.



In places with a lot of solar, including California, some installations are producing more energy than is being consumed, so some power is being wasted. If people shifted more of their electricity use toward the middle of the day, the grid's overall costs would go down, because demand would decrease in later hours, when prices are the highest. And the easiest way to nudge people toward using that midday power is to make it cheaper--or even free.



Like California, Australia has an enormous amount of solar. The country's climate-change-and-energy minister just announced that, starting in July, electricity suppliers will be required to offer at least three free hours of midday power in some regions. This will give people a reason to charge their electric vehicles, use heat pumps to precool or preheat their homes and water, and store more clean electricity in batteries when cheap energy is abundant. Later in the day, when the system relies on dirtier and more expensive energy sources, people will likely demand less power, reducing costs for everyone.



Plenty of places in the U.S. could try this, too. The states with the most solar, including California and Texas, are already wasting about 10 percent of their solar energy. But utilities and regulators have done little to set electricity prices lower during the day. The closest anyone has come is in California, where, as part of a regulatory proceeding, San Diego Gas & Electric agreed in September to create a lower-cost period from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. In the long run, as solar and wind supply more and more of Americans' power, aligning electricity rates with clean energy's availability could allow the grid to operate more cheaply.



If the first clear way to cut electricity bills is strategically lowering prices for customers, the second is strategically cutting back profits for utilities. Even as consumers' bills rose, California's Pacific Gas and Electric, for example, reported record profits--$2.47 billion last year. North Carolina's Duke Energy had profits north of $4 billion.



Legislators could trim these profits directly by more closely aligning utilities' guaranteed rates of return with their actual costs. Such adjustments could also limit utilities' endless quest for more infrastructure. Right now, a utility could make tens of millions of dollars on, say, putting a transmission line underground, because those that operate as monopolies (that is, most of them) can charge customers for almost every dollar spent expanding the transmission-and-distribution system--plus a profit. So more spending equals more profits, a perverse incentive called "gold-plating."



One solution is to have states build the transmission system instead. A new law in California will pilot this idea, using a fund to publicly finance transmission. This will not only reduce utility profits, lowering electricity bills; it will also make electricity costs less regressive by shifting the burden from lower-income people onto the wider tax base.



A third way to lower prices is to take the costs of climate impacts out of electricity bills. As wildfires rip across the West, their damages are being borne by utility customers. This is a major reason that costs in California are so high. To take one example, the 2017 Thomas Fire created $2.4 billion in liabilities for Southern California Edison, which sparked the fire; its customers (myself included) are now on the hook for two-thirds of those costs. (The company, like PG&E, posted record profits last year.) If companies aren't charging ratepayers for fire damage, then they might be charging them for the anticipated costs of fires. In Utah, the legislature passed a law that allows Rocky Mountain Power to proactively collect revenue from customers for a "fire fund." In Colorado, regulators approved a $1.9 billion plan to harden against future wildfires, jacking up bills by 10 percent.



Other climate impacts are increasing electricity rates, too. Hurricane-prone places such as Florida are also hardening their grids, driving rate increases. The climate scientist Andrew Dessler has estimated that Texas's electricity prices were 16 percent higher in 2023 because of the demand driven by climate-change-induced heat waves. FEMA's recent decision not to cover the utilities' damages from a brutal ice storm in Michigan--which may have been more likely because of climate change--could mean that rural customers will be paying $4,500 each to cover the bill.



Passing on these climate costs to ratepayers is not the only way of dealing with them. Hawaii's legislature decided to limit the local utility's liability for the deadly Maui fires and to use state funds to compensate survivors. Policy makers can also keep utilities from making a profit on wildfire mitigation and other grid-hardening costs, as California has recently done.



Alternatively, fossil-fuel companies could pay. Climate-attribution science is now able to quickly say how much more likely climate change made a given weather event and then, using data on historic emissions, apportion blame to individual fossil-fuel companies. In other contexts, lawyers are trying to use this type of information to hold companies legally liable for climate damages. Similarly, insurers could try to recoup their costs from these companies as one California bill proposed.



If regulators don't take action, electricity bills will continue to rise. And that failure will have rippling effects. Ultimately, the way out of burning fossil fuels is by electrifying our homes, cars and businesses, running them instead on clean power. If as a country we cannot keep electricity bills low, then we won't be able to electrify fast enough to avoid still-worse impacts of climate change. This is why putting climate damages on electricity bills is so problematic. If climate change makes electricity less affordable, then addressing climate change with electrification becomes harder, and we get stuck in a vicious cycle of paying more to live in an ever-hotter world.
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Condemning Millions for One Man's Crime

The sanctity of the individual is an essential Western value.

by George Packer

Wed, 03 Dec 2025


Afghan refugees arriving at Dulles International Airport in 2021 (Chip Somodevilla / Getty)



Most of us are lucky enough to avoid any direct encounter with the true nature of Donald Trump's presidency. But over time, abstract nouns such as authoritarianism and xenophobia lose their hard edges with too much use. It can take some personal experience to bring home what the Trump administration is doing to human lives and values.

The solitary Afghan man who allegedly shot two members of the West Virginia National Guard near the White House last week, killing a 20-year-old woman and critically wounding a 24-year-old man, gave the president exactly the pretext he needed to crush the hopes of desperate people here and around the world. Trump started with Afghans, canceling all U.S. visas issued to Afghans abroad and barring visa holders from entering the country, including men and women who aided the 20-year American war effort in Afghanistan. He halted asylum hearings in the U.S. for all migrants; announced that green cards issued to migrants from 19 countries, including Afghanistan, would be reviewed; and promised to examine every asylum case approved under the previous administration. He wrote that any foreign-born resident of the U.S. found to be "incapable of loving our Country" or "non-compatible with Western Civilization" would be deported.

Juliette Kayyem: A terrible and avoidable tragedy in D.C.

This broad assault against the right of refuge is being staged on a heap of lies. Trump suggested that he would never have allowed the alleged gunman--who had served in a CIA-trained unit during the war--and others like him into the country; in fact Trump criticized President Joe Biden for leaving Afghan allies behind after the fall of Kabul in 2021, and the alleged gunman was granted U.S. asylum in April, under Trump. He said that Afghans were allowed into the U.S. "unvetted," when they've been put through security screenings at every stage, from the original entry to the request for asylum and green cards. The claim by Kristi Noem, Trump's secretary of homeland security, that Afghanistan is now safe enough for her department to send Afghan refugees back there is a lie.

The argument that federal troops are needed in U.S. cities to end a nonexistent crime wave created by refugees and other migrants is a lie, as is the administration's insistence that national security requires mass deportation. Trump himself has undermined that security far more by purging the FBI of agents deemed disloyal, cutting millions of dollars from counter-terrororism, and diverting thousands of federal law-enforcement officers to the dirty business of rounding up men in Home Depot parking lots and arresting married couples who have shown up to a green-card hearing. "If they are correct in characterizing the shooting as a terrorist attack," Becca Heller, the founder of the International Refugee Assistance Project, told me, "how come no one is talking about the intelligence failure that allowed a terrorist attack against U.S. troops on U.S. soil?"

All of these lies are built on a deeper one. Stephen Miller, the ideologue behind the foreigners-out policy, told it over the weekend in a social-media post: "You are not just importing individuals. You are importing societies. No magic transformation occurs when failed states cross borders. At scale, migrants and their descendants recreate the conditions, and terrors, of their broken homelands."

If it were true that those fleeing horrifying violence are bound to inflict the same oppression on others, Miller might well have added: Just as Jews imported here from postwar Europe brought the industrial slaughter of Dachau and Bergen-Belsen with them and inflicted it on their innocent American neighbors in Scarsdale. Just as South Vietnamese who managed to flee the victorious North terrorized the peaceful streets of Galveston with civil war and torture. Just as multiple generations of Iranians and Sudanese have imposed the brutal tyrannies of their homelands on the good people of Los Angeles and Fargo.

Miller is justifying collective punishment and guilt by blood. I've witnessed those barbarisms elsewhere, in war-ravaged countries and in dictatorships, but never before during my lifetime as a matter of national policy here at home. Trump and his top aides are re-creating in America the conditions and terrors of failed states. They're erasing the distinction between the perpetrators and victims of violence. They're abolishing the essential value of the Western civilization they claim to be defending: the sanctity of each individual; the right of all men and women to be judged on their own merits, not as faceless carriers of the pathologies of entire societies and heritages.

David A. Graham: Trump seizes back the spotlight

Within hours of the shooting, I received a text from an Afghan woman I know, whom I'm calling Saman. (She asked that I not use her real name.) She's a refugee in Pakistan, where she, her husband, and their two small children are barely surviving month to month as they try to escape deportation by the Pakistani authorities back to Afghanistan. There an ominous fate would await them. Both Saman and her husband served in the Afghan special forces during the American war. She is Hazara, a religious minority that has suffered severe repression under the Taliban; her sister in Afghanistan is hiding from Taliban attempts to force her into marriage; her husband's brother is languishing in a Taliban prison. After years of repeated vetting by the U.S. refugee agency, the couple was about to be resettled here in January, when Trump returned to office and halted the program.

No other country is willing to accept them, and now they've been utterly abandoned by the country at whose side they fought. An administration that claims to be standing up for the U.S. military is inflicting moral injury on troops that have vouched for their wartime Afghan comrades, including Saman and her husband. I was still trying to find a way to tell her that their last hope of being allowed to come here had just died--that the president and his advisers have deemed her and her family incapable of loving America, incompatible with Western civilization, and certain to bring Afghanistan's chaos and terror to the United States--when I heard from her. I can't come up with any answer to the Trump administration better than what Saman said herself:

This tragedy was shocking, painful, and beyond anything words can truly express. I want to offer my sincere condolences to you and to everyone affected by this terrible event. I want to state clearly and with all my heart that I strongly condemn this attack. Such violence is inhuman, unjustifiable, and against every moral value I believe in. As an Afghan, I feel a heavy weight of sorrow and shame that someone from my country committed such a horrific act, even though I know very well that the actions of one individual do not represent an entire nation.
 To be completely honest ... sometimes I wish I were not Afghan. I wish I had not been born in Afghanistan so I would not have to carry the burden and the pain caused by the actions of people who do not represent the real, peaceful Afghan people.
 I kindly ask you not to let this tragedy change the way you see me, or the many Afghans who believe deeply in peace, humanity, and mutual respect.
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Ukraine's Corruption Scandal Is Bad. But Exposing It Is a Win.

The fight was always for the independence of a country that can hold its powerful to account.

by Kristina Berdynskykh

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




On the morning of November 28, Ukrainian law enforcement did something it had never before done in its history: It showed up at the apartment of the head of the president's office to investigate him for graft.

Commentators around the world have noted the strain that an unfolding scandal has put on the Ukrainian presidency at a time when the United States is pressuring the country to make concessions to Russia. But just as striking is the fact that an investigation into energy-sector kickbacks at the highest levels of government and business is happening at all. This is in many ways a victory for Ukrainian democracy, and for a civil society that, since the 2014 revolution on the Maidan, has worked tirelessly to hold its government to account, even during wartime.

In July, Ukraine's Parliament passed a law limiting the independence of anti-corruption bodies, and President Volodymyr Zelensky initially signed it. But under pressure from the street, he restored everything to the way it was before. Now nobody--not even the president himself--is authorized to stop the National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine from carrying out its mission on behalf of the Ukrainian people. Andriy Yermak, a very close ally of Zelensky's and, until last week, the president's point person for the peace negotiations, hasn't been officially charged, but he was forced to step down as the investigation closed in on his possible connection to the case.

Read: Ukraine says it won't give up land to Russia

I have been a political journalist in Ukraine for 17 years, a span that encompasses the 2010-14 presidency of Viktor Yanukovych. Corruption is hardly a new subject for Ukrainian journalists, but the treatment of this year's scandal is certainly different from anything we witnessed before Maidan. Take, for example, an incident from April 2013. Journalists scouring Yanukovych's official income declaration noticed that the president claimed to have received a fee of $2 million in 2012 for books he had written. This was very odd. First, the Donetsk printing house listed as having paid him the fee specialized in advertising products and cardboard packaging, not in books. But more important, Yanukovych was not a popular author. He was not a writer at all. Rather, the president's literary work consisted of brochures for his political party and collections of interviews, none of which was sold in stores where it could have earned any profit. I was able to find these documents only at a single library, where the data I analyzed suggested negligible circulation. Everything pointed to a primitive scheme to launder his illegal income. That's what Ukrainian journalists wrote at the time.

Our articles garnered no official reaction. No one offered an explanation for the $2 million. Nor did the president's lawyers file suit to deny the media's claims of corruption. That's because the authorities were completely indifferent to public opinion and to what journalists wrote. They were brazen in their graft, and confident that they could continue being so. No doubt they saw $2 million as a piddling sum to worry about when much more significant embezzlement was going on. At that time, Yanukovych had already built himself a luxurious private residence, called Mezhyhiria, by illegally seizing a protected area in the Kyiv region totaling 137 hectares. Only the revolution halted his appetites. He fled to Russia in 2014.

Today, the situation is completely different. The Maidan Revolution led to the establishment of official anti-corruption bodies in 2015. Their creation was among the reforms that enabled a visa-free regime between Ukraine and the European Union in 2017. And now, in 2025, these bodies, and not journalists, are the ones to have uncovered large-scale corruption in the president's circle.

Zelensky reacted to the scandal very quickly. He imposed personal sanctions on his former business partner, Timur Mindich, who the investigation alleges was one of the organizers of the embezzlement scheme in the energy sector. (Mindich had already fled the country.) Parliament has dismissed two ministers. On November 26, the anti-corruption bureau questioned the secretary of the National Security and Defense Council, Rustem Umerov. In 2013, for law enforcement to investigate ministers and close friends of the president by questioning them or searching their homes or offices was unthinkable. Now it's everyday life.

The scheme in question appears to have been a very old-fashioned one. Based on recordings of conversations among the accomplices, certain officials and businessmen were receiving 10 to 15 percent kickbacks from contracts with the energy sector. That's pretty much standard operating procedure from 20 or 30 years ago. Maybe Zelensky was so focused on the war that he didn't know anything about it. But to imagine that his closest aides didn't strains belief. After all, Zelensky has made sure that the most important decisions for the country--in politics, war, economics, diplomacy, and governance--emanate from his office on Bankova Street. He places a premium on personal relationships. But fighting corruption may require detachment.

Read: Why Trump pushed for peace--again

The war has heightened our society's emotional reaction to scandal. Ukrainians are surrounded by death and destruction, and many pay daily for their country's independence with the lives of their loved ones. To see politicians stuffing their pockets with cash under these circumstances is very painful. Perhaps the officials involved have forgotten that morale is everything--that if Ukraine doesn't hold on, a Russian occupation will come for all of us, including the corrupt themselves.

The rawness of these emotions can be a problem for the anti-corruption movement, too. Trials can take years, and in the rush to see justice done, activists are sometimes impatient with or even forget about the presumption of innocence. Journalists can ruin an official's reputation ahead of any verdict. These are habits we can improve, emotions we can learn to temper, as we build trust in the institutions that Ukrainians have erected and defended to hold the powerful to account.

In spite of everything, the Ukrainian state remains surprisingly functional four years into this full-scale war. Trains run, banks operate, and drones are manufactured. Cafes and restaurants serve their patrons even during power cuts. Many businesses have purchased generators in preparation for winter blackouts. And Zelensky has so far withstood external pressure and refused to capitulate. His legitimacy is broadly recognized among Ukrainians, regardless of how much Russian propaganda denies it. But his political future in a peaceful country, whenever that circumstance arrives, will depend on what he does now and how he responds to the mood of the public. Because Ukrainian civil society has shown that it will not remain silent about matters of justice, even during a war.
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Winners of the 2025 International Landscape Photographer of the Year

A collection of winners and selected images from the competition's "Top 101" group, chosen from more than 3,600 entries by professional and amateur photographers around the world

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 03 Dec 2025


The Golden Valley. Top 101. Vallee de la Claree, French Alps. (Julien Delaval / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Supercell. Winner, Stormy Sky Award. New Mexico. (Dennis Hualong Zhang / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Martian Sculptures. Top 101. Tassili N'Ajjer National Park, Algeria. (Henrique Murta / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Rainbow Tree. Top 101. Icelandic highlands. (Jeroen Van Nieuwenhove / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Yawarakai. Top 101. Nagano, Japan. (Eric Bennett / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Shiprock. Second Place, International Landscape Photographer of the Year 2025. Shiprock, New Mexico. (Karol Nienartowicz / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




The Levitating Tree. Top 101. Sirmione, Lake Garda, Northern Italy. (Giacomo Feroldi / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Incoming. Top 101. Kosciuszko National Park, New South Wales, Australia. (Shaun Pau / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




White Pocket. Top 101. White Pocket, Northern Arizona. (Dave Drost / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Climb to the Crown. Top 101. Bavaria, Germany. (Gabriel Stankiewicz / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




The Great Comet of 2025. Top 101. Leh, Ladakh, India. (Himadri Bhuyan / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Gaias Vertebra. Top 101. Shark Bay, Western Australia. (Satheesh Nair / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Lonely Tree. Top 101. Czech Republic. (Martin Moravek / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Transitions II. Top 101. Death Valley, California. (Markus Albert / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)




Lady on the Plains. Top 101. Socotra Island, Yemen. (Wenbin Xia / The 12th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)



Be sure to visit the ILPOTY competition website to view the full list of this year's entries and winners.
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The Underrated Part of Jane Birkin's Legacy

Stylish face? Secret visionary? A new book argues for a different approach to the late actor.

by Rafaela Bassili

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




In the simplest terms, an It Girl is a young woman with good looks and beautiful clothes who becomes a fixture of the public sphere by virtue of being herself. It Girls are not socialites, who agitate for relevance and power. It Girls, known to those in the know, just are. Consider the actor Edie Sedgwick, who, during her association with Andy Warhol and his New York scene, brushed shoulders with some of the biggest stars of the '60s. Sedgwick never became a household name, but her airy, alternative cool made her a style inspiration in her generation and the next.

In Europe, Sedgwick's counterpart was Jane Birkin. Like Sedgwick, Birkin was spindly, came from money, and turned heads anywhere she went. Unlike Sedgwick, she eventually achieved full-blown stardom: Barely 18 years old when she began modeling in fashion magazines, Birkin worked in film, music, and theater for more than 50 years. Still, her career has often been discussed under the indiscriminate umbrella of It-ness. Perhaps that's because her name, bestowed upon Hermes's most coveted handbag, is more famous than many of the songs she sang and movies she starred in.

But that's not how a new biography, It Girl: The Life and Legacy of Jane Birkin, wants us to think of her. In the eyes of its author, Marisa Meltzer, seeing Birkin as just an It Girl is an impediment to appreciating her as an important artist in her own right. It's a compelling idea, because many famous women are often reduced to their outfits and their lovers, but Birkin isn't always an ideal case study. On several occasions, when Meltzer approaches her subject ready to discover a long-buried professional drive or desire for creative recognition, she comes up empty. Ironically, in attempting to argue for Birkin as a secret visionary, Meltzer neglects what about her life was most interesting: her ability to remain famous for being, well, Jane Birkin.

Birkin grew up in England, but she was most well-known in France, where her years-long relationship with the musician Serge Gainsbourg catapulted her to public celebrity. Almost 20 years her senior, Gainsbourg was a sensation whose enormous ears, disdain for women, and love of provocation were as notorious as his music. In 1968, when they became involved on the set of the romantic comedy Slogan, the old traditions of Paris were collapsing. In a country where sophisticated women wore "leopard coats, hosiery, high heels, and tailored silk suits," as Meltzer writes, Birkin wore minimal makeup and made a uniform out of "cutoff jeans, miniskirts, never a bra in sight." She refined Gainsbourg's look, controlling the length of his stubble and giving him the white Repetto shoes that would become his signature.

As one-half of a power-couple, and a member of the decade's Youthquake movement, Birkin became firmly associated with It-ness. Something about her magnetism made her incredibly popular; analyzing her from the present, Meltzer has a hard time identifying her specific appeal. The evolution of her aesthetic sensibility is summarized offhand: In her teenage years, she "developed a sharp eye for fashion." The purchase of her first wicker basket, which would "become her signature accessory for the next thirty years," is given only a paragraph. On the surface, it might seem silly--or shallow--to spend more time on such a small moment. Yet Birkin was capable of elevating a commonplace item into an unexpected status symbol; it's what endeared her to designers, photographers, and the public alike--and what helped cement her reputation as a fashion icon. The bag, in other words, isn't just a bag.

Throughout the book, a tension arises between the story that Birkin told about her life, and how Meltzer interprets that story. About a spread in the adult-entertainment magazine Lui that depicted Gainsbourg pretending to hit her, Birkin said, "I was delighted to be Serge's object of desire, the person who inspired him." Meltzer sees, in this self-appraisal, a woman "in control of her own objectification." In a 2020 interview, Birkin said of her career trajectory, "I didn't really have time to think. I had no great ambition. Ambition came later"; Meltzer counters that this doesn't ring "exactly true." Years after starring in Jacques Deray's 1969 psycho-thriller La Piscine, Birkin mused that her performance was "uninteresting"; like a benevolent parent, Meltzer retorts that Birkin was being "hard on herself." Discussing Birkin's published diaries, Meltzer eventually has to admit: Birkin's "private ruminations were more concerned with her emotional state around her relationship than with her career." When she states that "Birkin never spoke about the research she did for roles or what her artistic process was to get into character," she is gently conceding that Birkin wasn't interested in explaining herself--or, possibly, that such a process never existed at all.

Read: The handbag's tale

Perhaps because of this dearth of material, any sense of what moved Birkin to be an actor--her obsessions, her career aspirations--is missing altogether. (Meltzer even asks in the penultimate page of her book: "What did a woman whose default public face was happy-go-lucky actually spend her time and energy chasing?") In La Piscine, Birkin played Penelope, a schoolgirl accused of seducing a partnered man. Eager to highlight Birkin's acting chops, Meltzer argues that the disparity between her real life--at the time of shooting, Birkin was already a mother and a divorcee, having been briefly married before meeting Gainsbourg--and that of her character indicated her "range." By the chapter's end, though, the book can't quite square Birkin's professional ambition with the fact that, having reached the possibility of a serious acting career, Birkin "chose to double down on her relationship with Gainsbourg." This kind of back-and-forth--a revisionist statement followed by a disappointed concession to fact, and vice versa--recurs throughout It Girl.

The book takes flight once Birkin's life aligns more smoothly with Meltzer's thesis about her underappreciated qualities. In her 30s, after splitting with Gainsbourg, Birkin dated the director Jacques Doillon, the first to cast her against type. In his 1981 film, The Prodigal Daughter, she played the titular character, who is depressed and jealous of her father's love affair. "I was suddenly allowed to go ballistic on-screen," Birkin said. For the first time, Meltzer writes, Birkin gave "the audience a window into her pain," allowing them "to see her in a new light--as a real artist."

In her 40s, Birkin became more confident. In 1988, she collaborated with the French director Agnes Varda on two films: Kung-Fu Master! and the documentary Jane B. par Agnes V. In the latter, Varda was--like Meltzer--attuned to the fact that Birkin had, until that point, mostly been seen as a muse. But this quality was the focal point of Varda's curiosity. Taking advantage of Birkin's ability to accommodate fantasy as if she were clay, the director cast her in roles such as Joan of Arc and Tarzan's partner, Jane. According to Meltzer, "Birkin felt like Varda's toy" throughout shooting, though ultimately she "trusted Varda and the project enough" to "go beyond her comfort zone."

Working with Varda, Birkin took charge of her own career, and asserted control of her image. As Meltzer points out, Birkin's new creative wind blew in with the opportunity to act for a woman's camera for the first time in her career. Before she made her live-singing debut in 1987, at the age of 40, Gainsbourg--not her partner anymore, but still an influential presence in her life--suggested she wear a dress and her hair in curls. But she chose to wear men's clothes and a pixie haircut instead, "defying Gainsbourg's perception of her--and the public's."

Finally, Birkin had become an ambitious, daring artist. Detailing this period of her life, the book has a momentum that is missing from earlier chapters. Yet Meltzer's treatment of It-ness as a hurdle to be cleared, and her almost relieved focus on Birkin's later trajectory, leaves an inconsistent impression. Even if Birkin, who died in 2023, had never risen to her creative potential--even if she had always been happy to be a muse--her life's story would still be interesting. She was the type of person who could make strangers want to carry a commonplace wicker basket, after all.

It's tempting to imagine a hidden side of Birkin, teeming with artistic strength and unrealized possibility, excavated by a biography that provides a new way to understand a figure who's been known for the same things for decades: the bag, the men, the outfits. Birkin was often defined by others; what did, as Meltzer wonders, she really want for herself? Still, Birkin's allure--that look and presence--was a core feature of her life, regardless of how she consciously controlled that perception. Meltzer writes that Birkin "made living a life as complex as hers seem wholly achievable to anyone." Whether or not it is, she continues, "at least we can dress like her." Yet it feels obvious to say that any number of us can wear tousled bangs and ballet flats and still not be Jane Birkin. The reasons for that are worth probing, too.
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Does Heritage Support Discrimination Against Women?

The organization's recent hiring reveals a willingness to countenance views decisively outside the American mainstream.

by Henry Olsen

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




The Heritage Foundation has had a tough month. President Kevin Roberts's decision to vigorously defend Tucker Carlson's platforming of the noted anti-Semite and white nationalist Nick Fuentes has pushed the conservative think tank into a tailspin. One board member, the Princeton professor Robert George, resigned; a number of staff departed; and a task force to combat anti-Semitism severed its ties.

Yet Heritage's problems are hardly limited to its handling of Fuentes. The think tank's recent decision to hire Scott Yenor, a family-policy scholar, to lead the Foundation's B. Kenneth Simon Center for American Studies poses serious questions about the institution's beliefs concerning the equality of women in the workplace and perhaps even as citizens.

Yenor's views are, to say the least, controversial. In a 2021 speech at the National Conservatism Conference, he labeled professional women "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome." He has echoed the online right's use of the term AWFLs (for "affluent white female liberals") in his writing, and had to step down from an appointment as the chair of the University of West Florida's board of trustees when it became clear that the Republican-controlled state Senate would not confirm him.

Yenor has also criticized prominent figures on the right, such as Megyn Kelly, the former Fox personality who now hosts a popular podcast. She argued that it was wrong for conservative men, when looking for a spouse, to prefer women who don't work full-time. Yenor responded that that's precisely what conservative men should do, contending that "the heroic feminine prioritizes motherhood and wifeliness and celebrates the men who make it possible."

Jonathan Chait: The conservative movement's intellectual collapse

His rhetorical pugnacity, though, is merely a symptom of the challenge that he presents to the beleaguered Heritage Foundation. It's his ideas, not just his words, that are the problem.

Yenor believes that employers should be legally permitted to discriminate against women in the workplace, and has advocated for legal changes that would allow businesses "to support traditional family life by hiring only male heads of households, or by paying a family wage"--that is, denying women jobs solely on the basis of their sex or paying men more for performing the same job as women. He also believes that "governments should be allowed to prepare men for leadership and responsible provision, while preparing women for domestic management and family care."

Those ideas put him at odds with today's Republican Party. The GOP has spotlighted high-ranking women--including White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles, Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt, Representative Elise Stefanik of New York, Arkansas Governor Sarah Huckabee Sanders, and Senator Katie Boyd Britt of Alabama--in its bid to attract more female voters. One doubts it would welcome the idea that powerful men should be allowed to punish or prevent their rise solely because they are women.

Even Heritage's leadership might balk at that concept. Its board of trustees has four female members, including its chair. Does Yenor believe that their parents should have guarded their daughters from taking higher education too seriously? "The Mrs. Degree," he's written, "with additional credentialing for work, is all you want by graduation day."

Many social conservatives will disagree. Take Kris Ullman, who is both a mother of three and the president of the Eagle Forum, a powerful social-conservative lobbying group. It rose to prominence in the 1970s under the leadership of Phyllis Schlafly, who herself combined motherhood with a career to defeat ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment nearly single-handedly.

Ullman believes that motherhood has been devalued in the culture and that full-time paid child care should be resisted because "the emotional security and love provided by the mother is second to none, especially from birth to age 3." But she parts ways with Yenor on the question of discrimination, giving a simple answer when I asked whether she agreed that employers should discriminate against women in the workplace: "No."

Yenor's ideas on employment discrimination are decisively outside the American and conservative mainstreams. But his most extreme views on gender are so radical that he tends to articulate them only elliptically.

Marriage, Yenor argues, should be the formation of a natural community that can "reconcile what men and what women want." In his view, the two sexes are formed by nature to be fully complementary. Women bear children, are more tender and attached to their offspring, and prefer to focus on the home. Men father children, are more attached to achievement and competition, and prefer to focus on matters outside the home. Traditional marriage brings these two worldviews together by making men responsible for supporting and protecting women as they achieve their goals, and by making women the primary support for men as they achieve theirs.

This, in Yenor's view, resulted in the English common-law concept of "coverture marriage," the prevailing form of marriage at the time of America's founding. Under the legal doctrine of coverture, the man "covered" the woman by taking all responsibility--and holding all power--in public life. The husband voted, was solely eligible to practice professions and hold public office, and held title to all the family's property. Divorce was either illegal or restricted to extreme circumstances, such as abandonment and adultery. In return, the husband provided for and protected his wife and children to the best of his ability.

This arrangement understandably rankled many, Yenor argues, leading to the first wave of feminism. In that movement, typified by the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848, suffragettes campaigned to end this repressive system. They succeeded, drawing on the ideals of the Declaration of Independence. Yenor notes that the goal of these activists was to create an "independent woman" who could stand apart legally from her husband, and he contends that the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, giving women the vote nationwide, was their crowning achievement.

The triumph of the suffrage movement is widely considered proof that our founding ideals can slowly work their way into public consciousness and extend the promise of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness to all. But that's not how Yenor sees it.

He recently called this noble effort "a feat of social engineering," and said in a 2024 debate that "what we've really learned in both the last 60 years, and maybe even in the last 220 years," is that there's nothing automatic about "the engines that seem to drive men and women toward marriage." Those engines are "part of a large social project" that needs legal support, and the legal changes wrought since first-wave feminism appear to Yenor to have weakened "the scaffolding of that project."

In an interview last month, I asked Yenor what he considered the relationship between first-wave feminism and marriage to be. He replied that it raises the question of whether you can "maintain a marital community while recognizing as a state each of the individuals separate from that community."

Yenor is convinced that, in practice, the answer is no. "The principles in law and the goals of independent recognition from the state over generations have a wearing-down effect on the traditional family," he told me. "I don't know of any place that has maintained a healthy marriage culture after three generations of even first-wave feminism."

So Heritage now faces an uncomfortable question: Does it agree with its new director of American studies?

What makes the question particularly pressing is Heritage's "one voice" policy. "While other organizations may have experts advocating contradictory points of view," the institution explains, "Heritage employees are always rowing in the same direction." If this is Yenor's view, and he's now a Heritage director, does that make it Heritage's official view?

Yenor told me that he's heard many directors say that Heritage "does not have a one-voice policy on feminism." But for the foundation to allow Yenor to make these arguments now that he's on its payroll is still a choice, a declaration that it considers them to be reasonable. That's political poison. ("Heritage does not, and does not believe employers should, discriminate on the basis of sex in matters of employment and remuneration," Vice President of Domestic Policy Roger Severino told me.)

Peter Wehner: The intellectual and moral decline of the American right

Heritage doesn't have to fire Yenor to solve its problem. He advocates for a number of conventional conservative policy goals, such as barring access to online pornography. But Heritage ought to make clear that it supports women's legal equality and their attendant political and economic gains, establishing a one-voice policy in favor of the legal status quo. Yenor can then apply his talents to the admittedly arduous task of moving that consensus toward a more family-friendly view that elevates the social status of mothers who choose not to work full-time.

Yenor might balk at that. After all, he has gained his notoriety precisely from his provocative ideas. But one must often trade provocation for power in politics. Bomb throwers have their place in political discourse; they can move public opinion with their advocacy for unpopular views. But they cannot operate within a system whose premises they undermine.

Heritage and Yenor face a choice. Do they stand within the conservative consensus, seeking to extend its principles into the public consciousness and enact them into law? Or do they stand outside the Trumpian coalition because that coalition's premises are inadequate to meet our challenges?

The first path means rejecting Yenor's provocative views in favor of a policy agenda that can support women of all professions, full-time mothers, and conservative girlbosses. The second will, regretfully for those who have long looked to Heritage for conservative leadership, be a self-inflicted wound, ultimately pushing Heritage out of the conventional discourse and into irrelevance.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/12/heritage-foundation-women-voting/685112/?utm_source=feed
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The Operator

Josh Shapiro has spent his life preparing to lead an America that might no longer exist.

by Tim Alberta

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




It is a rare thing to see Josh Shapiro sweat. For all the grief the Pennsylvania governor gets for imitating Barack Obama--the staggered cadence, the side-of-the-mouth delivery for effect--their essential shared trait is self-possession. If Pennsylvania's governor has a superpower, it is an unflappability that allows him to stay cool and composed and to communicate precisely what he wants to communicate.

Most of the time.

I sat down to talk with Shapiro earlier this fall, shortly after he held a tough-on-crime press conference near Philadelphia. By that point, I had interviewed him several times. His comments were always polished and predictable: More than once, I would return to variations of a question I'd already asked, hoping to penetrate his practiced commentary, only to get the same responses, word for word. This was especially the case when I raised the subject of Kamala Harris.

I knew, from speaking with people close to Shapiro, that he'd lost some respect for the former vice president during the 2024 campaign--and not simply because she chose someone else as her running mate. In Shapiro's view, given the near-existential stakes for both the Democratic Party and American democracy, Harris's lapses during the election--in particular, ignoring Joe Biden's obvious decline--were unforgivable. But he had been careful not to say so publicly.

Shapiro knew that I would take one more run at his thoughts about Harris. What he didn't know was that early copies of her book were then making the rounds among reporters. Having obtained the relevant sections of 107 Days that morning, I asked Shapiro if Harris had given him any heads-up about her book. She had not, he said. Then I told him that Harris had taken some shots at him.

Shapiro furrowed his brow and crossed his arms. "K," he said.

The man I observed over the next several minutes was unrecognizable. Gone was his equilibrium. He moved between outrage and exasperation as I relayed the excerpts. Harris had accused him, in essence, of measuring the drapes, even inquiring about featuring Pennsylvania artists in the vice-presidential residence; of insisting "that he would want to be in the room for every decision" Harris might make; and, more generally, of hijacking the conversation when she interviewed him for the job, to the point where she reminded him that he would not be co-president.

"She wrote that in her book?" he said in response to the claim concerning the residence's art. "That's complete and utter bullshit."

"I can tell you that her accounts are just blatant lies," he added.

After reading Harris's book and talking with people from both camps, I found descriptions of the meeting to be mostly consistent. Shapiro arrived in an edgy mood, chafing at efforts among fellow Democrats to sabotage his tryout. (Shapiro, who is Jewish, was especially irked by anti-Semitic innuendo from the left.) The two skipped past any semblance of small talk and Shapiro proceeded to interview Harris, rather than the other way around. "I did ask a bunch of questions," Shapiro told me, sounding exasperated. "Wouldn't you ask questions if someone was talking to you about forming a partnership and working together?"

What seemed to bother Shapiro, more than any one detail, was Harris portraying him in ways consistent with the whispers that had dogged him throughout the vetting process and throughout his career: that he was selfish, petty, and monomaniacally ambitious. Given that they'd known each other a long time--"20 years," Shapiro said with a groan--I asked whether he felt betrayed.

"I mean, she's trying to sell books and cover her ass," Shapiro snapped. The governor stared past me now, shaking his head. As I began to ask a different question, he held up a hand. He looked disgusted. With me? With Harris? No, I began to realize: He was disgusted with himself.

"I shouldn't say 'cover her ass.' I think that's not appropriate," Shapiro said. His tone was suddenly collected. "She's trying to sell books. Period."

One could understand why Shapiro's facade had momentarily cracked. In the past year, he has feuded with a president who has unleashed the federal government on personal and political opponents; evacuated his wife and children from a residence set ablaze by a would-be assassin; confronted a surge of anti-Semitism from the far right and far left alike; and agonized over the direction of a Democratic Party that appears impotent in the face of an assault on the nation's governing institutions.

The 52-year-old Shapiro has kept some distance from the fray. He doesn't host a podcast or spend much time on cable news. Even as he engages in regular skirmishes with the White House over policy matters, the governor goes out of his way to not antagonize the MAGA base. Shapiro, who is expected to run for president in 2028, believes that his party's prospects of regaining power depend less on combatting Donald Trump than on courting the president's supporters. He may be onto something: Shapiro's approval rating in Pennsylvania--the country's premier battleground state, where he's spent roughly half his life on the ballot and never lost a race--hovers around 60 percent.

If he does launch the presidential bid that some friends say, only half-jokingly, he's been plotting for 30 years, it will rest on two basic theories. The first is that competence will soon be the hottest commodity in politics. The second is that exhaustion, more than anything else, will motivate voters in 2028. To take advantage of that--to chisel away at the MAGA coalition--  will require more than generic, Biden-esque pledges to restore civility. Shapiro believes that it will demand humility on the part of Democrats, a sincere accounting of how they contributed to the electorate's fracturing along lines of class and culture.

He knows this isn't necessarily a popular thing to say. Shapiro's methodical career climb has been built, to no small degree, on preparation and risk management. Even those who detest the governor acknowledge that he is a master operator, someone with an uncanny ability to diagnose threats and seize opportunities and say the right thing at the right time. In an era of populist disruption, however, it's unclear whether Shapiro's carefully calibrated approach to politics is still an advantage.

For a man with such an established public profile--years as a congressional aide, decades in various elected offices, a network as extensive as that of any Democrat in office today--Shapiro remains something of a mystery, a man whose real views and motives are widely debated but ill-defined. In conversations with dozens of people who know the governor, a certain irony is inescapable. Shapiro seems to believe that he is uniquely equipped to run for president and repair the Democratic Party's deficit of trust and authenticity. Any such campaign, however, would expose deficits of his own.


Shapiro visits with day campers at the York State Fair, in York, Pennsylvania, July 2025. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



The men leaned over the counters of their vendor booths, craning their necks to follow the sight of a VIP and his security entourage as they marched past and turned a corner. "Who was that?" one of them shouted.

A woman in her 50s, retreating in the direction of her mobile root-beer stand, yelled back: "The governor!"

Ann Phillips appeared irritated, even a bit upset. Most of the people I met at the York State Fair, an annual festival of deep-fried culture in South Central Pennsylvania, were Republicans. Phillips was too--a three-time Trump voter. In fact, Phillips told me, she's never voted for a Democrat in her life. But she wasn't upset with Shapiro because of his party identification. She was upset when Shapiro passed by her without stopping. She wanted to shake his hand, take a photograph, and tell the governor that he should run for president in 2028.

"I actually respect him. He's not full of shit," Phillips said. "Unlike most Democrats, he seems to actually care about regular people."

Consider this an early prototype of forthcoming "Elect Shapiro" ads: a hardworking white woman against a backdrop of snow cones and saucer-cup rides, in a county Trump carried by 25 points, praising the Democratic governor for defying the pompous stereotypes of his party.

Since his election in 2022, Shapiro has been hard at work building a policy profile--and a political brand--that revolves around helping the forgotten people of Pennsylvania. One of his first actions was to drop the state's college-degree requirement for nearly all public-sector jobs. He doubled funding for apprenticeship and vocational-training programs. He expanded grants to help farmers while attempting to streamline regulatory and permitting processes for the agriculture industry. He worked with conservative lawmakers to end Pennsylvania's centuries-old ban on Sunday hunting.

A native of suburban Philadelphia who listens to hip-hop but also loves NASCAR, Shapiro has identified his party's blind spots the old-fashioned way. He typically spends three days a week on the road, touring main streets across the commonwealth, listening to what locals have to say. Throughout our conversations, Shapiro spoke repeatedly of the "righteous frustration" he encounters when roaming the state. People in small towns have watched their jobs disappear, their children die of overdoses, their communities fall apart in the space of a single generation. All the while, they saw "the perpetrators," as Shapiro put it, escape accountability at every turn.

Those people might have expected some empathy from the Democratic Party. What they got instead was a sort of contemptuous neglect--elites lecturing and looking down on them, yes, but mostly just looking the other way. By the time Obama left office, Democrats had accepted as gospel the concept of demography as destiny; party officials saw no worth in catering to non-college-educated white voters, whose share of the electorate was rapidly shrinking.

"Democrats lost ground in some of these communities by failing to show up and failing to treat people with a level of respect that they deserve," Shapiro told me. The chief beneficiary of this turned out to be Donald Trump.

The governor wanted to make something clear: He dislikes the president. Does not respect him, does not agree with most of his policies. "But I do respect his ability to communicate with these constituencies," Shapiro said. "Donald Trump has been a once-in-a-generation political figure who's managed to connect on a deeper cultural level."

The problem, Shapiro added, is that the connection is built on lies. He noted, for example, how during the 2024 election Trump consistently promised never to touch entitlement programs. "His first bill was to gut Medicaid for 310,000 Pennsylvanians, including 154,000--so half--from communities that Donald Trump won," Shapiro said. "And that pisses me off--that he showed up in these communities, lied to these good people, and then turned around and completely fucked them over by taking away their health care to pay for a tax cut for people in the highest income brackets who"--he punctuated every word--"Do. Not. Need. Them."

The governor had grown animated. "That," he said, "is treating people disrespectfully."

Of course, disrespect comes in many different forms. Shapiro recently visited Potter County to announce a grant that would help a small general store replace its ancient gas-storage tanks; in a remote area with no other refueling options around, this represented a lifeline for a community that caters to snowmobilers, hunters, fishermen, and ATV riders. When he met with the locals--salt-of-the-earth types, he said, who were surprised that a Democrat would come around--he was struck by how low the bar had been set.

Given these voluminous odes to the good, God-fearing folk of the commonwealth, I asked Shapiro about what Obama had said in 2008--his musing that people in small-town Pennsylvania, pummeled by deindustrialization, "get bitter; they cling to guns or religion or antipathy toward people who aren't like them, or anti-immigrant sentiment, or anti-trade sentiment, as a way to explain their frustrations." The governor winced as I read the words to him.

"I think his understanding of the challenges in those communities was real. But I think instead of offering his prescription for how he'd make it better, he insulted the very folks who were suffering," Shapiro said.

He pointed out that Obama's remarks, and Hillary Clinton's infamous "basket of deplorables" comment, were uttered at high-dollar fundraisers (the former in San Francisco, the latter in New York City). This, he seemed to imply, was the root of the problem: Democrats mock the voters in flyover country for the entertainment of their coastal audiences, then act surprised when those same voters turn on the Democratic Party. In fact, Shapiro seemed to suggest at one point, he was sympathetic to voters who'd done so in 2024.

"We can't ignore the fact that elections are binary choices. And so you're asking people, at least in the last case, to choose between Kamala Harris and Donald Trump," he said. "We can have this kind of theoretical conversation about Trump, but, like, it was always Trump versus somebody."

When I pointed out that many of the people we'd been discussing were not reluctant Trump voters--that, in fact, most were enthusiastic Trump voters--the governor cut me off.

"They're also a Shapiro voter."

He reminded me four times during our conversations that polling showed roughly 30 percent of Trump supporters in Pennsylvania also supported him. Shapiro wanted to make a point: Democrats are wrong to dismiss their grievances with blanket caricatures. "It doesn't mean that there's not racism and bigotry and anti-Semitism and hate out there," he said. "But the vast majority of people that I confront every day are really good people and, at least here in Pennsylvania, are willing to split their tickets and are willing to vote for people that they think are gonna get out there and make their lives better."

I asked him to explain something: Why have all these decent and honest and kind people pledged their allegiance to a president who is indecent and dishonest and cruel?

"I think," he said, drawing a long breath, "it is a question that's still not totally answerable."

This was a rare admission of uncertainty for a man who's always seemed to have the answers.

From the January 2025 issue: George Packer on the Trump reaction and what comes next


Shapiro made two shots at a basketball carnival game at the York State Fair, July 2025. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



Despite standing 5 foot 8, Shapiro was a big man on campus at Akiba Hebrew Academy: a captain of the basketball team, bellower of Billy Joel songs, charmer of female classmates. (His 11th-grade yearbook includes a photo of Shapiro in a hula skirt, a bra, and Nikes.) Everyone attached to the Jewish private school in suburban Philadelphia--teachers, parents, fellow students--seemed to love Shapiro, the son of a prominent pediatrician.

Shapiro enrolled at the University of Rochester, in New York, with plans to follow his father into medicine and walk onto the school's Division III basketball team. But both dreams fell apart on the same day: Early in the fall semester, Shapiro flunked a premed exam and was cut from the basketball team. Dejected, he returned to his dorm and ran into a classmate looking for someone to represent their hall in student government. Shapiro made a face at the memory of this conversation. "Like, I don't know why I'd ever want to do that," he recalled thinking.

The governor loves to tell this story as a lesson in serendipity--that politics came for him, not the other way around--perhaps to neutralize narratives about his ambition. The reality is more complicated. His mother, a schoolteacher who'd marched for civil rights, had steered him toward activism. Shapiro had applied to live in Tiernan Hall, housing set aside for students interested in service and leadership. As a high schooler, he'd launched a long-shot bid for student-body president that he lost. Now, soon after joining the student government at Rochester, he decided once again to run for president--as a freshman--and wound up winning an upset over multiple upperclassmen.

Shapiro was in a hurry. A search of Rochester's archives turns up dozens of hits detailing his presence on campus; most notable is an op-ed arguing that peace would "never come" to the Middle East, because Palestinians "are too battle-minded to be able to establish a peaceful homeland of their own." (Shapiro has since renounced those sentiments.) But he wasn't all bombast. Rochester's magazine, for instance, described him attending a multicultural gathering with other students; amid profound differences over ideology and upbringing, the young Shapiro comes across as charitable and unassuming. "We live in a world where Democratic elites are seen as looking down on everyone," Ami Eden, a childhood friend of Shapiro's who today is a journalist in New York City, told me. "And here's Josh. He's the exact opposite. He doesn't come off as thinking he's smarter than anyone. He doesn't come off as thinking he's better than anyone."

For this, Shapiro credits his devout and unpretentious parents. Raised in an observant Jewish household--Shabbat dinner every Friday, synagogue on Saturday mornings--Shapiro felt a measure of liberation when he moved away. He still kept kosher and hung around the Hillel on campus. Yet he was beginning to think about religion less in terms of observance and more in terms of purpose. In time, he would come to find inspiration in the character of Joshua, who led God's people into the promised land, demonstrating the patience and faithfulness Shapiro wished to emulate as a leader.

Patience did not come naturally. In 1994, he landed a semester-long congressional internship. According to his then-roommate, Adam Keats, Shapiro wasn't especially interested in the free happy hours and late-night parties that drew other college kids to Capitol Hill. "He had come to D.C. for a reason," Keats recalled, "and that was to get a full-time job in Washington."

Even with the political climate growing hotter--Newt Gingrich's revolution was under way--Shapiro hit it off with Democrats and Republicans alike, collecting names and phone numbers and favors to call in. After graduation, Shapiro worked briefly in the Israeli embassy's public-affairs division in D.C., then returned to the Hill full-time. In the fall of 1998, Joe Hoeffel was sitting in a temporary office in Washington when a young man showed up and announced, "I'm Josh Shapiro, and I'd like to be your legislative director." Hoeffel, who had just been elected to Congress, was taken aback--"Who the hell is this kid?" he recalled thinking--but eventually hired him. Three months later, when Hoeffel decided to replace his chief of staff, he promoted Shapiro to the top job. Nobody he'd consulted had ever heard of a 25-year-old chief of staff, yet nobody questioned the decision.

"He was just a natural," Hoeffel told me.

The congressman remembered one incident that became office lore: When giving an interview to a small Jewish publication, Shapiro went into such detail about his responsibilities, and about his record delivering for the people of Pennsylvania's Thirteenth District, that "you would have thought we had a one-person office," Hoeffel said. The congressman's other staffers made copies of the article and plastered them all around the office, he said, mostly to tease the young chief of staff but also to deliver a none-too-subtle reminder to Shapiro: Politics is a team sport.

What they didn't realize was that Shapiro was preparing to go solo.


Shapiro addresses reporters outside his official residence on April 13, 2025, after the mansion was lit on fire by an arsonist. (Kyle Grantham / The New York Times / Redux)



In 2003, Shapiro and his high-school sweetheart turned wife, Lori, who'd worked in the Clinton administration, moved home to the Philadelphia suburbs. They planned to have children, make private-sector money, and catch their breath. Shapiro, who'd earned a law degree from Georgetown via night school, found work at a big firm. But he barely made it through orientation before he started to grow restless.

So Shapiro set a meeting with Democratic power brokers in Harrisburg. "These were still the days of an old machine, where we dealt with veteran politicians who'd climbed the ladder," Mike Manzo, who served as chief of staff to Pennsylvania's House Democratic Caucus, told me. "And here comes this young lawyer from Philly, giving us a granular breakdown of every neighborhood in the district and telling us the people he was going to target door-to-door. It was honestly kind of jarring."

With his wife's blessing--Lori is known to be the governor's political consigliere--the longtime staffer became a candidate. He cashed in on D.C. connections to turn his race for the state assembly into a trendy stop for national Democrats, hosting Howard Dean, Steny Hoyer, and others for campaign events. Still, on the stump, Shapiro was his own man. Yard signs listed no party affiliation. Mailers announced, "My plan is neither Democratic nor Republican--it's common sense." Tax cuts and tort reform were pillars of his platform.

Newspapers portrayed the 153rd District race as a bellwether, but in the end, it wasn't close. Shapiro beat his Republican opponent by nearly 10 points--one of just two Democrats in the state to flip a House seat that cycle--and charged into the assembly with designs on upending the place. That didn't go over well.

"He didn't have one true friend in the entire fucking assembly," Bill DeWeese, the legislature's top-ranking Democrat at the time, told me. "He was a political athlete of the first magnitude--everyone could see that--and Harrisburg was just a way station for him. He was already on his way to running for bigger and better offices, and people resented it."

DeWeese acknowledged that he is "not a paragon of objectivity" when it comes to Shapiro. After all, the young lawmaker was initially a protege and later turned on him, calling for his resignation amid a scandal that ultimately sent DeWeese to prison. Still, DeWeese's assessment wasn't altogether different from that of others I spoke with about that period. Colleagues recalled how, after refusing a pay raise that had been passed by the legislature, Shapiro raised prodigious amounts of money while bashing members, including his supposed friends, who'd voted for it. They also pointed out how the first-term lawmaker helped orchestrate a power-sharing agreement that elected a Republican speaker--and won himself the newly created post of deputy speaker.

As a legislator, Shapiro was limited by the immutable--being young, short, and Jewish, not quite a recipe for political stardom in a place like Harrisburg. But he compensated with rare political instincts. As the Pennsylvania Democratic establishment was lining up behind Hillary Clinton in the 2008 presidential primary, Shapiro endorsed Obama. A few years later, in 2011, he left the assembly--not for a congressional bid, as many had anticipated, but to run locally, in Montgomery County, for a spot on its three-member board of commissioners.

Joe Hoeffel--Shapiro's former boss--had become board chair in 2011, and was thrilled when he heard that Shapiro wanted to run. But Shapiro didn't want to be Hoeffel's sidekick. The two men sat down several times; Hoeffel hoped they could reach an understanding, but Shapiro wouldn't budge. He wanted the top of the Democratic ticket and the board chairmanship. He wanted Hoeffel to recognize that, at a certain level, politics is not a team sport.

Hoeffel decided to retire. Shapiro was elected commissioner and took over as chairman. But he was gaining an ugly reputation. "You don't want to turn your back on him," Hoeffel told The Philadelphia Inquirer in a 2017 interview. "Loyalty is not his strong suit."

Hoeffel told me he stands by those comments. But he added an important bit of context: He thinks Shapiro is a good man, and furthermore, he believes Shapiro could make an outstanding president. This might have struck me as incongruous--that one could admire the governor, both personally and professionally, yet not quite trust him--if I hadn't heard the same thing again and again from other members of his own party.


Shapiro shakes hands with a member of the Air Force, July 2025. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



Shapiro has never been easily pegged on the ideological spectrum. To the extent that he has an organizing philosophy, it's that government can and should be a tangible force for good in people's lives. (Hence the gimmicky slogan that has become ubiquitous within his political orbit: "GSD," for Get Shit Done.) Montgomery County was a testing ground. Under Shapiro's leadership, the board implemented austerity measures, erasing its budget shortfall while increasing salaries and bolstering pensions for county employees. Party affiliation became an afterthought as Shapiro built alliances and gave appointments to prominent Republicans. The fights Shapiro did pick--defying state law in 2013, for instance, by giving marriage licenses to same-sex couples--were rare. Bruce Castor, a Republican who served eight years on the board, including four alongside Shapiro--and who later led Trump's defense during his second impeachment trial--told me that "the job of commissioner is a total pain in the ass, and Josh was by far the best person I've ever seen do it."

After four years running the county, Shapiro was getting antsy again, and saw an opening to run for Pennsylvania attorney general. He had no prosecutorial experience but plenty of relationships that helped him collect the cash and endorsements necessary to win the 2016 primary. After beating his GOP opponent by three points in November--tallying more votes in Pennsylvania than either Donald Trump or Hillary Clinton--Shapiro became the commonwealth's chief law-enforcement officer.

In two terms, Shapiro fought Trump's 2017 so-called Muslim travel ban, reached a huge settlement with pharmaceutical companies that had profited from the opioid epidemic, prosecuted a handful of elected officials, and secured guilty pleas for several of the Penn State fraternity members responsible for the hazing death of a pledge.

But the case that brought Shapiro the most recognition was one he inherited. Upon taking office, the new attorney general was told of a secret grand-jury probe already under way. Shapiro decided to press forward. Two and half years later, his office published its findings: More than 1,000 minors had been abused over a period of decades by some 300 priests across Pennsylvania. Shapiro fought to publish a full, unredacted report that named every name, even taking his appeals for transparency to the pope himself, and in the process made enemies of powerful Catholics. But he secured justice for survivors and gained a measure of celebrity along the way. A New York Times headline declared: "Meet Josh Shapiro, the Man Behind the Bombshell Investigation of Clergy Sexual Abuse."

Shapiro had always looked more like a banker than a politician: glasses with thin wire rims, dark hair parted neatly on one side, tie in a prominent knot. Before long, a makeover was in the works. Slicked-back hair covered an emerging bald spot. He began wearing glasses with thick black frames and navy suits with an open collar, no tie, along with clean white sneakers. The change could be heard as well as seen: Shapiro began playing with intonations and dropping the g from the ends of words--sounding an awful lot like a certain friend of his. ("I just don't hear it," Shapiro said of the Obama impersonation that has been the source of much ridicule. "I don't think I've changed my cadence or my rhythm or how I speak.")

This evolution reflected an apparent reality: Shapiro was on his way. Early in his second term as attorney general, the 2022 Democratic nomination for governor was already his. After running unopposed in the primary--something unheard of in a statewide contest--he got outright lucky in the general election. Republicans chose as their nominee Doug Mastriano, a state senator most famous for his fanatical religious identity (he'd prayed that God would help Republicans "seize the power" ahead of January 6, and launched his campaign for governor to the sound of a shofar blowing) and his association with the anti-Semite Andrew Torba, the founder of the far-right social-media platform Gab. (Mastriano eventually distanced himself from Torba and said that he rejected anti-Semitism.)

As an opening salvo, Shapiro recorded a 60-second biographical ad that showed footage of his family observing Shabbat, citing his obligation to make it home every Friday for dinner with his wife and four children. This struck some allies as an unnecessary risk. One prominent Democrat, a liaison to the campaign from Washington, pleaded with Shapiro's team not to run the ad. But the candidate felt strongly--due in part, perhaps, to the extremist ideology embodied by his opponent--that a proper introduction to voters must include his Jewish identity.

The fall campaign turned into a drubbing. In a state where the past two presidential races had been decided by a combined total of less than two points, Shapiro beat Mastriano by 15 and helped downballot Democrats recapture the state House for the first time in more than a decade.

Sworn into office as Pennsylvania's 48th governor in January 2023, Shapiro had reason to feel bullish. The midterms had validated his theory that narratives of bigotry and polarization were overstated. Trumpism had just been routed at the ballot box. The former president was isolated and unpopular. The 2016 election was looking more and more aberrant. A return to relative unity seemed possible, and Shapiro embraced a malice-toward-none approach aimed at healing the body politic.

Instead, the wounds only grew deeper.

From the February 2025 issue: Stephanie McCrummen on the New Apostolic Reformation's war on the secular state

One Friday this past spring, Shapiro and Lori took their kids to visit Ellis Island. They stood on a balcony inside the main building, looking down at where their ancestors had taken their first steps on American soil, the parents explaining how the long journey in steerage had been worth it for two poor Jewish families that dreamed of freedom. It was a poignant moment for the Shapiros. And then the next night, after hosting a Passover seder in Harrisburg, Josh, Lori, and three of their children were nearly murdered in their beds when a man named Cody Balmer broke into the governor's residence and started lighting Molotov cocktails.

As we spoke in the months that followed, Shapiro admitted that he was still struggling with "emotional challenges" stemming from the incident. He'd been informed that Balmer blamed him for the deaths of Palestinians in Gaza. Shapiro also learned that his assailant had wielded a hammer and planned to bludgeon him to death. Nothing--not even the guilty plea that will imprison Balmer for up to 50 years--can eradicate the trauma of that night, or the guilt he's borne in the aftermath.

"If I don't run for office, if I don't get elected governor, they're not sleeping there that night," Shapiro said at one point, staring off as he relived the episode. He told me later: "My desire to serve put my kids' lives at risk. And that's something that I carry around."

What he began to realize, as he processed his family's ordeal, is that it actually makes his outreach to Republicans all the more important. "The fact that people view institutions as incapable or unwilling to solve their problems is leading to hyper-frustration, which then creates anger," he said. "And that anger forces people oftentimes into dark corners of the internet, where they find others who want to take advantage of their anger and try and convert that anger into acts of violence." Shapiro believes that politicians have a duty to confront this cycle both by making government responsive to voters' problems and by pressing for dialogue that can "bring down the temperature."

The first part really does come naturally to Shapiro. Rather than pursuing splashy, base-pleasing initiatives, he has kept a workmanlike focus on issues such as permitting reform and housing affordability. Infrastructure is an obsession: He'd been on the job five months when, in June 2023, an Interstate 95 overpass in Philadelphia collapsed. The governor issued a disaster declaration, set up a 24/7 livestream of the reconstruction project, and reopened the highway with temporary lanes just 12 days after the collapse.

He had hoped that getting beyond the partisan divide would come just as easily. Unlike Obama, who despised the dirty work of politics--"Why don't you get a drink with Mitch McConnell?" he famously joked--Shapiro loves the game. He has made a career of forging compromise. He genuinely enjoys the strategic challenge of governing a state with a divided legislature. He wants to mix it up with Republicans. It's just become harder to find willing partners.

The search has led him to unexpected places. In July, after ending the Sunday-hunting ban, Shapiro found himself on the phone with Ted Nugent, the right-wing '70s rock star. A Republican lawmaker had connected them after Nugent, who discovered his love of hunting in Pennsylvania, expressed a strange new respect for the governor. That phone call led to Shapiro appearing on an episode of Nugent's podcast Spirit Campfire--one of the strangest, most conspiracy-laden corners of the MAGA ecosystem--during which Nugent, whose anti-Semitic outbursts are well documented, called Shapiro "my blood brother."

All of this was a bit mystifying to some Shapiro allies. And it came at a time when, in our own conversations, the governor was warning his fellow Democrats about the dangers of pandering. When I'd asked about two likely 2028 contenders sharing with right-wing influencers their newfound objections to biological men competing in women's sports--Gavin Newsom to Charlie Kirk and Rahm Emanuel to Megyn Kelly--Shapiro rolled his eyes. "I think you gotta go meet people where they are. I've been very clear with that. I'll go on anything; I'll talk to anybody. But you also have to, like, remain true to yourself," the governor said. "Just 'cause you go on a conservative podcast doesn't mean that you can cosplay a conservative politician. You gotta remain true to your values."

What are Shapiro's values when it comes to, say, transgender kids playing sports?

He shrugged off the question, saying his answer had always been consistent. Pennsylvania has a governing body that oversees debates related to scholastic sports, Shapiro said, and the experts of that body, not politicians, are the ones qualified to make these calls. But when I pressed--asking if his personal view was different from his political view--Shapiro said that it was. "Look, I think it's a tough deal being born into the wrong body. And I don't think these kids deserve to be persecuted and bullied by the president of the United States. I also don't think they deserve an unfair advantage on the playing field."

That's Shapiro: the consensus-seeker, a self-described "pragmatic progressive" always in search of positions that won't antagonize either side. The problem with this approach is that it often ends up antagonizing both sides. A longtime champion of organized labor, Shapiro stunned allies in the teachers' unions by campaigning on school choice in 2022. They hoped it was mere rhetoric. The following year, however, he worked with Republicans to introduce a $100 million voucher initiative in the state budget. Facing wrath from the left, Shapiro assured Republicans that he wouldn't fold. But he quickly did, using a line-item veto to kill the voucher program. Both Republicans and Democrats felt betrayed.

Another example is the Israeli response to the Hamas attack on October 7, 2023. Progressives accuse Shapiro of censoring anti-Israel activists and academics at the University of Pennsylvania and of expanding the definition of anti-Semitism to include certain rhetoric aimed at delegitimizing the state of Israel. Conservatives, meanwhile, recoil at his criticism of the Israeli government, particularly of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, whom Shapiro has called "one of the worst leaders of all time."

This presents a conundrum should Shapiro seek the presidency. He has become synonymous with his faith in ways that other Jewish Democrats, such as former Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel and Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker, are not. He lived in Israel for a semester in high school; he loves the country and embraces the term Zionist. (In her book, Harris helpfully reminded readers that left-wing activists dubbed him "Genocide Josh" last year.) Progressives would use all of this against him in a primary, inviting a response from Shapiro that, if not perfectly calibrated, could damage his prospects in a general election.

Peter Deutsch, a former Democratic congressman who gave Shapiro one of his first jobs in politics, crossed over in 2024 and endorsed Trump. When campaigning for Trump in Pennsylvania, Deutsch told me, he was struck by Shapiro's popularity among voters there. But he also wondered how much of that owed to a strategic ambiguity--about foreign policy and everything else--that is not sustainable.

"I like Josh very much, and if he runs for president one day, I want to be able to support him," Deutsch said. "But first, I need to know what he truly believes."

The worst-kept secret in Pennsylvania politics is that the governor is disliked--in certain cases, loathed--by some of his fellow Democrats. The causes vary: policy disputes, personality clashes, accusations of meddling and sabotaging and ceaseless self-promoting. When Shapiro was being vetted for vice president in the summer of 2024, Erin McClelland, whom Democrats had recently nominated for Pennsylvania treasurer, stunned the state party by suggesting on social media that Shapiro would "undermine" Harris--adding other insults for good measure. In his recent memoir, Senator John Fetterman, whose rise in Pennsylvania has run parallel to the governor's, recounted their history of feuding while serving together on the state's Board of Pardons. At one point, when Shapiro opposed clemency in a particular case--a decision Fetterman chalked up to "optics" and political calculation--he called Shapiro "a fucking asshole" on a hot microphone. Fetterman said the two men no longer speak.

The private commentary from Democrats is worse. In 30 years spent climbing the party ladder, Shapiro has acquired a long list of enemies. If he wasn't already aware, the governor found out the hard way in 2024, when a not-small and not-subtle chorus of Democrats made their misgivings about him known to Harris and her team. (A Pennsylvania lawmaker told me that, at one point, a member of Harris's vetting operation called him to say that in their decades working in party politics, they had never witnessed so many Democrats turning on one of their own.) If Shapiro chooses to run for president in 2028, Democrats in the state told me, the backlash will be far more visible.

"Right now, Shapiro is insulated because he's an incumbent and Democrats need him to hold the line," Annie Wu Henry, a Philadelphia-based political strategist who has worked to elect Fetterman and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, told me. But come 2028, she warned, "a lot of the decisions he's made are the kinds of things that people will raise when they don't feel obligated to stay quiet anymore."

Shapiro hasn't had a real race in nearly a decade. That could change next year, when he is expected to face off in his reelection bid against Stacy Garrity, a decorated combat veteran who won statewide election twice as treasurer. The national GOP has already telegraphed its intentions to flood Garrity's campaign with money and manpower, knowing the downballot implications of toppling Shapiro.

Republicans will have no shortage of attack-ad material. Shapiro at one point opposed Japan's acquisition of Pittsburgh-based U.S. Steel--infuriating Republicans and industry leaders, who saw it as a lifeline for thousands of workers--but wound up celebrating the sale after Trump announced it. He has also taken tortured stances on energy issues, inviting scorn from all angles. Meanwhile, for a third consecutive year, Shapiro and state lawmakers failed to reach a budget agreement by the statutory deadline--a source of great annoyance for Shapiro insofar as it undercuts his "Get Shit Done" mantra. "Look, I can't construct the budget, write the budget, vote on the budget, and sign the budget," the governor told me in September. "At some point, lawmakers need to come to work."

But the biggest liability for Shapiro might be a former associate named Mike Vereb.

The two men became friends when Vereb, a former Montgomery County cop, was elected as a Republican to the statehouse one cycle after Shapiro. Vereb served as chair of the Montgomery County GOP when Shapiro was head commissioner, and they continued to work together on various initiatives. When Shapiro was elected attorney general, he created a new, six-figure position in his office--director of government affairs--and appointed Vereb. Six years later, when Shapiro became governor, he picked Vereb as his secretary of legislative affairs, one of the most important roles in his new administration.

Vereb lasted less than a year. In September 2023, a press release from Shapiro's office announced that he was stepping down. No explanation was given, but the wording was warm: "We wish Mike all the best and we're grateful for his service."

What the statement didn't say: Shapiro's top staffers had learned, six months earlier, of sexual-harassment allegations against Vereb by one of his subordinates. An investigation was launched, and Shapiro's office eventually agreed to pay $295,000 to the woman who'd brought the complaint. She also signed a nondisclosure agreement. Vereb resigned three weeks later, shortly after details of the incident were leaked to the press. A local news outlet, Broad + Liberty, unearthed perhaps the most troubling detail of all: The complainant's email account had been wiped from the state servers, raising questions about who deleted the woman's emails and why.

In August 2024, the governor's spokesperson Manuel Bonder told The New York Times that Shapiro "was not aware of the complaint or investigation until months after the complaint was filed." This seems far-fetched, given that the governor is a workaholic--always attached to his phone, intimately engaged with matters of policy and messaging and personnel. Shapiro told me that his chief of staff and general counsel had reviewed the complaint; he also said that he'd been excluded from the process, by design, due to confidentiality policies.

But his opponents aren't buying it. "You're telling me that everybody close to the governor knew about this--his entire senior staff, including Mike himself--and nobody ever told him?" says Republican State Representative Abby Major, whom the complainant first approached with the allegation. "The governor knew. Everyone knows that he knew. It just hasn't been proven yet."

Shapiro also claimed ignorance when it comes to Vereb's character. Several people I spoke with, including the governor's allies, confirmed that Vereb was known as someone who drank heavily and behaved inappropriately around women. (Vereb did not respond to requests for comment.) Given all of this, I asked Shapiro about Vereb's reputation.

"I didn't--" the governor began, then paused. "That's not what I saw."

So, I asked, the harassment allegation seemed out of character for Vereb?

"It caught me unaware," he said.

Even though they were buddies?

"I mean, we served together in the House," Shapiro said, shrugging. He went on to give a cursory review of Vereb's employment--saying he'd forgotten the exact title Vereb held in the attorney general's office--and then praised his job performance.

Garrity has already signaled her intention to make this episode a centerpiece of her campaign. That doesn't mean Shapiro will lose. But it does suggest that, even if he wins, the figure who emerges on the other side could bear little resemblance to the indomitable politician whose reputation rests on perceptions of him as decent and upright.


The back of one of Shapiro's T-shirts. Shapiro is the 48th governor of Pennsylvania. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



One summer afternoon, as we sat in Shapiro's office discussing sports and religion and politics, he shared a recent bit of self-discovery.

"Lori and I were talking about this the other day," he began. "In the last, you know, three, four, five, six years, something like that--I can't remember, like, a precise beginning point--we've attended services far less than at any other point in our lives."

Shapiro paused, measuring his words. "The sort of ritualistic practices became less of a focus of the way we practice our faith--with the exception, of course, of Friday nights. That's still a sacrosanct moment for our family," he said.

He went on: "I feel more connected to my faith today than at any other time in my life. Truly. And I probably pray more now than at any other time in my life. But my connection to an institution of prayer, or a sort of formal structure of that prayer, has dramatically decreased."

I had noticed, both in our conversations and while watching him from afar, how he preferred to speak in the abstract--using terms such as faith, spirituality, prayer--rather than articulating a specific worldview as it pertains to Judaism.

When I asked whether a Jewish person can get elected president of the United States, he acknowledged that "there aren't a whole lot of folks who pray like me" in certain communities he's visited. Still, he said, "I have found that by living openly and proudly with my faith that it's brought me closer to the people of Pennsylvania. And I think the people of Pennsylvania are pretty indicative of where large swaths of the American people are."

The Lord works in mysterious ways, I joked to Shapiro at one point. There was a time when the two things he wanted most were to make the Rochester basketball team and to practice medicine; similarly, there was a moment in 2024, people who know the governor say, when he very much wanted to become Kamala Harris's running mate. Shapiro won't acknowledge as much today. "This was not getting cut from the basketball team," he said, when I asked about getting passed over in favor of Tim Walz. I thought he was kidding. He assured me that he wasn't--that on the scale of life's disappointments, this one barely registered. Shapiro was not going to cede control of his own neatly packaged narrative.

But in retrospect, Harris snubbing him looks almost like divine intervention. Not only did Shapiro avoid what surely would have been a career-hobbling defeat; he also now stands to benefit, maybe more than any other Democrat, from the electorate's rejection of the excesses of the left. Maybe the biggest blessing of all: Should he run in 2028, Shapiro will be campaigning in the first election of the post-Trump era--a time when, if his theory proves right, voters will be desperate for a reprieve from the delirium of recent years.

"What this country is gonna need is someone who can actually heal and unify, and someone who can solve problems and get stuff done," Shapiro said. "I think what Democrats need to do is focus not so much on winning litmus tests but on winning elections. And I know how to win elections here in one of the toughest states in the country."

Every word is smooth and rehearsed, the raw material of a stump speech coming together. Shapiro looks and sounds ready for what comes next. He speaks about values as if they are shared, truths as if they are settled. He claims to see a cohesion and hear a harmony that other politicians are ignoring. He insists that dialogue--earnest, sustained conversation with the very people from whom we're most alienated--is the cure for our national sickness.

In short, Shapiro seems to be centering his presidential hopes on a particular sort of stubbornness: He refuses to admit that our politics have changed in ways that might just render his approach obsolete.

Maybe he will be the one to break the spell and help the country find its way back. If not, there will be an element of tragedy. Shapiro has always been a talented enigma, his bright prospects shadowed by questions about motives and intentions and core beliefs. In the end, it may be his deepest conviction--the insistence that America is, in fact, better than this--that proves his undoing.
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The Last Big Case Against Trump Has Been Dropped

The U.S. justice and political systems have shown that they can't hold the president and his allies to account for trying to steal the 2020 election.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 02 Dec 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.


Even today, nearly five years later, listening to Donald Trump's call is shocking.

"So look. All I want to do is this. I just want to find 11,780 votes," he told Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger and a few aides on January 2, 2021. Trump warned Raffensperger, a fellow Republican, that if he didn't act, he would face prosecution: "That's a criminal, that's a criminal offense. And you can't let that happen. That's a big risk to you and to Ryan, your lawyer." And to underscore that he was asking Raffensperger to subvert the election results, he added, "So what are we going to do here, folks? I only need 11,000 votes. Fellas, I need 11,000 votes. Give me a break."

The Washington Post obtained the call and published it on January 3. Three days later, a crowd of Trump supporters, whipped into a frenzy by the president, marched on the Capitol, attacked police, and sacked the building in an attempt to prevent the certification of Joe Biden's victory. In the days, weeks, and years to follow, much more would be revealed: a long-running campaign, as dedicated as it was sloppy, to steal the 2020 election.

Trump and several associates were charged for their roles in the scheme in a splashy Georgia indictment, but the case's dismissal last week, on the eve of the Thanksgiving holiday, received less attention. A judge acted at the request of Peter Skandalakis, the prosecutor appointed to handle the case after Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis, who obtained the indictment, was disqualified from overseeing it. Skandalakis made both legal and practical arguments against the racketeering case, deeming the charges against some of the defendants weak. (The racketeering law allowed Willis to charge many people at once but created a sprawling case.) As for Trump, Skandalakis wrote, "There is no realistic prospect that a sitting President will be compelled to appear in Georgia to stand trial on the allegations in this indictment." By the time he leaves office, "eight years will have elapsed since the phone call at issue."

The Georgia case was the last remaining criminal case against Trump, and the last legal or political avenue to hold him accountable for the 2020-election plot. (It was also important because Trump cannot pardon himself or others if convicted in state court.) A federal election-subversion case against him was dismissed after he won reelection last November. State prosecutions against fake electors have not made much headway. And last month, Trump issued pardons to dozens of people implicated in the attempted subversion. In short, Trump has gotten away with his attempt to subvert the election: If the criminal-justice system is incapable of prosecuting attempts to steal an election, then stealing an election is de facto legal.

Each of these cases had its own wrinkles and reasons for failing. In the Georgia case, for example, Willis made grievous errors in judgment, intertwining her personal life and work by hiring a dubiously qualified special prosecutor with whom she was in a romantic relationship. Her racketeering charge was also ambitious but risky, as Skandalakis argued; the collapse of her case against the rapper Young Thug's YSL group shows how such cases can go wrong.

The federal prosecution was set up for failure by Attorney General Merrick Garland's decision to slow-walk prosecuting Trump to appear nonpartisan; the result was that by the time Special Counsel Jack Smith took over, he had little time to work. The Supreme Court used much of that time deliberating a challenge from Trump before issuing a startling opinion that gives presidents immunity for a huge range of "official" acts.

Political remedies haven't worked either. The House voted to impeach Trump for his actions, but the Senate, under the influence of the GOP leader Mitch McConnell, failed to convict him. Republicans fell back on both legalistic claims--they argued that they couldn't convict Trump once he was no longer president--and a misplaced belief that Trump would never be able to mount a political comeback. And when states tried to disqualify Trump from appearing on the 2024 ballot under the Fourteenth Amendment (a legally questionable approach), the Supreme Court blocked them.

All that remains are a few cases against the fake electors who allegedly formed alternative pro-Trump slates. A case in Michigan was dismissed. Wisconsin's case is creeping forward. A case in Nevada was quashed by a trial judge on procedural grounds but resuscitated by the state supreme court; something similar happened in Arizona, where the attorney general has asked the state supreme court to revive a case. (That one also involves a few Trump allies.) Even if some of these cases succeed, though, they will punish the lowest-level participants while allowing the big fish--Trump chief among them--to swim free.

Trump's pardon order guarantees that some of the high-profile figures will never face federal charges related to the 2020 election, including the lawyers Rudy Giuliani, Sidney Powell, Kenneth Chesebro, Boris Epshteyn, John Eastman, Jeffrey Clark, and Jenna Ellis, as well as former White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows. (Trump's order explicitly ruled himself out; he has previously said that he has the power to self-pardon, but many legal scholars disagree.) Giuliani and Eastman have lost their law license, and Clark may as well, but that's hardly proportional punishment.

Notwithstanding the various prosecutors' miscalculations that led to this point, it is possible that no effective legal path existed to hold Trump and his minions accountable. Despite their bumbling, their scheme was vague and diffuse enough that prosecuting them was tricky. This does not make election-subversion attempts acceptable, though; it means that lawmakers should write laws that would allow authorities to punish the kind of behavior that occurred after the 2020 election. Unfortunately, there is little prospect of that at the federal level or in potential key states. And as I wrote in The Atlantic's December cover story, the president and his allies are already working to interfere in the 2026 election.

When moving to dismiss the Georgia charges, Skandalakis lamented the sordid aftermath of the election: "Never before, and hopefully never again, will our country face circumstances such as these." The failure to punish the major figures, however, all but guarantees a repeat.
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	The Trump administration yesterday defended the legality of a September 2 attack on a suspected drug-smuggling boat in the Caribbean. Some members of Congress have called for an investigation into whether a second missile--fired after some people survived the initial strike--may have violated the laws of war.
 	The special envoy Steve Witkoff and President Donald Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner are set to meet Russian President Vladimir Putin in Moscow to push for a peace deal to end the war in Ukraine.
 	Former Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez was pardoned by Trump and released from a U.S. prison, where he had been serving a 45-year sentence for cocaine smuggling.
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America Refuses to Go Bald

By Yasmin Tayag

Throughout the 2000s, the music charts were rife with references to Rogaine. Jay-Z invoked the hair-restoration drug as a synonym for staying power. Weezer described it, begrudgingly, as a means of rejuvenation. Ingrid Michaelson, in a song about accepting one's flaws, pledged to buy the drug for her partner when he inevitably lost his hair.
 Now, as the Millennials who grew up on this music are fast approaching their Rogaine era, the hair-loss industry is eager to receive them--particularly the many women coming around to the idea that they might want to buy Rogaine for themselves too.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


HBO



Watch. The comedian Tim Robinson has figured out how to make abrasive men sympathetic, Shirley Li writes.

Read. A new book examines 5,000 years of civilizational collapse--and proposes a few ways to help prevent the next one, Linda Kinstler 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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        Pentagon Report: Hegseth Risked Endangering Troops With Signal Messages
        Sarah Fitzpatrick

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.For nearly nine months, Trump-administration officials have defended top national-security leaders who shared information in a Signal chat about U.S. strikes in Yemen, first reported by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, who was inadvertently included in the group. Officials played down the severity of the breach and insisted that the information wasn't classified.Now the Pentagon's top watchdo...

      

      
        Republicans Are in Trouble, but Democrats Could Blow It
        Marc Novicoff

        In the 2024 presidential election, Donald Trump carried Tennessee's Seventh Congressional District by 22 points. Last night, in a special election to represent the district, the Republican Matt Van Epps won by only nine points, defeating State Representative Aftyn Behn, a Democrat. Trump celebrated the outcome on Truth Social as a "BIG Congressional WIN," but the margin of victory in a deep-red district is ominous for Republicans. Van Epps underperformed Trump by 13 percentage points, a sign that...

      

      
        James Patterson's Maxims for a Happy Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."When I get to heaven I mean to spend a considerable portion of my first million years in painting," wrote Winston Churchill in 1922. We have no idea how that project is going for the late British statesman, but we do know what he meant: Artistic creativity is a divine pursuit, and one of the great secrets to happiness.I have believed this axiom from earliest childhood, thanks to afternoon hours ...

      

      
        Does Heritage Support Discrimination Against Women?
        Henry Olsen

        The Heritage Foundation has had a tough month. President Kevin Roberts's decision to vigorously defend Tucker Carlson's platforming of the noted anti-Semite and white nationalist Nick Fuentes has pushed the conservative think tank into a tailspin. One board member, the Princeton professor Robert George, resigned; a number of staff departed; and a task force to combat anti-Semitism severed its ties.Yet Heritage's problems are hardly limited to its handling of Fuentes. The think tank's recent decis...

      

      
        The Extraordinary Logic of Netanyahu's Bid for a Pardon
        Gershom Gorenberg

        Presidential pardons are in fashion in the United States, even for people who haven't yet been found guilty of a crime. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is a well-known Americanophile. Now he, too, wants a preconviction pardon, a never-go-to-jail card.On Sunday, his lawyers submitted his request, stressing that freeing Netanyahu from his marathon corruption trial would be purely for the public good.Because Netanyahu faces Israeli, not U.S., charges, he had to seek relief from Israel's pr...

      

      
        Condemning Millions for One Man's Crime
        George Packer

        Most of us are lucky enough to avoid any direct encounter with the true nature of Donald Trump's presidency. But over time, abstract nouns such as authoritarianism and xenophobia lose their hard edges with too much use. It can take some personal experience to bring home what the Trump administration is doing to human lives and values.The solitary Afghan man who allegedly shot two members of the West Virginia National Guard near the White House last week, killing a 20-year-old woman and critically...

      

      
        Accommodation Nation
        Rose Horowitch

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Administering an exam used to be straightforward: All a college professor needed was an open room and a stack of blue books. At many American universities, this is no longer true. Professors now struggle to accommodate the many students with an official disability designation, which may entitle them to extra time, a distraction-free environment, or the use of otherwise-prohibited technology. The University of...

      

      
        When Donald Trump Fired David Rubenstein
        Michael Powell

        Updated at 2:25 p.m. ET on December 2, 2025This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.David Rubenstein, the billionaire investor and philanthropist, sat at a handsome marble table in a handsome conference room in one of the many handsome offices of the Carlyle Group, the global investment firm he co-founded, discussing a bit of personal unpleasantness. Several weeks earlier, Donald Trump had fired him as the chair of the John F. Kennedy Center for the...

      

      
        Hot Stars in the Lobster Nebula
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, STScI, A. Pagan, STScIDay 4 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Star Birth in the Lobster Nebula. NASA's James Webb Space Telescope recently imaged a region where the radiation and winds from a group of superhot infant stars are blasting and sculpting dense clouds of surrounding dust. This brilliant star cluster, called Pismis 24, lies about 5,500 light-years away, near the core of the Lobster Nebula.See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed ea...

      

      
        Why American Health Care Is Still a Mess
        David Frum

        On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the shocking alleged corruption that has informed President Donald Trump's actions toward Ukraine and the scandal of the recently proposed "peace plan" by the United States. He goes on to discuss how the many scandals of the Trump presidency make it hard to focus on just one, as it is quickly replaced in the news cycle by another.Then David is joined by Jonathan Gruber, an economics professor and t...

      

      
        Cattle Ranchers Are Beefing With Trump
        Will Gottsegen

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Think of the cattle auctioneer's chant as a prayer. To the untrained ear, it's nonsense, a stream of words compressed beyond recognition. If you know what to listen for, phrases emerge from the hum and buzz: Will you go four? Will you give five? The job of the auctioneer is to whip bidders into a frenzy...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Ready for Your Close-Up?
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on December 3, 2025.I have much extolled here the value of new knowledge. Let us now hear a counterargument: Some months after Yale gave Mark Twain an honorary degree in 1888, the writer's schedule cleared up enough for him to pull together a speech advising that the good people of the college learn less."I found the astronomer of the university gadding around after comets and other such odds and ends," he wrote. "I told him it was no economy to go on pilin...

      

      
        A Galactic Cluster
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Hubble & NASA, M. Postman, P. KellyDay 3 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Galactic Cluster. More than 100 galaxies can be seen in Galaxy Cluster Abell 209, situated about 2.8 billion light-years away. Though they look close to one another, these galaxies are still separated by millions of light-years. Their combined mass manages to warp and magnify some even more-distant galaxies through a process called gravitational lensing. Lensed galaxies here appear stretched or streaky t...

      

      
        Electricity Should Be Free at Noon
        Leah C. Stokes

        Electricity prices are becoming an outsize issue in American politics because they themselves are legitimately outsize. Compared with the cost of consumer goods, which have been rising rapidly over the past few years, electricity prices are climbing even faster, an estimated 13 percent nationwide since 2022. This year, roughly half of households making less than $50,000 struggled to pay their electricity bills. In California, where the rise has been particularly steep, rates have essentially doub...

      

      
        Ukraine's Corruption Scandal Is Bad. But Exposing It Is a Win.
        Kristina Berdynskykh

        On the morning of November 28, Ukrainian law enforcement did something it had never before done in its history: It showed up at the apartment of the head of the president's office to investigate him for graft.Commentators around the world have noted the strain that an unfolding scandal has put on the Ukrainian presidency at a time when the United States is pressuring the country to make concessions to Russia. But just as striking is the fact that an investigation into energy-sector kickbacks at t...
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The<em> Atlantic</em> 10

The books that made us think the most this year

Thu, 04 Dec 2025



Deliberating over the Atlantic 10 list is, in some ways, a test of memory. Does a novel we read in January still thrill us? Does the reportage that impressed us midyear still feel surprising when we turn back to it in the fall? We're asking ourselves, in short, which books have kept our attention, sometimes months after we've first encountered them. This exercise helps ensure that the books we select aren't just gorgeously written, inventive, or clarifying, but that they will also linger in the reader's mind long after they've turned the last page.

The subject of memory also energizes most of the books we chose this year. Several works look back vividly and honestly on the convulsions of the past. A biography of a major figure unearths neglected aspects of his life and identity; another work of nonfiction immerses readers in an American class at risk of being forgotten. And a few novels nod to the future, imagining how life will change--or already has--as technology advances and calamities accrue. Regardless of the era they illuminate, all of these books draw in fine detail their characters' thoughts and behaviors, their unique accomplishments and their all-too-human errors. Each work distinguishes itself as worth reading and remembering for years to come.








Baldwin: A Love Story, by Nicholas Boggs

Although his oeuvre was preoccupied with love in all its shades, the image of James Baldwin that endures in American memory is profoundly isolated and aromantic. The public embrace of Baldwin as the scribe of the civil-rights movement has involved a kind of willful amnesia regarding his queerness, and, in turn, an erasure of the muses--romantic and platonic--who inspired him. But Boggs's new book focuses squarely on the men and women whom Baldwin loved and who loved him back: a group of friends, family members, mentors, flings, and unrequited flames who helped make the man. The result is the rare biography that manages, decades after a subject's death, to break meaningful ground. Boggs's reporting and research bring to life Baldwin as a person of profound compassion, who nevertheless struggled to find his place in a world where he bore the stigmata of both his race and his sexuality. The protagonist of A Love Story is a lover boy, a libertine, a gossip, a flirt. Boggs's chronicle reveals how Baldwin's search for the trinity of eros, phileo, and agape animated his most important works.






The Director, by Daniel Kehlmann, translated by Ross Benjamin

In storytelling, the roads to pure evil or to victimhood are frequently clear-cut, but the journey of a person who is slowly recruited into complicity is a subtler thing. That is the kind of tale that Kehlmann found in G. W. Pabst, whose life he dramatizes in this novel. The groundbreaking Weimar-era Austrian filmmaker left his country when the Nazis came to power, but he was reeled back in just a few years later, and began making movies under the auspices of Joseph Goebbels. Like a director manning a film dolly, Kehlmann pans from one perspective to another--including those of Greta Garbo and Louise Brooks, two glamorous actors whom Pabst discovered--to give an expressionistic sense of the people and the forces shaping his life. At the center is the director himself, torn between a desire to make his art and a conscience that never goes completely quiet. When he finally ends up using concentration-camp inmates as extras in a film, his moral surrender is complete, but he is also gutted. The director knows what he's given up.

Read: Why do collaborators do it?








A Flower Traveled in My Blood, by Haley Cohen Gilliland

When Argentina was ruled by a military junta in the 1970s and '80s, an estimated tens of thousands of people were "disappeared": kidnapped by paramilitary forces, usually tortured, and never seen again. After democratic rule was restored, in 1983, the nation was split between advocates for uncovering the past and those who thought it was best to move on. Gilliland's fascinating, detailed portrait of a fragile society is framed by the story of one grandmother, Rosa Roisinblit. Rosa's daughter, Patricia, was kidnapped in 1978 while eight months pregnant. Even after it becomes obvious that Patricia is dead, Rosa continues searching for the grandchild she learns her daughter birthed in detention. In recounting the efforts of Rosa's activist group, the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo, Gilliland leads readers through half a century of Argentine politics, a revolution in genetics, and fierce debates about what defines a family. Her recent reporting also doubles as a powerful record of a dwindling generation: Rosa just died this past September, at 106. As the desaparecidos pass out of living memory, Gilliland's book forces us to consider both the price of forgetting the past and the ache of remembering it.






A Guardian and a Thief, by Megha Majumdar

As Majumdar's short novel opens, its protagonist, Ma, serves up illicitly scrounged eggs and rice to Dadu, her widowed father, and to her toddler daughter (a fan of unavailable cauliflower): Food is scarce in their scorched city, a Kolkata of the near future. But rescue is at hand. In seven days, after they get their "climate visas," the family is due to fly to America, where Ma's husband has been studying mosquito-borne diseases in a lab. Majumdar's title signals the ethical question at the core of her parable about survival in a crisis: In the name of protecting those we love most, what crimes against others will we commit? Suspense ratchets up when this well-laid emigration plan intersects with the ad hoc dream of a desperate refugee. Boomba, a hapless young man who yearns to rescue his family from their flooded village, has landed in the shelter where Ma works. He's caught her pilfering from its pantry, and now careens into action himself. A week of wild swerves, both comic and tragic, confirms a reflection that has a timely ring: "Hope wasn't soft or tender," Ma thinks, and Boomba would agree. "It was mean. It snarled. It fought. It deceived."

Read: When scarcity blurs the line between right and wrong








King of Kings, by Scott Anderson

Some events unfold so quickly, and overturn the status quo so completely, that they seem preordained. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 transformed the country almost overnight into a fundamentalist theocracy. But as Anderson, a war correspondent who has covered conflicts in the Middle East and beyond, shows in this thrilling account, nothing about the final months of the reign of the shah appears settled or inevitable. Drawing on government communiques and first-person accounts--including that of a cantankerous American diplomat who seems to have witnessed every pivotal moment--Anderson describes a failure that had many fathers: not just the imperious yet indecisive Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, or the ruthless Ayatollah Khomeini, but also the useful idiots who surrounded the cleric, along with President Jimmy Carter's fractious and communism-obsessed foreign-policy team. A catastrophe that reshaped the world, Anderson suggests, was enabled by people who couldn't imagine how the world might change.






Moderation, by Elaine Castillo

Girlie Delmundo, a daughter of Filipino immigrants, is a Las Vegas-based content moderator at a social-media company who bears the distinctly unpleasant burden of being a specialist in child-sex-abuse materials. She's also one of the most memorable, expertly drawn characters in recent fiction: sarcastic, tough, funny, and so good at her job that she's promoted into a high-paying role policing a lush new virtual-reality system, Playground. As Castillo gradually makes clear, Girlie is suppressing a lot of pain, even beyond the daily horrors of her work. Along with formidable descriptions of cyberspaces, the novel also explores the ever-shifting relationship between Girlie and her new boss, William--two equally repressed people who feel drawn to each other. At one point, Girlie observes to William that Playground is "larger than life. Realer reality. Sensory overload." Castillo's book creates that same feeling--it's about the costs and responsibilities of technological progress, explored through delicious, full-bore immersion into a fictional character's head.

Read: The tech novel's warning for a screen-addled age








Night Watch, by Kevin Young

Young's 13th book of poetry, dedicated to three of his departed family members, is about the space that the dead take up in the hearts of the living. The collection consists of four sequences; each features long, skinny columns of poetry, studded with unsettling rhymes. In "All Souls," set during the time of the year in which this world and the next may be closest together, Young looks at the late-October leaves and summons the image of a runaway slave; he ends with the specter of a Union soldier saluting. In the next section, Millie and Christine McCoy, 19th-century conjoined twins who performed shows as "The Two-Headed Nightingale," narrate their shared lives from birth to burial. Young closes with a loose rendering of Dante Alighieri's Divine Comedy, recasting the progression from hell to Paradise as an inward struggle to cope with irrevocable loss. This is a book of marvelous transfigurations: Grief is like "a garment / that shrinks each / wash"; the dead are like wasps who "want / your house / to be their house." And the poet's lively, loitering ghosts are shown to be more present than the people they've left behind. Those in mourning have a poignantly unfinished, and painfully universal, task ahead of them.






There Is No Place for Us, by Brian Goldstone

Goldstone profiles five Atlanta families who are members of the "working homeless"--people living not on the street or in a shelter, but temporarily with friends or family, in cars, or in decrepit or dangerous extended-stay hotels. His reporting demonstrates how hard it is for many to escape this situation: Several of his subjects have evictions on their records, which cause some potential landlords to reject them even if they have the money for rent. One subject is elated to receive a Section 8 housing voucher, only to encounter apartment-building managers who won't accept it, or claim to have no vacancies. Another woman takes her kids to see a beautiful house that seems too good to be true--and nearly sends more than $1,100 to a scammer who preys on renters in dismal straits. How did these Kafkaesque scenarios become so common? Rents have outpaced wages, Goldstone explains, and Atlanta is now a city where someone with a full-time job (or, hypothetically, even two or three) may not be able to afford a place to live. Reading this book can be an intense experience. But it makes visible a large population--possibly millions of people, by the author's estimate--who might otherwise remain out of sight.






We Do Not Part, by Han Kang, translated by e. yaewon and Paige Aniyah Morris

The long tail of state violence haunts this surreal, intimate story of friendship. The novel's protagonist, Kyungha, a writer whose work--like Han's--has excavated grim periods in South Korean history, suffers nightmares featuring tree stumps shaped like bodies. On a strange and difficult errand for a friend, she ends up on Jeju Island, off the Korean peninsula's southern coast, during a snowstorm. History, hallucination, and reality swirl together as Kyungha begins to probe a deep, decades-old wound in her friend's family--the aftereffects of a brutal, government-backed crackdown, known as the Jeju Massacre, that left thousands of the island's residents dead and was rarely spoken of after. Han uses a powerful form of indirect storytelling: Readers glimpse the atrocity only through layers--of disturbing memory, newspaper snippets, official documents. The composite record builds subtly and slowly, almost arduously. But in the process, Han reveals how trauma that has yet to receive a full accounting can act like a damaged nerve, and she makes an eloquent case for revisiting it, agonizing though that might be.

Read: Where Han Kang's nightmares come from








What We Can Know, by Ian McEwan

The Booker Prize-winning McEwan began his career writing Gothic tales, matured into creating twisty literary mysteries, and later dabbled in political fiction and sci-fi. Now, at an age when many novelists ease up on the throttle, he has synthesized all of these strains into something close to a masterwork. Half of What We Can Know follows Thomas Metcalfe, a literary scholar in 2119 England, which has been remodeled by cataclysms into an anarchic archipelago; the other half is set in the Cotswolds of the 2010s, among the milieu he studies--the circle of the (fictional) great poet Francis Blundy. Tying together a mystery about death, infidelity, art, and ecological calamity is an ingenious MacGuffin: an elaborate lost poem that Blundy read to his wife at a 2014 dinner party. We learn only enough about this supposed masterpiece to realize that it is both more and less significant than its legend suggests. Yet the violent act it describes not only helps resolve a juicy plot but highlights the ruinous hubris that might one day make our present moment, chaotic as it is, look like paradise on Earth.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2025/12/best-books-2025-ian-mcewan-han-kang/685006/?utm_source=feed
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Why Doesn't Trump Pay a Political Price for His Racism?

Immigration isn't breaking our society. We are.

by Adam Serwer

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




During a White House meeting on Tuesday, surrounded by his Cabinet, President Donald Trump referred to Somali immigrants as "garbage" and said, "We don't want them in our country." No one in Trump's Cabinet stood up to this expression of gutter racism, although Vice President J. D. Vance enthusiastically banged on the table. The president's remarks were ostensibly in response to real events--in Minnesota, dozens of members of the Somali diaspora have been implicated in fraud related to social services--but the community does not bear responsibility for the actions of those individuals.

Similarly, white Americans as a whole are not responsible for Trump largely dismantling the federal government's capacity to fight white-collar crime and corruption, his doling out of pardons for people who donate money or commit crimes on his behalf, or his scandalous profiteering. I don't believe that there is something inherent in white culture that causes Trump to act this way; he is simply a particularly reprehensible human being.

The next day, at an Oval Office event, Trump again disparaged Somalis, claiming that Somali immigrants have "destroyed our country" and that the Somali American congresswoman Ilhan Omar "should be thrown the hell out of our country." None of the people around him had the courage to ask whom "our" referred to. Given the president's plunging approval ratings, one wonders whether these slurs are yet another attempt to shore up his support through appeals to racism.

Watching Trump's repeated attacks on Somalians--the latest group of Black immigrants to be targeted by the president--I can't avoid the conclusion that the government of the United States of America is in the hands of people who believe that they can apply a genetic hierarchy to humanity, and that American laws and customs should recognize and serve that hierarchy.

This commitment is most visible in the Constitution-shredding program of mass deportation being carried out across the country by federal agents, who, in order to meet their quotas, are arresting and deporting immigrants who have been following the rules and showing up for their court dates, rather than those committing crimes. Gregory Bovino, a top Border Patrol commander, told a reporter outright that agents were arresting people based in part on "how they look." This is racial profiling--a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment's guarantee of equal protection--and yet it has been condoned by the right-wing majority on the Supreme Court. In September, an emergency-docket decision effectively legalized racial profiling by lifting an order preventing it. Although "apparent ethnicity alone" isn't enough to detain someone, it can be "a "relevant factor," Justice Brett Kavanaugh wrote in a lone concurring opinion, calling that only "common sense."

After the horrendous shooting of two members of the National Guard by an Afghan immigrant last week, Trump declared on Thanksgiving Day his intention to halt immigration from "Third World" countries, a neuron-thin euphemism for nonwhite immigrants. His remarks about Somalis being "garbage" are consistent with his referring to African nations and Haiti as "shithole" countries in his first term. Trump also announced an intention to strip U.S. citizenship from "migrants who undermine domestic tranquility," and to "deport any Foreign National who is a public charge, security risk, or non-compatible with Western Civilization"--arbitrary, subjective criteria that could serve as pretext for denaturalizing anyone for any reason.

The Trump adviser Stephen Miller, a fervent supporter of the racist and anti-Semitic immigration restrictions of the 1920s, declared on X that "migrants and their descendants recreate the conditions, and terrors, of their broken homelands." Miller's contention that one's supposed inferiority to and incompatibility with Americans are inherited and unalterable is consistent with Trump's past remarks about how immigrants with "bad genes" are "poisoning the blood" of the nation.

The logic of this racism is relatively simple--the individual bears the guilt of the whole, and the whole bears the imprint of some alleged crime that deserves collective punishment. Blaming the egregious behavior of men such as Trump and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth on their German or Norwegian backgrounds would sound comical to the same people who treat the president vomiting out similar generalizations about Somalis as sound observation.

That a crime by an Afghan former CIA recruit or Somali fraudsters can be laid at the feet of all "Third World" immigrants shows how arbitrarily such lines are drawn. What matters is not what individuals do, but who they are, and whether or not they fit Trump and Miller's narrow, racially defined view of who Americans can be. Whatever individualism used to mean to American conservatives, their movement is now led by adherents of the most foul collectivism humanity has ever known.

Among the original English settlers, of course, were not only religious refugees and indentured servants but criminals Britain did not want. Many German immigrants to the United States came after the failed liberal revolutions of 1848. Irish immigration was spurred by famine and British imperialism; Italian immigration was driven by the bloody post-unification chaos and, especially in the south and Sicily, by lawlessness, brigandage, and Piedmontese repression. Let us not forget the Eastern Europeans, among them Jewish families--including Miller's own--who fled the autocratic regimes and ethnic violence of their homelands.

Most Americans of European descent are the children of such "broken" societies, by one standard or another, and America would not have become wealthy and powerful without them. No reason beyond bigotry exists to apply different standards to immigrants because they came from Nigeria or Mexico instead of Ireland.

There is a difference between inheritance and action. I cannot help who my ancestors are, but I can make my own choices. That so many Americans chose to place in power a man who holds people in contempt on the basis of race, religion, and national origin; that so much of the mainstream media conveys this bigotry through tired, obfuscating euphemisms; that there is so low a political price for the president's racism that he and those around him see little risk in its expression--well, that does say something about America, and Americans. Immigration isn't breaking our society. That's a job Americans can do on their own.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/12/trump-cabinet-meeting-racism/685129/?utm_source=feed
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Is This the End of Kids on Social Media?

Australia is about to ban young teens from most platforms. The rest of the world is watching.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




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

Australia is actually doing this. As of December 10, no one under 16 will be allowed to have an account on TikTok, Snapchat, YouTube, Instagram, or basically any other platform an average teen might care about. Other countries have attempted partial restrictions, but Australia's Online Safety Amendment is the first real ban, and it comes with heavy fines for social-media companies that fail to comply. "Social media was a big social experiment," says Julie Inman Grant, Australia's eSafety commissioner, who is in charge of enforcing the law. "In some ways, this is an antidote social experiment."

The inspiration came from Annabel West, who is married to Peter Malinauskas, South Australia's premier (roughly the equivalent of a governor). Last year, she read The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness, a best seller by Jonathan Haidt, arguing that among teens, a spike in anxiety, depression, self-harm, and eating disorders coincided with the wide distribution of cellphones. Australia has a history of sudden, sweeping social reforms. In 1996, shortly after the Port Arthur massacre, in Tasmania, the country introduced dramatic restrictions on firearms. Malinauskas drafted the social-media legislation for South Australia, and within a year, the Online Safety Amendment passed as national law.

The law somewhat vaguely requires social-media companies to take "reasonable steps" to stop kids under 16 from having or creating accounts on their platforms. The social-media companies initially responded predictably, Inman Grant told us, saying they couldn't possibly comply and that they had no idea who was actually under 16. But Inman Grant, an American who worked for 20 years in Big Tech, rolls her eyes at most of their excuses and is determined to push them to do better.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Inman Grant about how the law will work and how she will enforce it. We hear from Australian teens who will lose their accounts just around the start of the country's summer break, with its potential for maximum boredom. We also talk with Jo Orlando, an Australian researcher who studies young people and technology and who doesn't think the ban is the answer.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: At this time next week, teenagers in Australia will be living in a new reality.

Katherine: I don't even know what I'm gonna do. I don't even know what the point of me having a phone is anymore then.


Rosin: Starting on December 10, which is just around the start of Australian summer break, a new law called the Online Safety Amendment takes effect. And when it does, no one under the age of 16 will be legally permitted to have an account on any of the most popular social-media platforms.

That includes Facebook, Instagram, Kik, Reddit, Snapchat, Threads, TikTok, Twitch, X, and YouTube, so nearly all of them. Companies that violate the law will be fined in the tens of millions.

This is not one of those vague "protect the kids" laws that everyone can pretty much ignore. Officials in Australia have been negotiating with social-media companies for the better part of a year, hearing out their excuses and pushing right through them.

Australia is serious, and young Australians are just realizing what's about to hit them.

Katherine: My name's Katherine. I'm 15. I'm in year nine.


Rosin: Katherine--we're using her first name because she's a minor--made her first social-media account when she was 10 or 11. Snapchat is her favorite.

Katherine: I wake up; I message my friends, ask what they're doing today, making plans and stuff like that. Just keeping in contact with them.


Rosin: And like a lot of Australian teens, Katherine is dreading this change.

Katherine: I don't really care about the videos and stuff; I just wanna be able to communicate with my friends. And without that, I feel like I can't, because I don't really have anyone's numbers, because it's inconvenient. You know what I mean? I just feel like I'll lose all my friendships.


Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. The Online Safety Amendment is a pretty radical experiment. It is largely crafted and championed by adults, and its effects will be felt most acutely by kids.

And it is truly an experiment. Even the person charged with executing it says that it all moved pretty quickly. They're not sure that 16 is the right age. They're still nailing down some enforcement mechanisms.

But given the research from all around the world about kids, social media, and depression, it was probably inevitable that some country would be brave enough to try this.

The inspiration for the policy came from the wife of Peter Malinauskas, who's South Australia's premier, which is like a governor. His wife had just finished reading The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness, which is a best seller by Jonathan Haidt--who, by the way, is an Atlantic contributing writer.

Peter Malinauskas (from ABC Adelaide): I'll never forget it. She put the book down and said to me, You better bloody do something about this. And then we got to work.


Rosin: The work started with local legislation to enforce age restrictions on social media just in South Australia. And then the idea spread to other states and, eventually, the Australian Parliament.

Then-Communications Minister Michelle Rowland: I introduce the Online Safety Amendment (Social Media Minimum Age) Bill 2024.
 Prime Minister Anthony Albanese (From ABC News Australia): Today, this morning, the minister and I have an important announcement, and this one's for the mums and dads. Social media is doing harm to our kids, and I'm calling time on it.


Rosin: That last voice was Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese. The law had passed with robust bipartisan support.

But passing the law was just step one.

[Music]

Rosin: In 2023, the senate in France passed a similar law. It banned teens under 15 from using social media without a parent's consent.

But the French law has yet to be enforced. It ran into political, legal, and technical issues. A headline at the time referred to it as "the most profound social media ban that never happened."

The really tricky thing here with these bans seems to be how to actually enforce age verification. A lot of governments get tripped up on that step.

But in Australia, they've found a truly dogged bureaucrat, someone who just isn't moved by the many excuses that the social-media companies make.

Julie Inman Grant: This is part of the Big Tech playbook, where you had them saying, Oh, it's too hard. Thirteen to 15 is a novel age. We can never do that. We don't actually know. Oh, we don't have any underaged users on our accounts.


Rosin: That is Julie Inman Grant, Australia's e-safety commissioner. And, yes, that's an American accent. Inman Grant was hired partly because, for about two decades, she worked in various Big Tech companies--Microsoft, Twitter, Adobe--and, much of that time, she was working on safety policy.

When the Online Safety Amendment was signed into law last year, it required social media companies to take "reasonable steps" to stop kids under 16 from having or creating accounts on their platforms. Companies found to be slacking on enforcement can be fined up to nearly 50 million Australian dollars, or about 32 million U.S. dollars.

Simple enough on paper. But it's Inman Grant's job as the e-safety commissioner to actually figure out what counts as "reasonable steps" and then how to hold the companies accountable.

Inman Grant: Companies know who you are, they know how old you are, and that's why they are so good at targeting advertising to you. They also know when a child is underage. They use what we call "self-declaration" or "age-gating," where they'll just ask a child their age, and of course, they lie to get on the platform. So what we've said, in the first instance, to the social-media platforms is, Self-declaration, age-gating is not enough. You need to use a layered safety approach.
 So some companies already use AI-based technologies to be able to assess whether their users are underage. So they might look at things like 13-year-olds speak to other 13-year-olds. They might use natural language processing to look at the emojis, the grammar, the acronyms. The way they speak tells them a lot about how old a child is. If a child logs in before or after school, they're likely school aged.
 So all of these signals are being picked up by tools that the companies have developed and been using for over a decade.


Rosin: I asked Inman Grant to describe for me what the morning of December 10 might look like for kids under 16. Let's imagine a 15-year-old goes to open Snapchat on her phone. What would she see?

Inman Grant: It will depend on the platform and how accurate their age-assurance technologies are. But I should just walk you through because it did take a lot of mental gymnastics; this has never been done before. So--


Rosin: Okay, let's simplify the gymnastics.

Starting in late November, tons of kids under 16 across Australia started getting notifications from some of their favorite social-media apps telling them that their account will either be deleted or suspended next week.

Some people who might fall in a gray zone--like, it's not obvious if they're over 16 based on their search histories or other data--will be required to verify their age on December 10, whether that's with a government ID or something like an AI-powered face scan.

Inman Grant: So what we're asking the companies to do on December 10 is to deactivate or remove as many under-16 accounts as they can identify.
 We've also put the burden on them. Of course, we know that children are going to try and use VPNs and get around things, but the burden's on the platforms to prevent circumvention.


Rosin: What she's talking about here is kids circumventing the law by using a virtual private network, or VPN, to make the platforms think they're accessing them from a country other than Australia. Several kids we heard from mentioned that they or their friends planned to use a VPN.

But Inman Grant is not daunted by this plan. She says tech companies should be able to catch kids using VPNs too.

Inman Grant: Netflix does it very effectively, and we see other companies doing that as well, so they know how to do this.
 We're also asking them to prevent what we call age-based circumvention. So generative AI could be used to try and spoof an age-assurance system, as could just wearing a mask or using graphics from a game.
 So we've put in a lot of technical detail about how we expect young people will circumvent, and again, the burden's on the platforms to prevent that from happening.


Rosin: And if a kid still manages to slip past all of these barriers, she's asked them to develop back channels for adult informants.

Inman Grant: So we've also asked them to develop a user reporting form so that parents or educators can report that there's an under-16 on their platform that has been missed.
 We've also asked them--because some may take a more overzealous approach, where they overblock--and so we've said, You need to have an appeals process for those who you may have inadvertently blocked that are 16 and should legitimately be on there.


Rosin: Inman Grant has been negotiating with the social-media companies for the better part of the year, and for now, she's left it up to them to decide how they wanna go about deplatforming all the under-16s.

On December 10, though, her powers kick in, and she plans to start asking a lot of questions--very specific questions, like, Hey, you've already told us that there are 400,000 under-16s on your platform, so how many of those accounts have you deactivated? How many have you seen migrate to new fake accounts? How many have you seen start to use VPNs?

Inman Grant: I think it'll be pretty evident in the first couple weeks who is doing this well, who is not doing this well, and who's not doing it at all. I won't give up all the tools of the trade, but we will be watching and looking at compliance.


Rosin: And for those who are not doing it well, she will start imposing fines, although she didn't tell us exactly when those fines would kick in. Remember, this is an experiment; no one has tried it before.

Inman Grant: So on December 10, what we should see is not that every social-media account is going to magically disappear; we know that it will be imperfect. What we're really hoping for is that there will be a significant normative change for parents so that being on social media all the time is not a battle. And I think, for young people, just to free them up to read more books, to engage face-to-face with their friends, to enjoy Australia's beautiful beaches, to get out on the footie field.
 And it's worth noting--this was a very quickly deliberated bill. So there wasn't really an evidence base about why 16 was chosen.


[Music]

Inman Grant: So we'll be looking at: Was that the right age, and how does this affect 13-, 14-, 15-year-olds? Are they actually sleeping more? Are they interacting face-to-face more? Are kids doing better in school?
 So it's going to be a very broad-ranging longitudinal study to look at: What are the benefits, what are the impacts, and what are some of the unintended consequences?
 And I think that's the right thing to do. We've got governments all over the world that are watching.


Rosin: Denmark, Norway, New Zealand, and Malaysia have said they're interested in some form of a ban.

Inman Grant: To be able to develop an evidence base and to look at the implications and then to improve and hone legislation and the regulation over time, I think, is really necessary. Social media was a big social experiment. In some ways, this is an antidote social experiment.


Rosin: By the way, some lawmakers in the U.S. have become aware of Inman Grant. Recently, Jim Jordan, the chair of the House Judiciary Committee, sent her a letter calling her a "zealot" for leaning on X to take down certain violent content and asking her to testify in Congress.

Reining in tech is a touchy subject--for lots of different people.

After the break--

Rachel: I've seen people in my TikTok say, Australia's not letting kids live their life. I'm like, You guys are being so dramatic about this.


[Break]

Rachel: I'm Rachel. I'm 13, and I'm in grade seven.
 Snapchat was my first social-media account. I got it when I was--like, a month after I turned 11. And then I got TikTok and Instagram when I was 12.
 Harrison: My name's Harrison. I'm 13 years old, and I'm in year seven.
 I met new people on Snapchat that they added me, and I knew they're at my school, and I never talked to them before, and then I've gotten close to them, and I talk to them.
 Annie: I am Annie. I'm in year nine, and I'm 14 years old.
 Being able to plan things online is easier. Like, when you're making a party or something, and you've got a group chat, I feel like that's a good thing. It's more convenient.
 Rachel: Sometimes I'll literally search out Sunday resets, and then I'll watch the restocking videos. And then sometimes I'll just watch funny videos. It honestly just depends on the day. I just watch videos.
 Cheyenne: I'm Cheyenne, and I'm 15.
 Everything on social media can be fake. Sometimes there are really good people, and they post really good content, and what they post is good. And then sometimes people, what they post, is just kind of fake.


Rosin: Kids have a lot to say about how they spend their time online. But asking them to imagine life without social media is like asking about life without cutlery. You don't think about it too much until it's gone. It's a means to an end. And the idea of not being able to access it at all is just strange.

Annie: I feel like it'd be sort of distressing, almost, not being able to have that type of easy way of talking to people, especially 'cause I'm moving schools, so it's, like, all my school friends, I'm gonna have to stay in contact with them. It will be a lot harder. I'd be lost, almost. I wouldn't know what to do.
 Harrison: It's gonna be sad, but it's also gonna be good for it to happen 'cause I won't be as addicted, and yeah.
 Rachel: I feel like I would feel more productive because I'm not staring at a screen for two hours, so I will go out and hang out with my friends and do all that instead of going on my phone for hours.
 Annie: I'm gonna be quite bored. (Laughs.) If I'm just at home and have nothing to do, usually, I just go on my phone, and I can't do that.
 Harrison: It's gonna impact my daily life by making me go outside more and do things more productive. I just think it'll be better for me and my eyes, actually, 'cause the blue light and the stuff and just staring at things.
 I just reckon it's pretty good.
 Cheyenne: It's gonna be annoying because that two-month holiday that we have for summer, I'm not gonna be able to use social media, connect with people. I think that will be quite annoying 'cause I'm gonna struggle to find entertainment 'cause I'm gonna be at home all day.
 At least I can message people and call people still, but it's gonna be very different.


Rosin: One thing that became clear to me as I heard from Australian teens, talked to my own teenage kids, read about this policy, talked to experts is that I, and many other adults who weren't born into the phone age, we don't really have the right words or metaphors for the role that social media plays in young people's lives.

Like, Snapchat isn't just a disappearing-photo app. It's how many young people meet up, connect, make plans. It's the staging ground for their social lives.

TikTok is an endless fire hose of algorithmically curated videos--and it's also a way to explore your identity.

Jo Orlando: The reality is, if you're talking to young people, a lot of them will admit to spending too much time on their phone or on a screen. Another reality is that social media is not just something that they watch and flick and scroll through.


Rosin: That is Dr. Jo Orlando.

Orlando: It's something that is kind of completely threaded through this generation of adolescents' social, cultural, educational--every other element--kind of world.


Rosin: She's a researcher in digital well-being and author of the book Generation Connected.

Orlando studies how young people use technology, which means she spends a lot of time talking with kids and teens, just listening to them talk about their online lives.

Orlando: I study our relationship with technology, and it's continuously changing, isn't it? The technology platforms change, the apps we use change, but the ways we use technology changes as well. So I spend a lot of time just unpacking that.


Rosin: Orlando does not think the ban is the answer. She thinks social media just is their world now, so better to accept that and teach them to live in it in a healthier way--starting very young.

Orlando: See, a ban is a technical response. So, Turn it off--that's just a technical response. But when you think about how all-encompassing culturally, psychologically social media is, just switching it off isn't gonna work. It's just part of the culture. So if we actually wanna protect young people online, we need strategies that kind of address exactly the multifaceted thing that it is.
 We have to think about, culturally, how do we shift this so the content on there or how they're responding to the content on there is safer? We have to think psychologically, from a brain development, how do we do it? And then from a tech-design element. So there are three big factors that are feeding into this.
 Simply switching off social media for young people is one part, of just the technology side of it. But we're missing the social and cultural side, and the brain-development side here.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. It seems difficult when you do--like, a ban seems easier. You just say "no," and it just sends a message.
 Orlando: (Laughs.) It does, doesn't it? It sends a message. But that's why there's so much pushback and complication, and it's not just the young people who are pushing back. A lot of parents are pushing back here too because it just feels completely unrealistic that you take away this great, big part of their culture, completely remove it.
 It kind of just doesn't make sense anymore--maybe five years ago, but not now.
 Rosin: There has been a growing consensus that social media is, on balance, harmful for teenagers. What do you think about that research--or what do you think is missing from that research?
 Orlando: Yeah, look, I think, you know, we know there is. Anyone can just go on social media, and we know there'll be things that we would rather our children didn't see.
 But there's also a lot of really good use that they're making of it. It's very integrated into their social world. It's how they communicate. There's a lot of young people who've got their own little businesses on social media. One person said to me yesterday, Look, how can they do this? My maths teacher is terrible. The only way I'm learning maths properly is on social media--tapping into teachers who might be on social media.


Rosin: It's worth noting here that, under the new law, kids under 16 will still be allowed to watch videos on YouTube and even scroll through TikTok. The big difference is they won't be able have an account.

Inman Grant's thinking is that the algorithm and advertising will be less precise that way, although who knows yet how true that is. You probably, though, still could watch a math video.

Orlando: So I don't think the social-media platforms are bad in themselves; it's the algorithms that I think are the kind of the enemy here in a way because they feed on extreme, shocking content, and we're seeing that increasingly.
 So if we ban it, and we allow children, then, to go on when they're 16, what has happened in that time while it's been banned? The algorithms will still be the same. They still won't have learnt how to deal with social media, probably. They won't have any social-media literacy at all, because they are supposedly not using it.
 So I think this ban will simply just put all the negative sides of social media on pause. Our young people will then go on when they're 16, completely fresh and green, because we would've felt, Well, they're old enough now to be able to handle it. So I think, in the ban, a lot of things aren't being attended to that need to be attended to.
 Rosin: Yeah, I hear that. But there are a lot of potentially dangerous parts of adulthood that we, as a society, decide to delay or age-restrict, like you can't smoke at a certain age, gambling, drinking, driving a car. Sure, there are underaged kids who find ways to do those things before it's legal, but I'm still glad that those age restrictions exist. Is that a fair comparison?
 Orlando: Yeah, look, I think kind of a comparison to a legal drinking age makes a lot of sense or gambling and that kind of thing. But the thing about alcohol or cigarettes is that that's kind of almost a separate part of a person's life. It's not like they're holding it 24/7, or it's in their pocket, and they're not allowed to use it.
 The thing about technology or having a phone or having a screen is that, like I was saying, it's kind of already part of us. We've got 2-year-olds who are using their parents' phone, and it's completely threaded through a child's life from very early on.
 Rosin: All right, so what you're saying is an all-out ban is not the right approach, that this all-or-nothing tactic could do more harm than good. But also, you do agree that there are aspects of these platforms, like algorithms, that are not good for teens. So how would you start to think about untangling some of the good parts from the less good?
 Orlando: Yeah, sure. I think what's really needed, first up--I can't believe we're not thinking about this. (Laughs.) I've certainly given my recommendation to the government. I think social-media literacy is a thing.
 When I talk to young people, a lot of them don't even know what algorithms are. They don't understand what an echo chamber is. I did a session in a high school the other day, and I got them to look at their kind of feed, and then I got them to swap their feed with someone else, and they were genuinely surprised that the other person had something completely different. That is a fundamental understanding of social media: that we're caught in our own algorithm; we're caught in our own echo chamber.
 So that's number one. I'd definitely do social-media literacy--not when they turned 13 or 16, but way back, way earlier than that. It should be just as important as maths and English is at school, really important.
 And I think a second one would be parent education. So a lot of the time, parent education is around fear, cybersafety. But parents aren't getting a balanced understanding of the online platforms and how young people use them.
 So those two things--I think those two empowering strategies are absolutely needed.


[Music]

Rosin: Now, it doesn't seem to me that these two strategies, more robust social-media education and age restriction, are mutually exclusive.

But anyway, there is one more thing Orlando is worried about, which is the way the social-media ban might force kids underground. What happens if a kid secretly gets around the age verification and then runs into trouble online?

Orlando: The risk for them might actually enhance. We know there's a lot of predators online. We know there's a lot of kind of negative content on there. But if something happens, because they're not allowed to use it, they're breaking the law, they haven't told their parents, I think the risk for them then could potentially really enhance. Who do they turn to? Are they a lot more vulnerable because the support structures are then gone around them?


Rosin: I've written about kids and social media over the years, and generally, I've been on Orlando's side--or at least the side of: Adults don't fully understand these dynamics, so they should stop imposing nostalgia for their own childhood on kids today.

But the research over the last couple of years on kids, social media, and depression, it's strong enough that someone should run this experiment because, in a few years, it really will be too late. So why not Australia?

Young teens like the ones we spoke to for this episode, who are now 13 and 14, they will surely be disoriented and even feel "lost," the word that Annie used. But there is a chance that, for kids younger than them--who are, say, 7, 8, and 9 now--there will, in fact, be the norm shift that Australia's going for.

Inman Grant, who has teenage children herself, is trying to see if that's possible.

Inman Grant: It's probably Generation Alpha that will probably experience the most positive generational change. They'll be allowed to have their childhoods. And I'd say that's been the really surprising thing we've heard from young people, particularly people over 16.


[Music]

Inman Grant: Gosh, I wish this was in place when I was there. I wasted so much time. I worried about the wrong things. I saw terrible things. Kids were cruel--all of these things.
 I think we will look back on this--and I'm getting a lot of personal blowback, as you can imagine. But I'd like to believe that we're on the right side of history here, and at least we're giving it a go.


Rosin: By the way, two 15-year-olds challenged the ban last week in Australia's highest court, saying it disregards children's rights. One compared it to George Orwell's 1984.

But the Australian government so far is standing firm.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Rosie Hughes, with help from Jess Sinteur, who interviewed a lot of the teens you heard from. It was edited by Jocelyn Frank and fact-checked by Sam Fentress. Rob Smierciak engineered the 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.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Long Line of Pessimists About America's Schools

Panic about illiteracy has long been irresistible to the educated class.

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




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


Was there ever a time when Americans believed that kids were actually being educated well? A look back through The Atlantic's archives shows that bouts of optimism are very occasional. I recently joined this long line of pessimists when reporting on the stunning decline in educational performance among K-12 students in the United States over the past decade. After a temporary period of improvement at the start of the century, students are now plumbing 25- and 30-year lows in reading and mathematics performance, and high-school students recently had their worst average ACT scores since 1990.

Compare this to James L. Mursell's complaint in 1939 that "in the grand struggle to get subject matter off the page and into the head, the schools are suffering a spectacular and most disconcerting defeat." He was dismayed that half of the students who took algebra in Iowa failed a basic mathematics test, that physics students failed basic questions of kinematics, and that the time spent learning high-school chemistry turned out to be "an almost total loss" when those students arrived at college. Mursell was also despondent over the state of English education in America. It wasn't just that students were incapable of writing well, he argued. The problem was that "a great many high-school pupils are not able to discriminate between what is a sentence and what is not."

Things had not improved terribly much 11 years later, per Albert Lynd, whose essay "Quackery in the Public Schools" appeared in the March 1950 issue. Lynd was worried about the attempt to professionalize teaching by outsourcing curriculum development to pedagogical experts sitting in elite universities, the "superprofessionals who determine the kind of education to which your child must submit and for which you must pay taxes." He ridiculed this field as a haven for "pseudo-scholarship for mental lightweights" and found the new curricula established to teach teachers their craft very wanting, often riddled with grammatical errors.

Many of these critiques feel contemporary. The recent war over the use of critical race theory in schools was really about whether teachers were imposing a radical and harmful curriculum designed by out-of-touch, highly educated elites. And the notion that today's college students are much less capable than those of previous generations has been examined again and again by my colleague Rose Horowitch, who noted last year that students at even elite universities are struggling to read complete books and who recently reported that many students at highly selective colleges have such low mathematical ability that they struggle with fractions.

The suspicion that Americans are becoming more illiterate has long been irresistible to the educated class. In the present day, this happens to be objectively true. But across time and cultures, we hear the alarm of declinism: In Horace's Odes on moral decadence, he observes, "Our parents' era, worse than their ancestors, bore us still worse, and soon we will give more wicked offspring." This was written during the reign of Augustus Caesar, the first emperor of Rome--not widely considered a dark age. Perhaps the kids have simply never been all right in the eyes of their elders.

U.S. education has in recent years endured many harmful innovations, some launched with good intentions: the abandonment of phonics education in favor of "whole-language learning" (which has weakened basic literacy), the abolishment of standardized testing for some university admissions (which has contributed to kids at top universities failing remedial math), and the widespread use of laptops and cellphones in the classroom (which has been a distraction for everyone). I may just be geriatric at heart, but it feels like alarmism is warranted this time.
 
 Still, American education plods on. Toward the end of his 1950 polemic, Lynd worries about the effect that stuffing public schools full of pedagogical "hocus pocus" will have on the country. But he eventually finds a silver lining: "You may draw some comfort from the knowledge that the greatness of this nation lies in its infinite capacity for surviving hocus-pocus!" Hopefully this capacity proves as capacious as Lynd believed it to be.
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The Slow Death of the Prestige Thriller

The genre's overreliance on pulpy paperbacks is turning into a problem.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




All Her Fault contains two dramas. One--melodramatic, Hitchcockian at its best, Lifetime-hacky at its worst--follows all the most generic beats of the airport thriller, starting when Marissa (played by Succession's Sarah Snook) arrives to pick up her son, Milo, from a playdate at a house where, somehow, no children live and no one has ever heard of him. The other--sensitive, almost documentary-realist about the dynamics of modern parenting--deals with the fallout, as a community struggles to confront how such a nightmarish failure of safeguarding could have happened. The two modes of the show intersect only briefly, in the show's terrific opening scene, as Snook's eyes begin to dart with mounting panic that she's trying frantically to rationalize in the presence of a stranger. But for the rest of the series they diverge, leaving us stuck inside a mostly hokey story that has flashes of brilliance, or at least of sharp insight into the tensions and fault lines of working motherhood.

I've rarely felt more frustrated with television than I have this year, watching hour after hour of humdrum wealth porn, self-indulgent maximalism, and turgid aimlessness. All Her Fault, initially, seemed to fall into the first category--it's based on a crime novel by the Irish writer Andrea Mara, it's set in an affluent suburb of Chicago (the series was filmed in Australia), and its trailer teases lies, dead bodies, and a minefield of familial conflict. So the first few episodes were a pleasant surprise: Without preamble, Milo is suddenly missing, which throws us headfirst into a charged environment of suspicion and terror. But, around the edges of the story, Megan Gallagher (who created the show and wrote five of its eight episodes) fleshes out other nuances. Marissa's husband, Peter (Jake Lacy), relies on his wife to answer basic questions about their son during a police interview; Jenny (Dakota Fanning), the mother of a boy in Milo's class, has to leave an important work meeting when her husband can't manage bedtime on his own. The second episode flashes back to the weeks after Marissa and Peter bring a newborn Milo home; Marissa frantically Googles sleep routines and swaddling techniques while Peter serenely assures her that he'll do anything she asks him to do to help. (The look she gives him in return is so murderous, it almost burned a hole in my screen.)

Read: Money is ruining television

Pausing the episode to fill in a Google doc with an assigned code word for someone to use if they have to pick up my kids from school without prior authorization, I felt uncannily immersed in the plot--the WhatsApp groups, the ever tenser requests from PTA reps for volunteers (somehow delivered in a sonic register only women can hear), the guilt, the extreme frustration. One of the suspects in Milo's disappearance is, immediately, a nanny, leading the stay-at-home moms to judge the working moms for leaving their kids with strangers; meanwhile, to be a working father in the world's imagination, the show slyly points out, is to glide like a swan away from blame and self-reproach. Still, All Her Fault goes beyond the novel in thoughtful ways by considering the lead investigator on Milo's case, Jim Alcaras (Michael Pena), who does struggle to balance his work with the needs of his nonverbal 13-year-old son, and whose insight into what people would do out of profound love for their children enhances his understanding of the case. Without Alcaras, All her Fault would be yet another televisual excavation of wealthy white pain, but the shared resonances between his character and Marissa help broaden the show's vision.

Snook is fantastic as Marissa, delivering complicated anguish in a series of chunky knits. Fanning's Jenny, trying to secure a new whale of a client for her publishing company while her feckless husband perpetually clocks out of activities with their son, is also compelling to watch, particularly when Jenny and Marissa find ways to bolster each other. Nevertheless, All Her Fault starts floundering midway through and never quite finds its footing again. The problem, it seems clear, is the source material, and the mandates it sets out. The show can color outside the lines of the thriller format, but it can't transcend them altogether--the red herrings have to be carelessly dropped, the mind-boggling twists revealed. Nor does it really lean away from stylistic convention: Whether by directorial choice or by imposition, the most pivotal scenes in the series are accompanied by a score so sonorous and heavy-handed that it evokes a Murder She Wrote rerun, not a glossy mystery for one of the most ambitious actors currently working. None of these choices is outright awful, but they are jarring when juxtaposed with the verisimilitude and emotional realism of the early episodes.

Maybe All Her Fault is a sign of an industry in retrenchment, relying on formulaic adaptations rather than original concepts because they're demonstrably easy and popular. Maybe this is the best we can hope for at the moment--an expanse of blah, studded with a few exceptions. Top-tier television used to entice movie stars with the promise of meaty roles and superlative writing; 2025 television enlists battalions of Oscar winners by waving around a script based on a mid-tier best seller and the prospect of a couple of months on location in Nantucket. I'm grateful for the producers--Reese Witherspoon and Nicole Kidman among them--who've seen untapped potential in books that would allow them to tell textured stories about women's lives. But TV has become overly reliant on adapting lurid, pulpy paperbacks, the resulting shows associated with prestige only because their stories were once printed out. (Netflix is particularly implicated here--consider, if you can bear it, the body-switching infidelity thriller Behind Her Eyes, or anything in its Harlan Coben collection.) Viewers, meanwhile, get artless plots with familiar faces in glamorous locations that offered decent tax incentives. It could be better; it could be worse--but it'll keep you watching, which is apparently all that really counts.
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The Chatbot-Delusion Crisis

Researchers are scrambling to figure out why generative AI appears to lead some people to a state of "psychosis."

by Matteo Wong

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




Chatbots are marketed as great companions, able to answer any question at any time. They're not just tools, but confidants; they do your homework, write love notes, and, as one recent lawsuit against OpenAI details, might readily answer 1,460 messages from the same manic user in a 48-hour period.



Jacob Irwin, a 30-year-old cybersecurity professional who says he has no previous history of psychiatric incidents, is suing the tech company, alleging that ChatGPT sparked a "delusional disorder" that led to his extended hospitalization. Irwin had allegedly used ChatGPT for years at work before his relationship with the technology suddenly changed this spring. The product started to praise even his most outlandish ideas, and Irwin divulged more and more of his feelings to it, eventually calling the bot his "AI brother." Around this time, these conversations led him to become convinced that he had discovered a theory about faster-than-light travel, and he began communicating with ChatGPT so intensely that for two days, when averaged out, he sent a new message every other minute.



OpenAI has been sued several times over the past month, each case claiming that the company's flagship product is faulty and dangerous--that it is designed to hold long conversations and reinforce users' beliefs, no matter how misguided. The delusions linked to extended conversations with chatbots are now commonly referred to as "AI psychosis." Several suits allege that ChatGPT contributed to a user committing suicide or advised them on how to do so. A spokesperson for OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic, pointed me to a recent blog post in which the firm says it has worked with more than 100 mental-health experts to make ChatGPT "better recognize and support people in moments of distress." The spokesperson did not comment on the new lawsuits, but OpenAI has said that it is "reviewing" them to "carefully understand the details."



Whether the company is found liable, there is no debate that large numbers of people are having long, vulnerable conversations with generative-AI models--and that these bots, in many cases, repeat back and amplify users' darkest confidences. In that same blog post, OpenAI estimates that 0.07 percent of users in a given week indicate signs of psychosis or mania, and 0.15 percent may have contemplated suicide--which would amount to 560,000 and 1.2 million people, respectively, if the firm's self-reported figure of 800 million weekly active users is true. Then again, more than five times that proportion of adults in the United States--0.8 percent of them--contemplated suicide last year, according to the National Institute of Mental Health.



Guarding against an epidemic of AI psychosis requires answering some very thorny questions: Are chatbots leading otherwise healthy people to think delusionally, exacerbating existing mental-health problems, or having little direct effect on users' psychological distress at all? And in any of these cases, why and how?



To start, a baseline corrective: Karthik Sarma, a psychiatrist at UC San Francisco, told me that he does not like the term AI psychosis, because there simply isn't enough evidence to support the argument for causation. Something like AI-associated psychosis might be more accurate.



In a general sense, three things could be happening during incidents of AI-associated psychosis, psychiatrists told me. First, perhaps generative-AI models are inherently dangerous, and they are triggering mania and delusions in otherwise-healthy people. Second, maybe people who are experiencing AI-related delusions would have become ill anyway. A condition such as schizophrenia, for instance, occurs in a portion of the population, some of whom may project their delusions onto a chatbot, just as others have previously done with television. Chatbot use may then be a symptom, Sarma said, akin to how one of his patients with bipolar disorder showers more frequently when entering a manic episode--the showers warn of but do not cause mania. The third possibility is that extended conversations with chatbots are exacerbating the illness in those who are already experiencing or are on the brink of a mental-health disorder.



At the very least, Adrian Preda, a psychiatrist at UC Irvine who specializes in psychosis, told me that "the interactions with chatbots seem to be making everything worse" for his patients who are already at risk. Psychiatrists, AI researchers, and journalists frequently receive emails from people who believe that their chatbot is sentient, and from family members who are concerned about a loved one saying as much; my colleagues and I have received such messages ourselves. Preda said he believes that standard clinical evaluations should inquire into a patient's chatbot usage, similar to asking about their alcohol consumption.



Even then, it's not as simple as preventing certain people from using chatbots, in the way that an alcoholic might take steps to avoid liquor or a video-game addict might get rid of their console. AI products "are not clinicians, but some people do find therapeutic benefit" in talking with them, John Torous, the director of the digital-psychiatry division at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, told me. At the same time, he said it's "very hard to say what those therapeutic benefits are." In theory, a therapy bot could offer users an outlet for reflection and provide some useful advice.



Researchers are largely in the dark when it comes to exploring the interplay of chatbots and mental health--the possible benefits and pitfalls--because they do not have access to high-quality data. Major AI firms do not readily offer outsiders direct visibility into how their users interact with their chatbots: Obtaining chat logs would raise a tangle of privacy concerns. And even with such data, the view would remain two-dimensional. Only a clinical examination can fully capture a person's mental-health history and social context. For instance, extended AI dialogues could induce psychotic episodes by causing sleep loss or social isolation, independent of the type of conversation a user is having, Preda told me. Obsessively talking with a bot about fantasy football could lead to delusions, just the same as could talking with a bot about impossible schematics for a time machine. All told, the AI boom might be one of the largest, highest-stakes, and most poorly designed social experiments ever.



In an attempt to unwind some of these problems, researchers at MIT recently put out a study, which is not yet peer-reviewed, that attempts to systematically map how AI-induced mental-health breakdowns might unfold in people. They did not have privileged access to data from OpenAI or any other tech companies. So they ran an experiment. "What we can do is to simulate some of these cases," Pat Pataranutaporn, who studies human-AI interactions at MIT and is a co-author of the study, told me. The researchers used a large language model for a bit of roleplay.



In essence, they had chatbots pretend to be people, simulating how users with, say, depression or suicidal ideation might communicate with an AI model based on real-world cases: chatbots talking with chatbots. Pataranutaporn is aware that this sounds absurd, but he framed the research as a sort of first step, absent better data and high-quality human studies.



Based on 18 publicly reported cases of a person's conversations with a chatbot worsening their symptoms of psychosis, depression, anorexia, or three other conditions, Pataranutaporn and his team simulated more than 2,000 scenarios. A co-author with a background in psychology, Constanze Albrecht, manually reviewed a random sample of the resulting conversations for plausibility. Then all of the simulated conversations were analyzed by still another specialized AI model to "generate a taxonomy of harm that can be caused by LLMs," Chayapatr Archiwaranguprok, an AI researcher at MIT and a co-author of the study, told me--in other words, a sort of map of the types of scenarios and conversations in which chatbots are more likely to improve or worsen a user's mental health.



The results are troubling. The best-performing model, GPT-5, worsened suicidal ideation in 7.5 percent of the simulated conversations and worsened psychosis 11.9 percent of the time; for comparison, an open-source model that is used for role-playing exacerbated suicidal ideation nearly 60 percent of the time. (OpenAI did not answer a question about the MIT study's findings.)



There are plenty of reasons to be cautious about the research. The MIT team didn't have access to full chat transcripts, let alone clinical evaluations, for many of its real-world examples, and the ability of an LLM--the very thing that may be inducing psychosis--to evaluate simulated chat transcripts is unknown. But overall, "the findings are sensible," Preda, who was not involved with the research, said.



A small but growing number of studies have attempted to simulate human-AI conversations, with either human- or chatbot-written scenarios. Nick Haber, a computer scientist and education researcher at Stanford who also was not involved in the study, told me that such research could "give us some tool to try to anticipate" the mental-health risks from AI products before they're released. This MIT paper in particular, Haber noted, is valuable because it simulates long conversations instead of single responses. And such extended interactions appear to be precisely the situations in which a chatbot's guardrails fall apart and human users are at greatest risk.



There will never be a study or an expert that can conclusively answer every question about AI-associated psychosis. Each human mind is unique. As far as the MIT research is concerned, no bot does or should be expected to resemble the human brain, let alone the mind that the organ gives rise to.



Some recent studies have shown that LLMs fail to simulate the breadth of human responses in various experiments. Perhaps more troubling, chatbots appear to harbor biases against various mental-health conditions--expressing negative attitudes toward people with schizophrenia or alcoholism, for instance--making still more dubious the goal of simulating a conversation with a 15-year-old struggling with his parents' divorce or that of a septuagenarian widow who has become attached to her AI companion, to name two examples from the MIT paper. Torous, the psychiatrist at BIDMC, was skeptical of the simulations and likened the MIT experiments to "hypothesis generating research" that will require future, ideally clinical, investigations. To have chatbots simulate humans' talking with other chatbots "is a little bit like a hall of mirrors," Preda said.



Indeed, the AI boom has turned reality into a sort of fun house. The global economy, education, electrical grids, political discourse, the social web, and more are being changed, perhaps irreversibly, by chatbots that in a less aggressive paradigm might just be emerging from beta testing. Right now, the AI industry is learning about its products' risk from "contact with reality," as OpenAI CEO Sam Altman has repeatedly put it. But no professional, ethics-abiding researcher would intentionally put humans at risk in a study.



What comes next? The MIT team told me that they will start collecting more real-world examples and collaborating with more experts to improve and expand their simulations. And several psychiatrists I spoke with are beginning to imagine research that involves humans. For example, Sarma, of UC San Francisco, is discussing with colleagues whether a universal screening for chatbot dependency should be implemented at their clinic--which could then yield insights into, for instance, whether people with psychotic or bipolar disorder use chatbots more than others, or whether there's a link between instances of hospitalization and people's chatbot usage. Preda, who studies psychosis, laid out a path from simulation to human clinical trials. Psychiatrists would not intentionally subject anybody to a tool that increases their risk for developing psychosis, but rather use simulated human-AI interactions to test design changes that might improve people's psychological well-being, then go about testing those like they would a drug.



Doing all of this carefully and systematically would take time, which is perhaps the greatest obstacle: AI companies have tremendous economic incentive to develop and deploy new models as rapidly as possible; they will not wait for a peer-reviewed, randomized controlled trial before releasing every new product. Until more human data trickle in, a hall of mirrors beats a void.
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The One Line Americans (Weirdly) Choose to Wait In

Grocery self-checkout lines are now often longer than the staffed ones.

by Valerie Trapp

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




A recent grocery run in Brooklyn left me properly confused. When I approached the registers, little coconut waters in hand, two options presented themselves: I could get in the self-checkout line, in which dozens of headphone-wearing customers thumbed through their phones. Or I could go through the staffed checkout lane, which had no wait at all. What a bunch of schmucks! I thought. I breezed through the cashier's lane and was soon out the door, while many of my fellow shoppers remained in self-checkout, languishing.

One thing I thought I knew about Americans was that unless we're waiting for something that really hypes us up--a hotly anticipated concert, the chance to buy TikTok's artifact du jour--we don't exactly love queuing. Whole business ventures have emerged to limit people's time spent waiting. Meanwhile, standing in line at a grocery store or the DMV is often characterized as a universally reviled bummer. In a 1984 Time essay, one writer lamented that "waiting is a form of imprisonment," an "interval of nonbeing."

Apparently, though, many grocery stores across the country regularly see longer lines for self-checkout than for cashiers. A friend of mine recently told me that the line for self-checkout at her Manhattan Whole Foods tends to snake around the store; sometimes, employees encourage people to move to the shorter, regular line--yet still only a handful will defect. Posters on Reddit have witnessed this behavior in Albany, Memphis, and Ajax, Canada. Steve Caine, a Chicago-based consultant at Bain & Company who focuses partly on the grocery sector, told me he's noticed it at his Costco too. Over the past few years, according to data from the research group NPS Prism by Bain & Company, self-checkout in general has steadily gained popularity across age groups and in both urban and suburban areas.

This willingness to wait longer for self-checkout hints at how people make plenty of imperfect decisions every day--often without much deliberation. But it could also point to a change in the way that Americans interact with one another: Many of us, it turns out, would rather not interact at all.



Lots of people might, of course, have specific reasons for choosing a long self-checkout line--it could look longer than the regular one but be moving faster, for instance. Some customers have also been known to pilfer groceries away from a cashier's gaze; one 2023 survey found that 15 percent of self-checkout users admitted to having stolen an item. But the psychologists and grocery experts I spoke with suspected that more subtle human behavior might be at play when people choose longer lines: "We're not rational beings all the time," Caine told me. Most shoppers don't approach the registers and ponder the trade-offs of each queue; the choice is likely made on autopilot, psychology researchers told me.

This kind of unconscious decision making plays a significant role in all sorts of day-to-day behavior. Joel Pearson, a neuroscientist and psychologist at the University of New South Wales, in Australia, co-authored a study in which participants chose between two images--red or green stripes--while in an fMRI machine. The researchers found that people's brain activity revealed their choices 11 seconds before they intentionally picked an image. And a study this year found that about 65 percent of people's behavior is chosen through habit, without conscious deliberation. In other words, many of our decisions are already made, on some level, in the lower dregs of the soup of consciousness.

Read: How not to be bored when you have to wait

People are also unlikely to revisit the decisions they make on autopilot, even when they have new information. During errands such as grocery shopping, people may take on what psychologists call an "implementation intention": They have come with a plan (If I go to the store, then I'll grab some Takis and go to self-checkout), are now in execution mode, and don't easily revise their course. "They get there, there are a few extra people, they're thinking about one thing or another," Eldar Shafir, a behavioral-science professor at Princeton University, told me in an email, so "rather than focusing on optimizing time spent, they just stick to it." Even if shoppers do notice a shorter regular checkout line, they may also have a hard time switching lanes because of the sunk-cost fallacy, in which people tend to follow through with decisions that aren't panning out just because they've invested time or money into them.

The popularity of self-checkout, then, could suggest a subliminal shift in some shoppers' priorities--an aversion to waiting might be outweighed these days by a reluctance to engage with other people. Regular checkout, after all, risks the frictions and foibles of human interaction. People online express concern that cashiers could be silently judging their jumbo-toilet-paper purchases, or that they could drop and bruise their fruits while scanning them. Self-checkout gives people a "perception of control," Caine said--the promise that "I am going to be able to control my own destiny." Shoppers might, for instance, want to Tetris their items into bags their own way, or think that they can do it faster than any employee.

Read: The agony and ecstasy of the single-file line

For some people, though, the choice to avoid cashiers is more basic: They dread small talk. I spoke with one customer outside a Brooklyn Whole Foods who'd just chosen a seemingly longer self-checkout line because she wanted to be able to zone out and not talk to anyone--especially after a long workday. On social media, people echo this sentiment, citing social anxiety and introversion as explanations for why they opt for self-checkout. Americans are clearly living in what my colleague Derek Thompson has called the "anti-social century," in which people regularly carve out private experiences in public. In addition to grocery shoppers, think of the gym-goers and bus riders who retreat into personal sound cocoons with the help of headphones. A big reason people used to hate lines, after all, was the boredom, which can now be largely mitigated by the carousel of glittering distractions on their phone.

As annoying as lines can be, they have always pointed to a far more primordial force: our relentless human wanting. They're emblems of our desire, arrows made up of bodies that point right at what we crave. Self-checkout's popularity suggests that what many people may now want at the grocery store--whether consciously or not, and no matter if it means waiting longer--is to be left alone.
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The Operator

Josh Shapiro has spent his life preparing to lead an America that might no longer exist.

by Tim Alberta

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




It is a rare thing to see Josh Shapiro sweat. For all the grief the Pennsylvania governor gets for imitating Barack Obama--the staggered cadence, the side-of-the-mouth delivery for effect--their essential shared trait is self-possession. If Pennsylvania's governor has a superpower, it is an unflappability that allows him to stay cool and composed and to communicate precisely what he wants to communicate.

Most of the time.

I sat down to talk with Shapiro earlier this fall, shortly after he held a tough-on-crime press conference near Philadelphia. By that point, I had interviewed him several times. His comments were always polished and predictable: More than once, I would return to variations of a question I'd already asked, hoping to penetrate his practiced commentary, only to get the same responses, word for word. This was especially the case when I raised the subject of Kamala Harris.

I knew, from speaking with people close to Shapiro, that he'd lost some respect for the former vice president during the 2024 campaign--and not simply because she chose someone else as her running mate. In Shapiro's view, given the near-existential stakes for both the Democratic Party and American democracy, Harris's lapses during the election--in particular, ignoring Joe Biden's obvious decline--were unforgivable. But he had been careful not to say so publicly.

Shapiro knew that I would take one more run at his thoughts about Harris. What he didn't know was that early copies of her book were then making the rounds among reporters. Having obtained the relevant sections of 107 Days that morning, I asked Shapiro if Harris had given him any heads-up about her book. She had not, he said. Then I told him that Harris had taken some shots at him.

Shapiro furrowed his brow and crossed his arms. "K," he said.

The man I observed over the next several minutes was unrecognizable. Gone was his equilibrium. He moved between outrage and exasperation as I relayed the excerpts. Harris had accused him, in essence, of measuring the drapes, even inquiring about featuring Pennsylvania artists in the vice-presidential residence; of insisting "that he would want to be in the room for every decision" Harris might make; and, more generally, of hijacking the conversation when she interviewed him for the job, to the point where she reminded him that he would not be co-president.

"She wrote that in her book?" he said in response to the claim concerning the residence's art. "That's complete and utter bullshit."

"I can tell you that her accounts are just blatant lies," he added.

After reading Harris's book and talking with people from both camps, I found descriptions of the meeting to be mostly consistent. Shapiro arrived in an edgy mood, chafing at efforts among fellow Democrats to sabotage his tryout. (Shapiro, who is Jewish, was especially irked by anti-Semitic innuendo from the left.) The two skipped past any semblance of small talk and Shapiro proceeded to interview Harris, rather than the other way around. "I did ask a bunch of questions," Shapiro told me, sounding exasperated. "Wouldn't you ask questions if someone was talking to you about forming a partnership and working together?"

What seemed to bother Shapiro, more than any one detail, was Harris portraying him in ways consistent with the whispers that had dogged him throughout the vetting process and throughout his career: that he was selfish, petty, and monomaniacally ambitious. Given that they'd known each other a long time--"20 years," Shapiro said with a groan--I asked whether he felt betrayed.

"I mean, she's trying to sell books and cover her ass," Shapiro snapped. The governor stared past me now, shaking his head. As I began to ask a different question, he held up a hand. He looked disgusted. With me? With Harris? No, I began to realize: He was disgusted with himself.

"I shouldn't say 'cover her ass.' I think that's not appropriate," Shapiro said. His tone was suddenly collected. "She's trying to sell books. Period."

One could understand why Shapiro's facade had momentarily cracked. In the past year, he has feuded with a president who has unleashed the federal government on personal and political opponents; evacuated his wife and children from a residence set ablaze by a would-be assassin; confronted a surge of anti-Semitism from the far right and far left alike; and agonized over the direction of a Democratic Party that appears impotent in the face of an assault on the nation's governing institutions.

The 52-year-old Shapiro has kept some distance from the fray. He doesn't host a podcast or spend much time on cable news. Even as he engages in regular skirmishes with the White House over policy matters, the governor goes out of his way to not antagonize the MAGA base. Shapiro, who is expected to run for president in 2028, believes that his party's prospects of regaining power depend less on combatting Donald Trump than on courting the president's supporters. He may be onto something: Shapiro's approval rating in Pennsylvania--the country's premier battleground state, where he's spent roughly half his life on the ballot and never lost a race--hovers around 60 percent.

If he does launch the presidential bid that some friends say, only half-jokingly, he's been plotting for 30 years, it will rest on two basic theories. The first is that competence will soon be the hottest commodity in politics. The second is that exhaustion, more than anything else, will motivate voters in 2028. To take advantage of that--to chisel away at the MAGA coalition--  will require more than generic, Biden-esque pledges to restore civility. Shapiro believes that it will demand humility on the part of Democrats, a sincere accounting of how they contributed to the electorate's fracturing along lines of class and culture.

He knows this isn't necessarily a popular thing to say. Shapiro's methodical career climb has been built, to no small degree, on preparation and risk management. Even those who detest the governor acknowledge that he is a master operator, someone with an uncanny ability to diagnose threats and seize opportunities and say the right thing at the right time. In an era of populist disruption, however, it's unclear whether Shapiro's carefully calibrated approach to politics is still an advantage.

For a man with such an established public profile--years as a congressional aide, decades in various elected offices, a network as extensive as that of any Democrat in office today--Shapiro remains something of a mystery, a man whose real views and motives are widely debated but ill-defined. In conversations with dozens of people who know the governor, a certain irony is inescapable. Shapiro seems to believe that he is uniquely equipped to run for president and repair the Democratic Party's deficit of trust and authenticity. Any such campaign, however, would expose deficits of his own.


Shapiro visits with day campers at the York State Fair, in York, Pennsylvania, July 2025. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



The men leaned over the counters of their vendor booths, craning their necks to follow the sight of a VIP and his security entourage as they marched past and turned a corner. "Who was that?" one of them shouted.

A woman in her 50s, retreating in the direction of her mobile root-beer stand, yelled back: "The governor!"

Ann Phillips appeared irritated, even a bit upset. Most of the people I met at the York State Fair, an annual festival of deep-fried culture in South Central Pennsylvania, were Republicans. Phillips was too--a three-time Trump voter. In fact, Phillips told me, she's never voted for a Democrat in her life. But she wasn't upset with Shapiro because of his party identification. She was upset when Shapiro passed by her without stopping. She wanted to shake his hand, take a photograph, and tell the governor that he should run for president in 2028.

"I actually respect him. He's not full of shit," Phillips said. "Unlike most Democrats, he seems to actually care about regular people."

Consider this an early prototype of forthcoming "Elect Shapiro" ads: a hardworking white woman against a backdrop of snow cones and saucer-cup rides, in a county Trump carried by 25 points, praising the Democratic governor for defying the pompous stereotypes of his party.

Since his election in 2022, Shapiro has been hard at work building a policy profile--and a political brand--that revolves around helping the forgotten people of Pennsylvania. One of his first actions was to drop the state's college-degree requirement for nearly all public-sector jobs. He doubled funding for apprenticeship and vocational-training programs. He expanded grants to help farmers while attempting to streamline regulatory and permitting processes for the agriculture industry. He worked with conservative lawmakers to end Pennsylvania's centuries-old ban on Sunday hunting.

A native of suburban Philadelphia who listens to hip-hop but also loves NASCAR, Shapiro has identified his party's blind spots the old-fashioned way. He typically spends three days a week on the road, touring main streets across the commonwealth, listening to what locals have to say. Throughout our conversations, Shapiro spoke repeatedly of the "righteous frustration" he encounters when roaming the state. People in small towns have watched their jobs disappear, their children die of overdoses, their communities fall apart in the space of a single generation. All the while, they saw "the perpetrators," as Shapiro put it, escape accountability at every turn.

Those people might have expected some empathy from the Democratic Party. What they got instead was a sort of contemptuous neglect--elites lecturing and looking down on them, yes, but mostly just looking the other way. By the time Obama left office, Democrats had accepted as gospel the concept of demography as destiny; party officials saw no worth in catering to non-college-educated white voters, whose share of the electorate was rapidly shrinking.

"Democrats lost ground in some of these communities by failing to show up and failing to treat people with a level of respect that they deserve," Shapiro told me. The chief beneficiary of this turned out to be Donald Trump.

The governor wanted to make something clear: He dislikes the president. Does not respect him, does not agree with most of his policies. "But I do respect his ability to communicate with these constituencies," Shapiro said. "Donald Trump has been a once-in-a-generation political figure who's managed to connect on a deeper cultural level."

The problem, Shapiro added, is that the connection is built on lies. He noted, for example, how during the 2024 election Trump consistently promised never to touch entitlement programs. "His first bill was to gut Medicaid for 310,000 Pennsylvanians, including 154,000--so half--from communities that Donald Trump won," Shapiro said. "And that pisses me off--that he showed up in these communities, lied to these good people, and then turned around and completely fucked them over by taking away their health care to pay for a tax cut for people in the highest income brackets who"--he punctuated every word--"Do. Not. Need. Them."

The governor had grown animated. "That," he said, "is treating people disrespectfully."

Of course, disrespect comes in many different forms. Shapiro recently visited Potter County to announce a grant that would help a small general store replace its ancient gas-storage tanks; in a remote area with no other refueling options around, this represented a lifeline for a community that caters to snowmobilers, hunters, fishermen, and ATV riders. When he met with the locals--salt-of-the-earth types, he said, who were surprised that a Democrat would come around--he was struck by how low the bar had been set.

Given these voluminous odes to the good, God-fearing folk of the commonwealth, I asked Shapiro about what Obama had said in 2008--his musing that people in small-town Pennsylvania, pummeled by deindustrialization, "get bitter; they cling to guns or religion or antipathy toward people who aren't like them, or anti-immigrant sentiment, or anti-trade sentiment, as a way to explain their frustrations." The governor winced as I read the words to him.

"I think his understanding of the challenges in those communities was real. But I think instead of offering his prescription for how he'd make it better, he insulted the very folks who were suffering," Shapiro said.

He pointed out that Obama's remarks, and Hillary Clinton's infamous "basket of deplorables" comment, were uttered at high-dollar fundraisers (the former in San Francisco, the latter in New York City). This, he seemed to imply, was the root of the problem: Democrats mock the voters in flyover country for the entertainment of their coastal audiences, then act surprised when those same voters turn on the Democratic Party. In fact, Shapiro seemed to suggest at one point, he was sympathetic to voters who'd done so in 2024.

"We can't ignore the fact that elections are binary choices. And so you're asking people, at least in the last case, to choose between Kamala Harris and Donald Trump," he said. "We can have this kind of theoretical conversation about Trump, but, like, it was always Trump versus somebody."

When I pointed out that many of the people we'd been discussing were not reluctant Trump voters--that, in fact, most were enthusiastic Trump voters--the governor cut me off.

"They're also a Shapiro voter."

He reminded me four times during our conversations that polling showed roughly 30 percent of Trump supporters in Pennsylvania also supported him. Shapiro wanted to make a point: Democrats are wrong to dismiss their grievances with blanket caricatures. "It doesn't mean that there's not racism and bigotry and anti-Semitism and hate out there," he said. "But the vast majority of people that I confront every day are really good people and, at least here in Pennsylvania, are willing to split their tickets and are willing to vote for people that they think are gonna get out there and make their lives better."

I asked him to explain something: Why have all these decent and honest and kind people pledged their allegiance to a president who is indecent and dishonest and cruel?

"I think," he said, drawing a long breath, "it is a question that's still not totally answerable."

This was a rare admission of uncertainty for a man who's always seemed to have the answers.

From the January 2025 issue: George Packer on the Trump reaction and what comes next


Shapiro made two shots at a basketball carnival game at the York State Fair, July 2025. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



Despite standing 5 foot 8, Shapiro was a big man on campus at Akiba Hebrew Academy: a captain of the basketball team, bellower of Billy Joel songs, charmer of female classmates. (His 11th-grade yearbook includes a photo of Shapiro in a hula skirt, a bra, and Nikes.) Everyone attached to the Jewish private school in suburban Philadelphia--teachers, parents, fellow students--seemed to love Shapiro, the son of a prominent pediatrician.

Shapiro enrolled at the University of Rochester, in New York, with plans to follow his father into medicine and walk onto the school's Division III basketball team. But both dreams fell apart on the same day: Early in the fall semester, Shapiro flunked a premed exam and was cut from the basketball team. Dejected, he returned to his dorm and ran into a classmate looking for someone to represent their hall in student government. Shapiro made a face at the memory of this conversation. "Like, I don't know why I'd ever want to do that," he recalled thinking.

The governor loves to tell this story as a lesson in serendipity--that politics came for him, not the other way around--perhaps to neutralize narratives about his ambition. The reality is more complicated. His mother, a schoolteacher who'd marched for civil rights, had steered him toward activism. Shapiro had applied to live in Tiernan Hall, housing set aside for students interested in service and leadership. As a high schooler, he'd launched a long-shot bid for student-body president that he lost. Now, soon after joining the student government at Rochester, he decided once again to run for president--as a freshman--and wound up winning an upset over multiple upperclassmen.

Shapiro was in a hurry. A search of Rochester's archives turns up dozens of hits detailing his presence on campus; most notable is an op-ed arguing that peace would "never come" to the Middle East, because Palestinians "are too battle-minded to be able to establish a peaceful homeland of their own." (Shapiro has since renounced those sentiments.) But he wasn't all bombast. Rochester's magazine, for instance, described him attending a multicultural gathering with other students; amid profound differences over ideology and upbringing, the young Shapiro comes across as charitable and unassuming. "We live in a world where Democratic elites are seen as looking down on everyone," Ami Eden, a childhood friend of Shapiro's who today is a journalist in New York City, told me. "And here's Josh. He's the exact opposite. He doesn't come off as thinking he's smarter than anyone. He doesn't come off as thinking he's better than anyone."

For this, Shapiro credits his devout and unpretentious parents. Raised in an observant Jewish household--Shabbat dinner every Friday, synagogue on Saturday mornings--Shapiro felt a measure of liberation when he moved away. He still kept kosher and hung around the Hillel on campus. Yet he was beginning to think about religion less in terms of observance and more in terms of purpose. In time, he would come to find inspiration in the character of Joshua, who led God's people into the promised land, demonstrating the patience and faithfulness Shapiro wished to emulate as a leader.

Patience did not come naturally. In 1994, he landed a semester-long congressional internship. According to his then-roommate, Adam Keats, Shapiro wasn't especially interested in the free happy hours and late-night parties that drew other college kids to Capitol Hill. "He had come to D.C. for a reason," Keats recalled, "and that was to get a full-time job in Washington."

Even with the political climate growing hotter--Newt Gingrich's revolution was under way--Shapiro hit it off with Democrats and Republicans alike, collecting names and phone numbers and favors to call in. After graduation, Shapiro worked briefly in the Israeli embassy's public-affairs division in D.C., then returned to the Hill full-time. In the fall of 1998, Joe Hoeffel was sitting in a temporary office in Washington when a young man showed up and announced, "I'm Josh Shapiro, and I'd like to be your legislative director." Hoeffel, who had just been elected to Congress, was taken aback--"Who the hell is this kid?" he recalled thinking--but eventually hired him. Three months later, when Hoeffel decided to replace his chief of staff, he promoted Shapiro to the top job. Nobody he'd consulted had ever heard of a 25-year-old chief of staff, yet nobody questioned the decision.

"He was just a natural," Hoeffel told me.

The congressman remembered one incident that became office lore: When giving an interview to a small Jewish publication, Shapiro went into such detail about his responsibilities, and about his record delivering for the people of Pennsylvania's Thirteenth District, that "you would have thought we had a one-person office," Hoeffel said. The congressman's other staffers made copies of the article and plastered them all around the office, he said, mostly to tease the young chief of staff but also to deliver a none-too-subtle reminder to Shapiro: Politics is a team sport.

What they didn't realize was that Shapiro was preparing to go solo.


Shapiro addresses reporters outside his official residence on April 13, 2025, after the mansion was lit on fire by an arsonist. (Kyle Grantham / The New York Times / Redux)



In 2003, Shapiro and his high-school sweetheart turned wife, Lori, who'd worked in the Clinton administration, moved home to the Philadelphia suburbs. They planned to have children, make private-sector money, and catch their breath. Shapiro, who'd earned a law degree from Georgetown via night school, found work at a big firm. But he barely made it through orientation before he started to grow restless.

So Shapiro set a meeting with Democratic power brokers in Harrisburg. "These were still the days of an old machine, where we dealt with veteran politicians who'd climbed the ladder," Mike Manzo, who served as chief of staff to Pennsylvania's House Democratic Caucus, told me. "And here comes this young lawyer from Philly, giving us a granular breakdown of every neighborhood in the district and telling us the people he was going to target door-to-door. It was honestly kind of jarring."

With his wife's blessing--Lori is known to be the governor's political consigliere--the longtime staffer became a candidate. He cashed in on D.C. connections to turn his race for the state assembly into a trendy stop for national Democrats, hosting Howard Dean, Steny Hoyer, and others for campaign events. Still, on the stump, Shapiro was his own man. Yard signs listed no party affiliation. Mailers announced, "My plan is neither Democratic nor Republican--it's common sense." Tax cuts and tort reform were pillars of his platform.

Newspapers portrayed the 153rd District race as a bellwether, but in the end, it wasn't close. Shapiro beat his Republican opponent by nearly 10 points--one of just two Democrats in the state to flip a House seat that cycle--and charged into the assembly with designs on upending the place. That didn't go over well.

"He didn't have one true friend in the entire fucking assembly," Bill DeWeese, the legislature's top-ranking Democrat at the time, told me. "He was a political athlete of the first magnitude--everyone could see that--and Harrisburg was just a way station for him. He was already on his way to running for bigger and better offices, and people resented it."

DeWeese acknowledged that he is "not a paragon of objectivity" when it comes to Shapiro. After all, the young lawmaker was initially a protege and later turned on him, calling for his resignation amid a scandal that ultimately sent DeWeese to prison. Still, DeWeese's assessment wasn't altogether different from that of others I spoke with about that period. Colleagues recalled how, after refusing a pay raise that had been passed by the legislature, Shapiro raised prodigious amounts of money while bashing members, including his supposed friends, who'd voted for it. They also pointed out how the first-term lawmaker helped orchestrate a power-sharing agreement that elected a Republican speaker--and won himself the newly created post of deputy speaker.

As a legislator, Shapiro was limited by the immutable--being young, short, and Jewish, not quite a recipe for political stardom in a place like Harrisburg. But he compensated with rare political instincts. As the Pennsylvania Democratic establishment was lining up behind Hillary Clinton in the 2008 presidential primary, Shapiro endorsed Obama. A few years later, in 2011, he left the assembly--not for a congressional bid, as many had anticipated, but to run locally, in Montgomery County, for a spot on its three-member board of commissioners.

Joe Hoeffel--Shapiro's former boss--had become board chair in 2011, and was thrilled when he heard that Shapiro wanted to run. But Shapiro didn't want to be Hoeffel's sidekick. The two men sat down several times; Hoeffel hoped they could reach an understanding, but Shapiro wouldn't budge. He wanted the top of the Democratic ticket and the board chairmanship. He wanted Hoeffel to recognize that, at a certain level, politics is not a team sport.

Hoeffel decided to retire. Shapiro was elected commissioner and took over as chairman. But he was gaining an ugly reputation. "You don't want to turn your back on him," Hoeffel told The Philadelphia Inquirer in a 2017 interview. "Loyalty is not his strong suit."

Hoeffel told me he stands by those comments. But he added an important bit of context: He thinks Shapiro is a good man, and furthermore, he believes Shapiro could make an outstanding president. This might have struck me as incongruous--that one could admire the governor, both personally and professionally, yet not quite trust him--if I hadn't heard the same thing again and again from other members of his own party.


Shapiro shakes hands with a member of the Air Force, July 2025. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



Shapiro has never been easily pegged on the ideological spectrum. To the extent that he has an organizing philosophy, it's that government can and should be a tangible force for good in people's lives. (Hence the gimmicky slogan that has become ubiquitous within his political orbit: "GSD," for Get Shit Done.) Montgomery County was a testing ground. Under Shapiro's leadership, the board implemented austerity measures, erasing its budget shortfall while increasing salaries and bolstering pensions for county employees. Party affiliation became an afterthought as Shapiro built alliances and gave appointments to prominent Republicans. The fights Shapiro did pick--defying state law in 2013, for instance, by giving marriage licenses to same-sex couples--were rare. Bruce Castor, a Republican who served eight years on the board, including four alongside Shapiro--and who later led Trump's defense during his second impeachment trial--told me that "the job of commissioner is a total pain in the ass, and Josh was by far the best person I've ever seen do it."

After four years running the county, Shapiro was getting antsy again, and saw an opening to run for Pennsylvania attorney general. He had no prosecutorial experience but plenty of relationships that helped him collect the cash and endorsements necessary to win the 2016 primary. After beating his GOP opponent by three points in November--tallying more votes in Pennsylvania than either Donald Trump or Hillary Clinton--Shapiro became the commonwealth's chief law-enforcement officer.

In two terms, Shapiro fought Trump's 2017 so-called Muslim travel ban, reached a huge settlement with pharmaceutical companies that had profited from the opioid epidemic, prosecuted a handful of elected officials, and secured guilty pleas for several of the Penn State fraternity members responsible for the hazing death of a pledge.

But the case that brought Shapiro the most recognition was one he inherited. Upon taking office, the new attorney general was told of a secret grand-jury probe already under way. Shapiro decided to press forward. Two and half years later, his office published its findings: More than 1,000 minors had been abused over a period of decades by some 300 priests across Pennsylvania. Shapiro fought to publish a full, unredacted report that named every name, even taking his appeals for transparency to the pope himself, and in the process made enemies of powerful Catholics. But he secured justice for survivors and gained a measure of celebrity along the way. A New York Times headline declared: "Meet Josh Shapiro, the Man Behind the Bombshell Investigation of Clergy Sexual Abuse."

Shapiro had always looked more like a banker than a politician: glasses with thin wire rims, dark hair parted neatly on one side, tie in a prominent knot. Before long, a makeover was in the works. Slicked-back hair covered an emerging bald spot. He began wearing glasses with thick black frames and navy suits with an open collar, no tie, along with clean white sneakers. The change could be heard as well as seen: Shapiro began playing with intonations and dropping the g from the ends of words--sounding an awful lot like a certain friend of his. ("I just don't hear it," Shapiro said of the Obama impersonation that has been the source of much ridicule. "I don't think I've changed my cadence or my rhythm or how I speak.")

This evolution reflected an apparent reality: Shapiro was on his way. Early in his second term as attorney general, the 2022 Democratic nomination for governor was already his. After running unopposed in the primary--something unheard of in a statewide contest--he got outright lucky in the general election. Republicans chose as their nominee Doug Mastriano, a state senator most famous for his fanatical religious identity (he'd prayed that God would help Republicans "seize the power" ahead of January 6, and launched his campaign for governor to the sound of a shofar blowing) and his association with the anti-Semite Andrew Torba, the founder of the far-right social-media platform Gab. (Mastriano eventually distanced himself from Torba and said that he rejected anti-Semitism.)

As an opening salvo, Shapiro recorded a 60-second biographical ad that showed footage of his family observing Shabbat, citing his obligation to make it home every Friday for dinner with his wife and four children. This struck some allies as an unnecessary risk. One prominent Democrat, a liaison to the campaign from Washington, pleaded with Shapiro's team not to run the ad. But the candidate felt strongly--due in part, perhaps, to the extremist ideology embodied by his opponent--that a proper introduction to voters must include his Jewish identity.

The fall campaign turned into a drubbing. In a state where the past two presidential races had been decided by a combined total of less than two points, Shapiro beat Mastriano by 15 and helped downballot Democrats recapture the state House for the first time in more than a decade.

Sworn into office as Pennsylvania's 48th governor in January 2023, Shapiro had reason to feel bullish. The midterms had validated his theory that narratives of bigotry and polarization were overstated. Trumpism had just been routed at the ballot box. The former president was isolated and unpopular. The 2016 election was looking more and more aberrant. A return to relative unity seemed possible, and Shapiro embraced a malice-toward-none approach aimed at healing the body politic.

Instead, the wounds only grew deeper.

From the February 2025 issue: Stephanie McCrummen on the New Apostolic Reformation's war on the secular state

One Friday this past spring, Shapiro and Lori took their kids to visit Ellis Island. They stood on a balcony inside the main building, looking down at where their ancestors had taken their first steps on American soil, the parents explaining how the long journey in steerage had been worth it for two poor Jewish families that dreamed of freedom. It was a poignant moment for the Shapiros. And then the next night, after hosting a Passover seder in Harrisburg, Josh, Lori, and three of their children were nearly murdered in their beds when a man named Cody Balmer broke into the governor's residence and started lighting Molotov cocktails.

As we spoke in the months that followed, Shapiro admitted that he was still struggling with "emotional challenges" stemming from the incident. He'd been informed that Balmer blamed him for the deaths of Palestinians in Gaza. Shapiro also learned that his assailant had wielded a hammer and planned to bludgeon him to death. Nothing--not even the guilty plea that will imprison Balmer for up to 50 years--can eradicate the trauma of that night, or the guilt he's borne in the aftermath.

"If I don't run for office, if I don't get elected governor, they're not sleeping there that night," Shapiro said at one point, staring off as he relived the episode. He told me later: "My desire to serve put my kids' lives at risk. And that's something that I carry around."

What he began to realize, as he processed his family's ordeal, is that it actually makes his outreach to Republicans all the more important. "The fact that people view institutions as incapable or unwilling to solve their problems is leading to hyper-frustration, which then creates anger," he said. "And that anger forces people oftentimes into dark corners of the internet, where they find others who want to take advantage of their anger and try and convert that anger into acts of violence." Shapiro believes that politicians have a duty to confront this cycle both by making government responsive to voters' problems and by pressing for dialogue that can "bring down the temperature."

The first part really does come naturally to Shapiro. Rather than pursuing splashy, base-pleasing initiatives, he has kept a workmanlike focus on issues such as permitting reform and housing affordability. Infrastructure is an obsession: He'd been on the job five months when, in June 2023, an Interstate 95 overpass in Philadelphia collapsed. The governor issued a disaster declaration, set up a 24/7 livestream of the reconstruction project, and reopened the highway with temporary lanes just 12 days after the collapse.

He had hoped that getting beyond the partisan divide would come just as easily. Unlike Obama, who despised the dirty work of politics--"Why don't you get a drink with Mitch McConnell?" he famously joked--Shapiro loves the game. He has made a career of forging compromise. He genuinely enjoys the strategic challenge of governing a state with a divided legislature. He wants to mix it up with Republicans. It's just become harder to find willing partners.

The search has led him to unexpected places. In July, after ending the Sunday-hunting ban, Shapiro found himself on the phone with Ted Nugent, the right-wing '70s rock star. A Republican lawmaker had connected them after Nugent, who discovered his love of hunting in Pennsylvania, expressed a strange new respect for the governor. That phone call led to Shapiro appearing on an episode of Nugent's podcast Spirit Campfire--one of the strangest, most conspiracy-laden corners of the MAGA ecosystem--during which Nugent, whose anti-Semitic outbursts are well documented, called Shapiro "my blood brother."

All of this was a bit mystifying to some Shapiro allies. And it came at a time when, in our own conversations, the governor was warning his fellow Democrats about the dangers of pandering. When I'd asked about two likely 2028 contenders sharing with right-wing influencers their newfound objections to biological men competing in women's sports--Gavin Newsom to Charlie Kirk and Rahm Emanuel to Megyn Kelly--Shapiro rolled his eyes. "I think you gotta go meet people where they are. I've been very clear with that. I'll go on anything; I'll talk to anybody. But you also have to, like, remain true to yourself," the governor said. "Just 'cause you go on a conservative podcast doesn't mean that you can cosplay a conservative politician. You gotta remain true to your values."

What are Shapiro's values when it comes to, say, transgender kids playing sports?

He shrugged off the question, saying his answer had always been consistent. Pennsylvania has a governing body that oversees debates related to scholastic sports, Shapiro said, and the experts of that body, not politicians, are the ones qualified to make these calls. But when I pressed--asking if his personal view was different from his political view--Shapiro said that it was. "Look, I think it's a tough deal being born into the wrong body. And I don't think these kids deserve to be persecuted and bullied by the president of the United States. I also don't think they deserve an unfair advantage on the playing field."

That's Shapiro: the consensus-seeker, a self-described "pragmatic progressive" always in search of positions that won't antagonize either side. The problem with this approach is that it often ends up antagonizing both sides. A longtime champion of organized labor, Shapiro stunned allies in the teachers' unions by campaigning on school choice in 2022. They hoped it was mere rhetoric. The following year, however, he worked with Republicans to introduce a $100 million voucher initiative in the state budget. Facing wrath from the left, Shapiro assured Republicans that he wouldn't fold. But he quickly did, using a line-item veto to kill the voucher program. Both Republicans and Democrats felt betrayed.

Another example is the Israeli response to the Hamas attack on October 7, 2023. Progressives accuse Shapiro of censoring anti-Israel activists and academics at the University of Pennsylvania and of expanding the definition of anti-Semitism to include certain rhetoric aimed at delegitimizing the state of Israel. Conservatives, meanwhile, recoil at his criticism of the Israeli government, particularly of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, whom Shapiro has called "one of the worst leaders of all time."

This presents a conundrum should Shapiro seek the presidency. He has become synonymous with his faith in ways that other Jewish Democrats, such as former Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel and Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker, are not. He lived in Israel for a semester in high school; he loves the country and embraces the term Zionist. (In her book, Harris helpfully reminded readers that left-wing activists dubbed him "Genocide Josh" last year.) Progressives would use all of this against him in a primary, inviting a response from Shapiro that, if not perfectly calibrated, could damage his prospects in a general election.

Peter Deutsch, a former Democratic congressman who gave Shapiro one of his first jobs in politics, crossed over in 2024 and endorsed Trump. When campaigning for Trump in Pennsylvania, Deutsch told me, he was struck by Shapiro's popularity among voters there. But he also wondered how much of that owed to a strategic ambiguity--about foreign policy and everything else--that is not sustainable.

"I like Josh very much, and if he runs for president one day, I want to be able to support him," Deutsch said. "But first, I need to know what he truly believes."

The worst-kept secret in Pennsylvania politics is that the governor is disliked--in certain cases, loathed--by some of his fellow Democrats. The causes vary: policy disputes, personality clashes, accusations of meddling and sabotaging and ceaseless self-promoting. When Shapiro was being vetted for vice president in the summer of 2024, Erin McClelland, whom Democrats had recently nominated for Pennsylvania treasurer, stunned the state party by suggesting on social media that Shapiro would "undermine" Harris--adding other insults for good measure. In his recent memoir, Senator John Fetterman, whose rise in Pennsylvania has run parallel to the governor's, recounted their history of feuding while serving together on the state's Board of Pardons. At one point, when Shapiro opposed clemency in a particular case--a decision Fetterman chalked up to "optics" and political calculation--he called Shapiro "a fucking asshole" on a hot microphone. Fetterman said the two men no longer speak.

The private commentary from Democrats is worse. In 30 years spent climbing the party ladder, Shapiro has acquired a long list of enemies. If he wasn't already aware, the governor found out the hard way in 2024, when a not-small and not-subtle chorus of Democrats made their misgivings about him known to Harris and her team. (A Pennsylvania lawmaker told me that, at one point, a member of Harris's vetting operation called him to say that in their decades working in party politics, they had never witnessed so many Democrats turning on one of their own.) If Shapiro chooses to run for president in 2028, Democrats in the state told me, the backlash will be far more visible.

"Right now, Shapiro is insulated because he's an incumbent and Democrats need him to hold the line," Annie Wu Henry, a Philadelphia-based political strategist who has worked to elect Fetterman and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, told me. But come 2028, she warned, "a lot of the decisions he's made are the kinds of things that people will raise when they don't feel obligated to stay quiet anymore."

Shapiro hasn't had a real race in nearly a decade. That could change next year, when he is expected to face off in his reelection bid against Stacy Garrity, a decorated combat veteran who won statewide election twice as treasurer. The national GOP has already telegraphed its intentions to flood Garrity's campaign with money and manpower, knowing the downballot implications of toppling Shapiro.

Republicans will have no shortage of attack-ad material. Shapiro at one point opposed Japan's acquisition of Pittsburgh-based U.S. Steel--infuriating Republicans and industry leaders, who saw it as a lifeline for thousands of workers--but wound up celebrating the sale after Trump announced it. He has also taken tortured stances on energy issues, inviting scorn from all angles. Meanwhile, for a third consecutive year, Shapiro and state lawmakers failed to reach a budget agreement by the statutory deadline--a source of great annoyance for Shapiro insofar as it undercuts his "Get Shit Done" mantra. "Look, I can't construct the budget, write the budget, vote on the budget, and sign the budget," the governor told me in September. "At some point, lawmakers need to come to work."

But the biggest liability for Shapiro might be a former associate named Mike Vereb.

The two men became friends when Vereb, a former Montgomery County cop, was elected as a Republican to the statehouse one cycle after Shapiro. Vereb served as chair of the Montgomery County GOP when Shapiro was head commissioner, and they continued to work together on various initiatives. When Shapiro was elected attorney general, he created a new, six-figure position in his office--director of government affairs--and appointed Vereb. Six years later, when Shapiro became governor, he picked Vereb as his secretary of legislative affairs, one of the most important roles in his new administration.

Vereb lasted less than a year. In September 2023, a press release from Shapiro's office announced that he was stepping down. No explanation was given, but the wording was warm: "We wish Mike all the best and we're grateful for his service."

What the statement didn't say: Shapiro's top staffers had learned, six months earlier, of sexual-harassment allegations against Vereb by one of his subordinates. An investigation was launched, and Shapiro's office eventually agreed to pay $295,000 to the woman who'd brought the complaint. She also signed a nondisclosure agreement. Vereb resigned three weeks later, shortly after details of the incident were leaked to the press. A local news outlet, Broad + Liberty, unearthed perhaps the most troubling detail of all: The complainant's email account had been wiped from the state servers, raising questions about who deleted the woman's emails and why.

In August 2024, the governor's spokesperson Manuel Bonder told The New York Times that Shapiro "was not aware of the complaint or investigation until months after the complaint was filed." This seems far-fetched, given that the governor is a workaholic--always attached to his phone, intimately engaged with matters of policy and messaging and personnel. Shapiro told me that his chief of staff and general counsel had reviewed the complaint; he also said that he'd been excluded from the process, by design, due to confidentiality policies.

But his opponents aren't buying it. "You're telling me that everybody close to the governor knew about this--his entire senior staff, including Mike himself--and nobody ever told him?" says Republican State Representative Abby Major, whom the complainant first approached with the allegation. "The governor knew. Everyone knows that he knew. It just hasn't been proven yet."

Shapiro also claimed ignorance when it comes to Vereb's character. Several people I spoke with, including the governor's allies, confirmed that Vereb was known as someone who drank heavily and behaved inappropriately around women. (Vereb did not respond to requests for comment.) Given all of this, I asked Shapiro about Vereb's reputation.

"I didn't--" the governor began, then paused. "That's not what I saw."

So, I asked, the harassment allegation seemed out of character for Vereb?

"It caught me unaware," he said.

Even though they were buddies?

"I mean, we served together in the House," Shapiro said, shrugging. He went on to give a cursory review of Vereb's employment--saying he'd forgotten the exact title Vereb held in the attorney general's office--and then praised his job performance.

Garrity has already signaled her intention to make this episode a centerpiece of her campaign. That doesn't mean Shapiro will lose. But it does suggest that, even if he wins, the figure who emerges on the other side could bear little resemblance to the indomitable politician whose reputation rests on perceptions of him as decent and upright.


The back of one of Shapiro's T-shirts. Shapiro is the 48th governor of Pennsylvania. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



One summer afternoon, as we sat in Shapiro's office discussing sports and religion and politics, he shared a recent bit of self-discovery.

"Lori and I were talking about this the other day," he began. "In the last, you know, three, four, five, six years, something like that--I can't remember, like, a precise beginning point--we've attended services far less than at any other point in our lives."

Shapiro paused, measuring his words. "The sort of ritualistic practices became less of a focus of the way we practice our faith--with the exception, of course, of Friday nights. That's still a sacrosanct moment for our family," he said.

He went on: "I feel more connected to my faith today than at any other time in my life. Truly. And I probably pray more now than at any other time in my life. But my connection to an institution of prayer, or a sort of formal structure of that prayer, has dramatically decreased."

I had noticed, both in our conversations and while watching him from afar, how he preferred to speak in the abstract--using terms such as faith, spirituality, prayer--rather than articulating a specific worldview as it pertains to Judaism.

When I asked whether a Jewish person can get elected president of the United States, he acknowledged that "there aren't a whole lot of folks who pray like me" in certain communities he's visited. Still, he said, "I have found that by living openly and proudly with my faith that it's brought me closer to the people of Pennsylvania. And I think the people of Pennsylvania are pretty indicative of where large swaths of the American people are."

The Lord works in mysterious ways, I joked to Shapiro at one point. There was a time when the two things he wanted most were to make the Rochester basketball team and to practice medicine; similarly, there was a moment in 2024, people who know the governor say, when he very much wanted to become Kamala Harris's running mate. Shapiro won't acknowledge as much today. "This was not getting cut from the basketball team," he said, when I asked about getting passed over in favor of Tim Walz. I thought he was kidding. He assured me that he wasn't--that on the scale of life's disappointments, this one barely registered. Shapiro was not going to cede control of his own neatly packaged narrative.

But in retrospect, Harris snubbing him looks almost like divine intervention. Not only did Shapiro avoid what surely would have been a career-hobbling defeat; he also now stands to benefit, maybe more than any other Democrat, from the electorate's rejection of the excesses of the left. Maybe the biggest blessing of all: Should he run in 2028, Shapiro will be campaigning in the first election of the post-Trump era--a time when, if his theory proves right, voters will be desperate for a reprieve from the delirium of recent years.

"What this country is gonna need is someone who can actually heal and unify, and someone who can solve problems and get stuff done," Shapiro said. "I think what Democrats need to do is focus not so much on winning litmus tests but on winning elections. And I know how to win elections here in one of the toughest states in the country."

Every word is smooth and rehearsed, the raw material of a stump speech coming together. Shapiro looks and sounds ready for what comes next. He speaks about values as if they are shared, truths as if they are settled. He claims to see a cohesion and hear a harmony that other politicians are ignoring. He insists that dialogue--earnest, sustained conversation with the very people from whom we're most alienated--is the cure for our national sickness.

In short, Shapiro seems to be centering his presidential hopes on a particular sort of stubbornness: He refuses to admit that our politics have changed in ways that might just render his approach obsolete.

Maybe he will be the one to break the spell and help the country find its way back. If not, there will be an element of tragedy. Shapiro has always been a talented enigma, his bright prospects shadowed by questions about motives and intentions and core beliefs. In the end, it may be his deepest conviction--the insistence that America is, in fact, better than this--that proves his undoing.
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Why Taylor Swift's Accent Has Changed

And yours might too.

by Olga Khazan

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




The lore has by now been recounted many a time: In 2004, Scott and Andrea Swift moved from central Pennsylvania to Nashville so that their 14-year-old daughter, Taylor, could pursue a career in country music. They bought a house on a lake, and Taylor started heading to Music Row after school to work with songwriters.

As Swift's star rose, something else shifted: her voice. Researchers at the University of Minnesota analyzed recorded interviews with Swift throughout her career and found that after she moved to Tennessee, she picked up a southern accent. She began to pronounce my like "mah" and boom like "bee-oom"--features not typically present in a Pennsylvania accent. Matthew Winn, a co-author of the study, told me that these changes suggest that Swift's voice subtly altered to fit in with the Nashville scene. "If you sing country music but you talk like someone from New York or Pennsylvania," Winn said, "people might not take you as seriously."

A decade or so later, after Swift moved to New York City, her vocal pitch lowered. This happens to most women gradually over the course of their life, but Swift's pitch dropped more suddenly than one would expect. This time, Winn told me, the change seemed to be motivated by Swift's desire to be heard, rather than to blend in. In those years, Swift was speaking out about women's rights and other issues, and Winn speculated that she wanted to come across as authoritative, as people with deeper voices are often perceived. (She might also have considered New Yorkers to be more powerful and serious than southerners, and rumbled accordingly.)

Read: The study-abroad accent might be the real deal

The researchers studied Swift's voice as a way of exploring a phenomenon called "second-dialect acquisition," or the way people learn a new style of speaking. Moving from place to place is the most obvious circumstance that might cause someone's accent to change, but people's voices can also evolve when they enter into new relationships or start spending time with different groups of people. When it comes to an accent, "the degree of flexibility within a person over the lifespan is a lot greater than we used to think," Morgan Sonderegger, a linguist at McGill University, told me.

About a decade ago, the predominant thought within linguistics was that people's speech doesn't change much after adolescence. But since then, many examples have emerged of people who contradicted this trend. Rather than immutable features, our accents appear to be more like mirrors, reflecting the people we surround ourselves with. Queen Elizabeth II, for instance, changed her accent over time to be more similar to that of her subjects, according to analyses by the University of Munich's Jonathan Harrington and others. Throughout the early part of the Queen's reign, Britain underwent significant social change, which meant she began to both interact more with policy makers who had different accents, and hear a wider variety of accents on radio and television. In effect, at various points in her life, the Queen no longer spoke "the Queen's English."

Adopting a new accent is mostly a subconscious process. One theory for why it occurs, according to Jennifer Nycz, a linguist at Georgetown University, is that we implicitly adopt the characteristics of others' speech to bridge social distance and get other people to like us. (In lab experiments, people asked to repeat someone else's speech will subconsciously shift their own speech style to match what they just heard.) "If you move to a new place where you're consistently doing these little accommodations in the same direction to a new accent," Nycz told me, "then after a while some of them will stick." Another theory holds that it doesn't matter if we want our new neighbors to like us; we all learn language from the sounds we hear around us, and although this happens most rapidly in early childhood, the process continues into adulthood.

Sometimes, though, accent acquisition is explicit, especially when intelligibility is a concern. Nycz told me that British people in the U.S. will sometimes say water with a vocalized r in restaurants because "watah" can flummox American waiters. Abby Walker, a Virginia Tech linguist who is originally from New Zealand, has started saying tuna when she orders a sandwich in America, because when she says "choona," as a Kiwi would, she sometimes gets chicken.

Not everyone's accent changes when they move or enter a new community. (Sonderegger told me he once met a Brit who had lived in Montreal for 40 years, and who, in a still very British accent, told him, "I think I'm one of your non-changers.") A study that followed 11 people working at an Antarctic research station over the course of about six months found that they did begin to develop the first stages of a "common accent," including pronouncing goat more like "gut." But when Sonderegger and his co-authors examined the speech, over several months, of a similarly isolated group--participants on the ninth season of the show Big Brother U.K.--he found that only two of the contestants began to speak more like each other, and that was because they started dating each other. What's more, some accents are difficult to fully adopt because certain sounds are perceptible only to locals. Nycz told me that Philadelphia has differences in its a sounds that are so specific and fine-grained, you will really learn the proper context for them only if you're "born in Philadelphia to parents from Philadelphia."

Read: The answer, my friend ...

How much your accent changes in a new environment depends on a few factors, according to researchers I interviewed. First, you'll develop a stronger accent if you're younger when you move to the new location. Also important is your social network in the new place--whether you meet lots of locals. I remember vacationing in Italy with some American friends who had moved to Modena. The husband, a born-and-bred midwesterner who worked with Italians all day, gesticulated wildly and slipped in the occasional broken-English "What it means?" Your attitude about the new place also matters. If a proud New Yorker who disdains the West Coast moves to California, he probably won't adopt a surfer-dude way of speaking.

The relative prestige of the accent also seems to play a role. Some evidence suggests that people more readily pick up accents associated with power and status. Walker told me that many people from Appalachia lose their accent if they face negative comments after leaving the region. And in her research, she found that English people in America seem to hang on to their accent a little more tightly than Americans in the U.K. do. "My accent is a wonderful weapon. Why would I change something that's working so well?" one of her British study participants asked. Brits in Ohio told Walker they get out of speeding tickets by speaking in their native accent; Americans in London told her that they thought they sounded "stupid."

Sonderegger said longitudinal studies that have surveyed people over the course of their life suggest that accents follow a U-shaped pattern, in which a person's voice changes as they enter college or the working world, before gradually reverting to their home accent in old age. The thinking is that, as we launch our careers, we seek to sound professional and to fit in with our colleagues, but in old age, well, we just stop caring as much. Toward the end of her life, Queen Elizabeth began once again to sound more like she did in the 1950s. One study found that Ruth Bader Ginsburg mellowed her distinctive New York accent while arguing cases as a young lawyer, but embraced it again as a Supreme Court justice who had nothing left to prove.

Adopting a second accent might seem similar to code-switching, the process in which a speaker addresses different audiences with a different tone and vocabulary. But code-switching, researchers told me, involves intentionally moving between styles of speaking throughout the day, depending on your audience (for example, using baby talk with your toddler and corporate buzzwords at the office). An accent shift is more all-encompassing and subconscious.

For the most part, people don't forget their original accent when they move to a new place--they just pick up a new one. They now can speak with both accents. You might have noticed something like this, such as "when you're in college and your roommate calls home for the first time, and you can completely tell they're talking to their parents," Nycz said, "because their accent switches back to North Carolina or wherever it is they're from."

Kendall Spell, a 24-year-old from Clinton, a rural North Carolina town, told me she softened her heavy southern accent when she started college in Charlotte, because people would remark on it so much that she felt a little embarrassed. (Her home accent, she said, is not dissimilar to Parker Posey's deep drawl on The White Lotus.) But she said she finds that whenever she's around her family and friends for a while, her accent "does thicken up." In this way, people's voices can carry the traces of all the cities they've ever called home. Justice may be due to Hilaria Baldwin, the Boston-born wife of Alec Baldwin, who spent part of her childhood in Spain and has been mocked for sometimes slipping into a Spanish accent in adulthood. She might not be faking the accent so much as letting it break through after its years in hibernation.

Some people find changes to their accent distressing, or at least a little bittersweet. Expats may develop an in-between accent that's not quite native and not quite their original dialect. Walker told me she now sounds too American for her New Zealand friends, but too New Zealand for most Americans. "No one will claim me," she said. When she interviewed Americans in England many years ago, she met one American woman who was unhappy that she sounded somewhat English, because a family member would tease her about it whenever she returned to the U.S. Walker noted in her write-up that "she kept coming back to this genuine concern for the next five minutes of our conversation."

Mary Skinner, a TikTok creator who moved from Northern Virginia to Edinburgh, Scotland, about a year and a half ago, told me that her intonation has since become more Scottish. Her sentences now rise rather than fall at the end, and she says "hiya" rather than "hi" when she walks into shops. Sometimes, she says, these linguistic shifts feel like an act of betrayal. The way you speak "connects you to your roots and your hometown, and then to hear yourself changing that without even really thinking about it," she said, is a reminder that you're "not the same person you were when you lived back home."

This change may be uncomfortable, but, as research shows, it's not at all unusual. Like Swift, many of us have distinct phases of our lives, and each new era may sound different from the last.
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Pentagon Report: Hegseth Risked Endangering Troops With Signal Messages

The inspector general finds that the defense secretary violated his department's policies.

by Shane Harris, Nancy A. Youssef, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Sarah Fitzpatrick

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




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

For nearly nine months, Trump-administration officials have defended top national-security leaders who shared information in a Signal chat about U.S. strikes in Yemen, first reported by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, who was inadvertently included in the group. Officials played down the severity of the breach and insisted that the information wasn't classified.

Now the Pentagon's top watchdog has concluded that the information Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth shared in the chat could have put the mission, U.S. personnel, and national security at risk had it fallen into the wrong hands. The information Hegseth shared included the precise times that fighter pilots would attack their targets, the sort of information ordinarily shared only on secure platforms. If Houthi militants had learned those details in advance, they might have been able to shoot down American planes or better defend their positions.

The Defense Department inspector general found that while the mission ultimately was not jeopardized, Hegseth violated his department's own policies when he used Signal, a commercial messaging app that is not approved for sharing classified information. The IG's report, scheduled to be published on Thursday, was described to us by numerous U.S. officials familiar with its findings.

Senator Mark Kelly, an Arizona Democrat who sits on the Armed Services Committee, said that the report found Hegseth was in violation of Pentagon regulations. "They very clearly stated he should not be using his cellphone and putting this kind of information on an unclassified system," he told reporters on Capitol Hill.

The report also found that the information Hegseth shared was classified at the time he received it. (Trump administration officials had tried publicly to argue otherwise.) Battlefield information like what Hegseth shared is routinely classified because of the risk it would pose to U.S. forces were it exposed. U.S. Central Command, which is responsible for military operations in the Middle East, had classified the information about the air strike as secret, according to defense officials who spoke with us on the condition of anonymity.

But the report also found that Hegseth, as the secretary, had the authority to declassify information, Kelly noted. Less clear is why Hegseth thought it was appropriate or necessary to do so. The secretary did not give an interview to the inspector general, according to people familiar with the matter.

"This review affirms what the Administration has said from the beginning -- no classified information was leaked, and operational security was not compromised," said Karoline Leavitt, White House press secretary, in a statement. "President Trump stands by Secretary Hegseth."

In a post on X late Wednesday, Hegseth declared "total exoneration" and "case closed," in an apparent reference to the report. He also adopted a common Trump signature of thanking readers for "your attention to this IG report." He did not address any of the report's findings.

An attorney for Hegseth did not respond to a request for comment.

The inspector general's office, led by acting director Steven Stebbins, also noted that Hegseth is hardly the only official to have used the encrypted messaging app.

What is known is that Hegseth's communications included the precise times that U.S. fighter planes would attack their targets, the sort of information ordinarily shared only on secure platforms. Signal, an open-source encrypted messaging service, is popular with journalists and others who seek more privacy than other text-messaging services are capable of delivering. Current and former government officials have told us that if lower-level employees shared such sensitive information on a commercial platform, they would certainly be fired and possibly be prosecuted.

The inspector general's conclusions seem likely to create an impression among the military rank and file that there are two sets of rules: one for the Defense Department's presidentially appointed leadership, and one for everyone else.

The inspector general's findings may also compound the criticism that Hegseth has been facing since he assumed office. Critics--including people within the Trump administration--have complained about his chaotic management, which has been marred by infighting among senior aides, and they say that Hegseth has spent more time focused on personnel issues and physical-fitness standards than running the world's most advanced military. A number of Democrats and at least one Republican have called for him to resign. And now two congressional committees led by Republicans have said that they will investigate a report in The Washington Post that Hegseth gave a verbal order to leave no survivors in a September military strike on an alleged drug boat, leading the United States to conduct a follow-up strike that killed two people who survived the initial attack. Some legal experts have said that such an order could be a war crime. During a Cabinet meeting on Tuesday, Hegseth said that he "did not personally see survivors" clinging to the boat after a first strike, and he has denied knowing that a second strike could have hit them.

Signalgate became a shorthand for ineptitude at the highest reaches of the administration. Foreign allies told us that they felt justified in their earlier reluctance to share their secrets with the United States, given President Donald Trump's long history of mishandling classified information. Interspersed in the chat--along with questions about the wisdom of conducting the Yemen strike and details about weapons packages, targets, and timing--were emoji, exclamation points, acronyms, and several words in all caps. "PATHETIC," Hegseth wrote to describe Europe's response to threats to a key shipping lane.

Signal is not approved by the government for sharing classified information, which is normally transmitted over approved, secure government systems. Indeed, inside much of the Pentagon, personnel are not even allowed to bring their cellphones into their office; instead, they have to keep them outside their door in storage lockers.

When officials want to discuss military activity, they customarily go into a specially designed space known as a sensitive compartmented information facility, or SCIF--most Cabinet-level national-security officials have one installed in their home--or they communicate only on approved government equipment.

Read: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

The Signal group chat concerning Yemen turned out to be just one of at least a dozen such groups that administration officials had used to conduct government business, former and current officials told us.

The inspector general's report examined only Hegseth, not other senior officials in the Signal chat whose actions aren't under the Pentagon's jurisdiction, including CIA Director John Ratcliffe, Vice President J. D. Vance, and then-National Security Adviser Mike Waltz, now the ambassador to the United Nations. Waltz set up the "Houthi PC small group" chat in the first place and inadvertently added Goldberg. There are no comparable reviews planned for these officials or other members of the chat.

The unprecedented security breach revealed the Trump administration's casual approach to handling some of the country's most sensitive information. "We are currently clean on OPSEC," or operations security, Hegseth wrote in the chat, unaware the group clearly wasn't.

The story became comedy gold for late-night hosts. (Saturday Night Live reimagined it as the show's cold open.) Perhaps the fiasco resonated so widely because it was simultaneously so relatable and so reckless. Who hasn't felt the chagrin of accidentally posting in the wrong group chat or hitting "Reply All" to an office email? And also: The senior-most government leaders in the United States did what with their secret attack plans?

Hegseth, a former National Guard soldier and Fox News host, has faced other questions about his professional and personal judgment since his nomination last fall. During his confirmation process, he defended himself against allegations of heavy drinking and sexual assault, which he denied. Since taking office, scrutiny has intensified as he has summarily fired scores of senior military officers without cause, focused on personnel issues such as service members' weight and hair, and departed from precedent by launching sharp partisan attacks.

The Signal chat also revealed disagreement at the highest levels of the administration about the wisdom of the strikes and--more broadly--how the Trump administration should employ the military and when it should leave the world's problems to others. Trump and members of his administration have emphasized that the attack itself was a success despite the security breach.

In May, the president decided to stop bombing Houthi targets and declared victory, even though the group retained significant fighting power and had vowed to keep attacking Israel, which the strikes were originally intended to prevent.

Signalgate generated a rare acknowledgment from Trump that his administration may have made a mistake. In a Truth Social post criticizing Goldberg's prior reporting about him, Trump acknowledged that he was "somewhat more 'successful'" with the Signal story.

"I think we learned: Maybe don't use Signal, okay?" Trump said in an interview with The Atlantic. "If you want to know the truth. I would frankly tell these people not to use Signal, although it's been used by a lot of people. But, whatever it is, whoever has it, whoever owns it, I wouldn't want to use it."

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

After the strike on the Houthis, The Atlantic reported on the existence of the Signal group and broadly described the kind of information that top national-security officials had shared, but at first chose to leave out some of the most sensitive information, including Hegseth's text about the strike's timing. Journalists frequently choose to withhold these kinds of details, as well as information about intelligence sources, to strike a balance between legitimate national-security concerns and the public's need to know about government misconduct.

But after the initial story was published, Trump-administration officials, and the president himself, claimed that the information in the text chain wasn't classified, stunning national-security experts and defying common sense. Operational information of the sort that Hegseth shared is routinely classified because its exposure could jeopardize a mission and risk the lives of U.S. forces.

Administration officials also accused The Atlantic of misrepresenting the information in the Signal chat and exaggerating the severity of the security breach. The magazine then shared the full text of the chat.
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Republicans Are in Trouble, but Democrats Could Blow It

<span>Last night's Tennessee special election gave both Democrats and Republicans something to worry about.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




In the 2024 presidential election, Donald Trump carried Tennessee's Seventh Congressional District by 22 points. Last night, in a special election to represent the district, the Republican Matt Van Epps won by only nine points, defeating State Representative Aftyn Behn, a Democrat.

Trump celebrated the outcome on Truth Social as a "BIG Congressional WIN," but the margin of victory in a deep-red district is ominous for Republicans. Van Epps underperformed Trump by 13 percentage points, a sign that the party is vulnerable heading into the 2026 midterms. If Democrats could replicate that shift everywhere next year, they would gain upwards of 40 seats in the House and take back the Senate.

But last night's outcome also offers Democrats a cautionary tale. An off-year special election in December is precisely the kind of low-turnout situation in which the party's highly educated base currently dominates. In such races, Democrats probably need to run up the score by even more than 13 points before they can have a real shot at winning both houses of Congress next year. And if they'd nominated a more moderate candidate, they probably would have.

Roge Karma: Democrats finally realize it isn't 2016 anymore

Behn, a 36-year-old former community organizer, has the kind of progressive background that might not hurt in a Democratic primary but can become a real liability in a general election--including an extensive trail of quotes that ended up being used against her. She told a Nashville interviewer in 2020, "I'm a very radical person." In now-deleted tweets from the same year, she advocated for dissolving the Nashville police department and wished a "Good morning, especially to the 54% of Americans that believe burning down a police station is justified." She said on a podcast that she hated country music, bachelorette parties, and the city of Nashville itself, and suggested on a different episode that "birthers"--a gender-neutral term for "men and women who can give birth"--should refuse to procreate as a form of "collective bargaining."

Republican groups seized on those quotes in the final few weeks of the campaign, spending millions of dollars on attack ads to make sure as many voters in the district as possible heard them. This tactic appears to have worked to some degree. A 13-point over-performance sounds huge, but in contemporary political terms, it's pedestrian. The president is deeply unpopular, and the Democratic coalition has grown ever whiter, older, richer, more highly educated, and more female--a recipe for high turnout in off years. Indeed, compared with other Democrats who ran in special elections for Congress this year, Behn's performance is below average. Democrats averaged a staggering over-performance of 18 points in races that took place in Florida, Virginia, and Arizona.

The ambiguity of the Tennessee results--Behn lost, but she over-performed, but she probably under-over-performed--has reignited an interminable intra-party debate. Some members of the Democratic left argue that the key to winning elections is mobilization: nominating inspiring progressive candidates who excite the party's voters, driving up Democratic turnout. Moderates (and plenty of more pragmatic leftists) counter that this never works, and that winning--especially in Trump districts--requires persuasion: running candidates with enough moderate positions to win over some conservative voters.

Behn's candidacy was a test case for the first theory. "This Tennessee special congressional election is about MOBILIZATION," the candidate wrote in October. The Democratic National Committee chair, Ken Martin, told The Bulwark last week that the race was "not about persuading voters; it's about turning them out." Following Behn's loss, some progressives doubled down on that idea, arguing that a moderate candidate wouldn't have performed better than Behn did, because the base wouldn't have turned out. They argue that if Behn didn't do as well as other special-election candidates have, it's because her race drew much more national attention, including from Trump himself, leading to the barrage of attack ads. Of course, those attack ads might have had less bite if the candidate hadn't personally provided so much fodder for them.

One thing that keeps the motivation-persuasion debate going is that, in any specific electoral race, both sides have an unfalsifiable argument. Win or lose, they can argue that the Democratic candidate would have fared better if only they had tried harder to appeal to swing voters or if only they had tried harder to rock the vote.

The weight of the evidence, however, strongly favors the persuasion theory. There is no real trade-off between persuasion and turnout, because sporadic voters are not hardcore progressives waiting to be activated. In ideological terms, they are, in fact, very similar to swing voters; if anything, sporadic voters are even more moderate and conservative. Because these voters are similar to each other, the same basic tactics tend to work with both groups: focusing on the economy and stressing that you have mainstream rather than far-left views about cultural issues.

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

Last night's special election showed the limits of a turnout-alone strategy. If ever that approach is going to work, it is in an off-year special election. In the midterms, the Democratic turnout advantage is all but guaranteed to shrink. (This will be even truer in the 2028 presidential election.) At some point, the time will come to face the full electorate.

In the four-way Democratic primary for Tennessee's Seventh, only 31,000 voters cast a ballot, fewer than half the number that voted for Behn yesterday. Behn won that primary with 28 percent of the vote, beating the businessman Darden Copeland by fewer than 1,000 votes. Copeland had run on lowering the national debt and wrote in a candidate survey that he models himself on Dick Gephardt, the pro-life Democratic congressman who once chaired the centrist Democratic Leadership Council.

Democrats are in a strong position heading into 2026. One of the only things standing in their way is the likelihood of them nominating more Aftyn Behns, when Darden Copelands are staring them in the face.
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James Patterson's Maxims for a Happy Life

Here's what I learned about creativity and contentment from the celebrated author.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




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

"When I get to heaven I mean to spend a considerable portion of my first million years in painting," wrote Winston Churchill in 1922. We have no idea how that project is going for the late British statesman, but we do know what he meant: Artistic creativity is a divine pursuit, and one of the great secrets to happiness.

I have believed this axiom from earliest childhood, thanks to afternoon hours blissfully spent painting with my mother (who was an artist). The belief persisted into later years, when I was playing music professionally through my 20s. And it remains true for me today, writing books and this column.

As a social scientist, I also have the evidence that creative pursuits are one of the best ways to boost well-being. Experiments find, for example, that expressive writing can raise life satisfaction, and painting may lower symptoms of depression and anxiety. Nearly half of Americans say that they use creativity to relieve stress. Given the solid research linking creativity and happiness, it stands to reason that advice for becoming more creative might function well as general guidance for well-being. After all, your life is itself a creative work in progress; treating it as such should make you happier.

To test out this idea, I asked an exceptionally creative person: the writer James Patterson, whom I recently interviewed for my weekly podcast. As prolific as he is popular, Patterson has, over the decades, published more than 200 books, which have sold in excess of 425 million copies; he also holds the Guinness World Record for most No. 1 New York Times best sellers (67). I wanted to ask what lessons in creativity he could offer, and how to sustain that literary drive year after year. And I wondered about the life lessons his artistic methods have taught him as well.

I reached Patterson at his home office in Florida, where he spends his time when he's not in New York. He started out by very affably dismissing my entire project. "I never have advice for people," he told me, but then went on: "I'm just going to tell you what I do, and you might find some of it useful." Exactly what I wanted--which, of course, he knew.

I began by asking him about his early experiences as a professional writer--specifically, a murder mystery he wrote in 1976, at the age of 29. A smash hit, right? Wrong: The Thomas Berryman Number was rejected by 31 publishers. That's a lot of rejection letters--but at least "some of them were pleasant," he said. After finally finding a small publisher that accepted the book, it went on to win the prestigious Edgar Award for best first mystery in 1977, and it's still selling today.

What did Patterson learn from this? If you are rejected, he told me, it doesn't mean that you or your work are terrible.

Still, rejection is an inevitable part of the creative life, and it generally does not involve the subsequent vindication of a prestigious award. I asked him how to stay motivated and keep writing when the successes seem few and far between. His answer was, and still is, to focus on the books themselves, not on their reception--"to make them as good as I can," he said, rather than worrying about whether they're going to succeed.

Patterson had more to say about the process of writing. When he mentioned that Tom Wolfe was known for producing great first drafts, I asked what his own first drafts were like. "I think mostly crap," he replied. But he did not mean this as modesty or self-denigration; he was making the point that a scrappy initial effort is the norm, and that for almost every creative writer, quality and success depend not on writing, but on rewriting.

Writing and rewriting more than 200 books takes some serious grit, and no small amount of inspiration. I wondered how Patterson endlessly comes up with ideas for compelling stories. "I'll see some little scene in a movie," he told me, or "somebody in the street. It's just little things." The key lies not in epic adventures or outlandish yarns, but in simply taking extraordinary interest in ordinary things.

I sensed that this wisdom of the ordinary might have been gained with age and experience, so I wondered what else had changed over five decades of work (a favorite topic of mine). Without hesitation, he said that his focus and concentration have suffered--but, now in his 70s, he feels that he has become stronger at character development and stylistic quality, as well as at collaboration with others. This is consistent with a distinction, made by psychologists, between two types of intelligence: fluid and crystallized. The former is highest in early adulthood; the latter takes precedence in later years.

I wondered whether this shift had left Patterson with any feeling of things undone. "I don't look back too much," he told me. "I'm not a big regrets person." If he notices something in his earlier work that he could have done better, he tries "not to ruin the day with it." He has a phrase to sum up this philosophy: "It's biscuits." Meaning? The biscuits are made. Butter 'em, eat 'em, and move on.

I hope the whole interview is worth listening to, but the points I've highlighted here imply not just a philosophy of creative writing, but a way of living happily: what I'll call Patterson's Maxims for a Happy Life.

1. Be confident, but be humble.
 If you are rejected, it doesn't mean you or your work are terrible. On the flip side, if you are celebrated, it doesn't mean you and your work are wonderful. To accept this is to benefit from what psychologists have called "quiet ego," which I've written about in the past. The research is clear that the quiet ego's combination of traits predicts resilience and well-being, because confidence allows a person to act without too much fear, while humility keeps them from becoming unbearable when things go well.

2. Pay attention to process rather than outcomes.
 We all have life goals, things we'd like to achieve, but we all experience some outcomes we want and others we do not. To live in equanimity, however, is to focus most of the time on doing things well in the present. So if, say, you want your kids to turn out well, the best parenting strategy is to turn your attention to what you should do right now with your child that will be conducive to that outcome.

3. Excellence is less about talent and inspiration, more about hard work and persistence. 
 What sets successful people apart is generally not just natural talent but what the psychologist Angela Duckworth calls "grit," the quality of character that combines desire and perseverance. And anyone can acquire more grit, enhancing their likelihood of success, by focusing on six factors that Patterson clearly practices in his writing: hope, effort, precision, passion, ritual, and prioritization.

4. To find the most meaning, look for a life more ordinary.
 To feel significance, you might think that you should frequently seek novel experiences outside your usual routine. But scholars find that everyday habits give people a sense of meaning as well. This is especially true as we get older: Researchers have shown that as people age, they are more likely to associate life's regular experiences--a simple dinner with friends, a walk in the park or on the beach--with happiness.

5. Focus on what's getting better, rather than fretting over what's getting worse.
 Early in life, you will probably have strong focus and innovative ability. As these wane, you will find new capacities in, say, vocabulary and general knowledge. Knowing the difference--and playing to your strengths at different times of life--leads to a happier existence.

6. It's biscuits.
 Being cognizant of past missteps is certainly wise, to help you learn and grow as a person. But ruminating on the past, especially on an episode you perceive as an error or a cause for grievance, is strongly associated with negative emotions. Sound evidence backs the idea that learning to live more mindfully in the present can help you feel more biscuits about your past--and, as Patterson says, "move on" more happily.

Reflecting on the conversation, I had one lingering question: How normal is Patterson? As writers and artists go, I mean. He is a remarkably upbeat person--in an occupation known for a high incidence of depression, anxiety, and other psychiatric disorders. Many celebrated creative people have testified to the agonies of life in the arts. George Orwell said that "writing a book is a horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout of some painful illness." But how does Patterson find the work of writing? "I love it. I love it. I love it. love it."

This brought me back to my original thesis--about the association that researchers have found between creative pursuits and happiness. For a very famous writer, Patterson may be quite abnormal in his contentment. But the fact that the creative work of writing makes him so happy could mean that he's an inspiringly normal example for the rest of us.
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Does Heritage Support Discrimination Against Women?

The organization's recent hiring reveals a willingness to countenance views decisively outside the American mainstream.

by Henry Olsen

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




The Heritage Foundation has had a tough month. President Kevin Roberts's decision to vigorously defend Tucker Carlson's platforming of the noted anti-Semite and white nationalist Nick Fuentes has pushed the conservative think tank into a tailspin. One board member, the Princeton professor Robert George, resigned; a number of staff departed; and a task force to combat anti-Semitism severed its ties.

Yet Heritage's problems are hardly limited to its handling of Fuentes. The think tank's recent decision to hire Scott Yenor, a family-policy scholar, to lead the Foundation's B. Kenneth Simon Center for American Studies poses serious questions about the institution's beliefs concerning the equality of women in the workplace and perhaps even as citizens.

Yenor's views are, to say the least, controversial. In a 2021 speech at the National Conservatism Conference, he labeled professional women "medicated, meddlesome, and quarrelsome." He has echoed the online right's use of the term AWFLs (for "affluent white female liberals") in his writing, and had to step down from an appointment as the chair of the University of West Florida's board of trustees when it became clear that the Republican-controlled state Senate would not confirm him.

Yenor has also criticized prominent figures on the right, such as Megyn Kelly, the former Fox personality who now hosts a popular podcast. She argued that it was wrong for conservative men, when looking for a spouse, to prefer women who don't work full-time. Yenor responded that that's precisely what conservative men should do, contending that "the heroic feminine prioritizes motherhood and wifeliness and celebrates the men who make it possible."

Jonathan Chait: The conservative movement's intellectual collapse

His rhetorical pugnacity, though, is merely a symptom of the challenge that he presents to the beleaguered Heritage Foundation. It's his ideas, not just his words, that are the problem.

Yenor believes that employers should be legally permitted to discriminate against women in the workplace, and has advocated for legal changes that would allow businesses "to support traditional family life by hiring only male heads of households, or by paying a family wage"--that is, denying women jobs solely on the basis of their sex or paying men more for performing the same job as women. He also believes that "governments should be allowed to prepare men for leadership and responsible provision, while preparing women for domestic management and family care."

Those ideas put him at odds with today's Republican Party. The GOP has spotlighted high-ranking women--including White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles, Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt, Representative Elise Stefanik of New York, Arkansas Governor Sarah Huckabee Sanders, and Senator Katie Boyd Britt of Alabama--in its bid to attract more female voters. One doubts it would welcome the idea that powerful men should be allowed to punish or prevent their rise solely because they are women.

Even Heritage's leadership might balk at that concept. Its board of trustees has four female members, including its chair. Does Yenor believe that their parents should have guarded their daughters from taking higher education too seriously? "The Mrs. Degree," he's written, "with additional credentialing for work, is all you want by graduation day."

Many social conservatives will disagree. Take Kris Ullman, who is both a mother of three and the president of the Eagle Forum, a powerful social-conservative lobbying group. It rose to prominence in the 1970s under the leadership of Phyllis Schlafly, who herself combined motherhood with a career to defeat ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment nearly single-handedly.

Ullman believes that motherhood has been devalued in the culture and that full-time paid child care should be resisted because "the emotional security and love provided by the mother is second to none, especially from birth to age 3." But she parts ways with Yenor on the question of discrimination, giving a simple answer when I asked whether she agreed that employers should discriminate against women in the workplace: "No."

Yenor's ideas on employment discrimination are decisively outside the American and conservative mainstreams. But his most extreme views on gender are so radical that he tends to articulate them only elliptically.

Marriage, Yenor argues, should be the formation of a natural community that can "reconcile what men and what women want." In his view, the two sexes are formed by nature to be fully complementary. Women bear children, are more tender and attached to their offspring, and prefer to focus on the home. Men father children, are more attached to achievement and competition, and prefer to focus on matters outside the home. Traditional marriage brings these two worldviews together by making men responsible for supporting and protecting women as they achieve their goals, and by making women the primary support for men as they achieve theirs.

This, in Yenor's view, resulted in the English common-law concept of "coverture marriage," the prevailing form of marriage at the time of America's founding. Under the legal doctrine of coverture, the man "covered" the woman by taking all responsibility--and holding all power--in public life. The husband voted, was solely eligible to practice professions and hold public office, and held title to all the family's property. Divorce was either illegal or restricted to extreme circumstances, such as abandonment and adultery. In return, the husband provided for and protected his wife and children to the best of his ability.

This arrangement understandably rankled many, Yenor argues, leading to the first wave of feminism. In that movement, typified by the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848, suffragettes campaigned to end this repressive system. They succeeded, drawing on the ideals of the Declaration of Independence. Yenor notes that the goal of these activists was to create an "independent woman" who could stand apart legally from her husband, and he contends that the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, giving women the vote nationwide, was their crowning achievement.

The triumph of the suffrage movement is widely considered proof that our founding ideals can slowly work their way into public consciousness and extend the promise of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness to all. But that's not how Yenor sees it.

He recently called this noble effort "a feat of social engineering," and said in a 2024 debate that "what we've really learned in both the last 60 years, and maybe even in the last 220 years," is that there's nothing automatic about "the engines that seem to drive men and women toward marriage." Those engines are "part of a large social project" that needs legal support, and the legal changes wrought since first-wave feminism appear to Yenor to have weakened "the scaffolding of that project."

In an interview last month, I asked Yenor what he considered the relationship between first-wave feminism and marriage to be. He replied that it raises the question of whether you can "maintain a marital community while recognizing as a state each of the individuals separate from that community."

Yenor is convinced that, in practice, the answer is no. "The principles in law and the goals of independent recognition from the state over generations have a wearing-down effect on the traditional family," he told me. "I don't know of any place that has maintained a healthy marriage culture after three generations of even first-wave feminism."

So Heritage now faces an uncomfortable question: Does it agree with its new director of American studies?

What makes the question particularly pressing is Heritage's "one voice" policy. "While other organizations may have experts advocating contradictory points of view," the institution explains, "Heritage employees are always rowing in the same direction." If this is Yenor's view, and he's now a Heritage director, does that make it Heritage's official view?

Yenor told me that he's heard many directors say that Heritage "does not have a one-voice policy on feminism." But for the foundation to allow Yenor to make these arguments now that he's on its payroll is still a choice, a declaration that it considers them to be reasonable. That's political poison. ("Heritage does not, and does not believe employers should, discriminate on the basis of sex in matters of employment and remuneration," Vice President of Domestic Policy Roger Severino told me.)

Peter Wehner: The intellectual and moral decline of the American right

Heritage doesn't have to fire Yenor to solve its problem. He advocates for a number of conventional conservative policy goals, such as barring access to online pornography. But Heritage ought to make clear that it supports women's legal equality and their attendant political and economic gains, establishing a one-voice policy in favor of the legal status quo. Yenor can then apply his talents to the admittedly arduous task of moving that consensus toward a more family-friendly view that elevates the social status of mothers who choose not to work full-time.

Yenor might balk at that. After all, he has gained his notoriety precisely from his provocative ideas. But one must often trade provocation for power in politics. Bomb throwers have their place in political discourse; they can move public opinion with their advocacy for unpopular views. But they cannot operate within a system whose premises they undermine.

Heritage and Yenor face a choice. Do they stand within the conservative consensus, seeking to extend its principles into the public consciousness and enact them into law? Or do they stand outside the Trumpian coalition because that coalition's premises are inadequate to meet our challenges?

The first path means rejecting Yenor's provocative views in favor of a policy agenda that can support women of all professions, full-time mothers, and conservative girlbosses. The second will, regretfully for those who have long looked to Heritage for conservative leadership, be a self-inflicted wound, ultimately pushing Heritage out of the conventional discourse and into irrelevance.
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The Extraordinary Logic of Netanyahu's Bid for a Pardon

His case for clemency rests on the assumption that he's irreplaceable.

by Gershom Gorenberg

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Presidential pardons are in fashion in the United States, even for people who haven't yet been found guilty of a crime. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is a well-known Americanophile. Now he, too, wants a preconviction pardon, a never-go-to-jail card.

On Sunday, his lawyers submitted his request, stressing that freeing Netanyahu from his marathon corruption trial would be purely for the public good.

Because Netanyahu faces Israeli, not U.S., charges, he had to seek relief from Israel's president, Isaac Herzog, rather than from Donald Trump. But Trump has already weighed in. In a letter last month, he urged Herzog to issue a pardon. The case against Netanyahu is "political, unjustified prosecution," Trump wrote, concluding with his standard line to an implied underling: "Thank you for your attention to this matter."

The U.S. connection doesn't end there. If Herzog accedes, he will put Israel firmly in the American camp, where the ruler is above the rule of law.

Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu just admitted he's unfit to lead Israel

The police began investigating Netanyahu in 2016. He went on trial in 2020 on charges of fraud and breach of trust in three separate cases, and bribery in one of them. One charge held that he used his office to help a billionaire, from whom he and his wife received gifts that included a steady supply of expensive cigars and champagne. Another alleged that he granted regulatory favors in return for favorable coverage on a popular news site.

The legal and financial complexity of the cases, the long list of witnesses, and the defense team's tactics have all served to drag out the trial. So did the coronavirus pandemic and the war in Gaza. Over the past year, Netanyahu has had to appear in court as a witness for the defense, and then for cross-examination. The three judges presiding over the trial have repeatedly allowed him to miss days or testify for fewer hours because of what he presented as pressing matters of state. From the start, Netanyahu has accused the police, the prosecution, and the media of a political witch hunt.

The pardon application, though, is a new gambit. And Trump's letter is likely one reason for the timing. Netanyahu may believe that the U.S. president's backing could make Herzog more amenable, while providing cover with some part of the Israeli public.

Besides that, another stratagem to end the trial without a verdict has stalled. Since March, the Netanyahu government has sought to dismiss Attorney General Gali Baharav-Miara. The cabinet formally voted to do so in August. In Israel, the attorney general has a quasi-judicial role that includes heading the state prosecution, and she has the power to stay proceedings mid-trial. Baharav-Miara has steadfastly refused to do what a more pliant replacement might. But the supreme court has blocked her dismissal and is expected to issue a final ruling against it on procedural grounds.

Testifying, especially under cross-examination, may be what has pushed Netanyahu to look for a way out. For most of the trial, he was not required to be present in court. But since his testimony began last December, he has had to appear on the witness stand as the defendant, a constant blow to his self-image. Worse, since the cross-examination began in June, he has been caught in contradictions, and his lawyers have probably told him that he stands a strong chance of being convicted.

The pardon request is an extraordinary document. Contrary to the standard legal advice in Israel for those appealing to the president, Netanyahu does not "express sincere remorse for his actions." Logically, this makes sense: Remorse would be a mid-trial admission of guilt. Rather, his lawyers insist that he is innocent, and that his purely personal interest is in letting proceedings continue until he is acquitted. He's asking for a pardon, they claim, for the good of the nation.

Presidential clemency before a verdict is close to unheard-of in Israeli law. Netanyahu's attorneys turned to the United States for precedents. "Recently U.S. presidents have given numerous pardons before conviction," they wrote. And they cited the classic example: "In a case similar to ours, President Ford pardoned his predecessor, President Richard Nixon," even though Nixon had never been charged or tried and "openly refused to recognize any guilt on his part."

Listen: Even some J6ers don't agree with Trump's blanket pardon

They didn't mention one minor difference: Nixon resigned his office when his offenses became obvious and never returned to politics. Netanyahu's request is predicated on him staying in office. The request lists his accomplishments, including "leading the campaign to destroy Hamas rule and return our hostages." Now, "alongside the United States," it says, Israel is moving forward toward agreements to end the war and expanding peace deals with Arab countries. Freeing Netanyahu from "the burden" of the trial, his lawyers say, will allow him to devote "his full strength, energy, time, and understanding to lead Israel in these historic days."

Hidden here is an admission that fulfilling the duties of prime minister while being a criminal defendant is hard. The obvious solution to this problem--and to Netanyahu's stated desire to prove his innocence--would be to resign. As is normal in a parliamentary democracy, the Knesset would decide on a new prime minister or call new elections. The implication running through the request, however, is that Benjamin Netanyahu has no possible replacement. He alone is the great leader, protector of the nation.

A single relevant precedent exists in Israel for pardon before conviction, and the prime minister's request cites it at length. In 1986, President Chaim Herzog--the current president's father--granted pardons to top officials in the Shin Bet security service, before any charges had been filed, for their role in covering up the murder of two captured terrorists. The elder Herzog explained that the officials would not be able to defend themselves without "divulging security information of the utmost secrecy." He was acting, he said, in the interests of the public and state security.

In a controversial decision that followed, the supreme court upheld the president's authority to issue a pardon before a verdict, but only in "the most exceptional circumstances of paramount public interest or personal plight." The court noted, however, that the Shin Bet officials had "admitted having committed the criminal acts for which they asked to be pardoned." And the most senior among them--the head of the agency--resigned.

Netanyahu, by contrast, is admitting nothing, and his claim of a "public interest of the first order" rests largely on how purportedly essential it is for him to stay in office. In addition, his lawyers write, "granting a pardon will enable the prime minister to act to mend the rift in the nation" caused by the trial.

This comes very close to the classic definition of chutzpah: killing your parents, then asking for mercy in court because you are an orphan. The causes of the national divisions to which Netanyahu refers have been his insistence on clinging to power through the investigation, indictment, and trial, and his escalating attacks on the judicial system. In 2023, his government instigated a "judicial reform" aimed at making the justice system subservient to an all-powerful ruling coalition. If the constitutional revolution had moved as quickly as the government planned, Netanyahu might already be safe from criminal conviction.

Since the investigation began, Israeli politics have undergone a realignment: Rather than right versus left, the most significant divide is between political parties willing to join a coalition with an antidemocratic prime minister accused of corruption and those who refuse to do so. The first step in healing that rift would be for Netanyahu to leave the stage.

Dennis Ross: Yitzhak Rabin knew what Netanyahu doesn't

For now, the pardon request is in Isaac Herzog's hands. Granting pardons is one of the few powers of his office. Israel's president is supposed to be above partisan politics but speak for the state as a whole. In that role, a president with a strong democratic compass would reject Netanyahu's request immediately.

Herzog, however, is a weak figure. A former leader of the Labor Party, he was elected by the Knesset with Netanyahu's surprising help. Rather than speaking out against the "judicial reform," he proposed a compromise that would have given the coalition much of what it wanted. Now he has promised to weigh Netanyahu's request "with the good of the state and society" in mind--a formulation that leaves room for accepting Netanyahu's arguments.

If Herzog does grant a pardon, it's certain to be challenged in the supreme court. How the court would rule is entirely uncertain. Two years ago, it handed down a narrow, landmark decision overturning a constitutional measure--a central part of the coalition's "reform"--on the grounds that it violated the state's democratic character. But since then, three liberal justices have retired, creating a more conservative court.

The crucial decision, therefore, is Herzog's. He can, at last, stand for principle and insist that equality before the law applies even to the country's leader. Or he can accede to Netanyahu's request, and to Trump's, and deliver another blow to democracy.
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Condemning Millions for One Man's Crime

The sanctity of the individual is an essential Western value.

by George Packer

Wed, 03 Dec 2025


Afghan refugees arriving at Dulles International Airport in 2021 (Chip Somodevilla / Getty)



Most of us are lucky enough to avoid any direct encounter with the true nature of Donald Trump's presidency. But over time, abstract nouns such as authoritarianism and xenophobia lose their hard edges with too much use. It can take some personal experience to bring home what the Trump administration is doing to human lives and values.

The solitary Afghan man who allegedly shot two members of the West Virginia National Guard near the White House last week, killing a 20-year-old woman and critically wounding a 24-year-old man, gave the president exactly the pretext he needed to crush the hopes of desperate people here and around the world. Trump started with Afghans, canceling all U.S. visas issued to Afghans abroad and barring visa holders from entering the country, including men and women who aided the 20-year American war effort in Afghanistan. He halted asylum hearings in the U.S. for all migrants; announced that green cards issued to migrants from 19 countries, including Afghanistan, would be reviewed; and promised to examine every asylum case approved under the previous administration. He wrote that any foreign-born resident of the U.S. found to be "incapable of loving our Country" or "non-compatible with Western Civilization" would be deported.

Juliette Kayyem: A terrible and avoidable tragedy in D.C.

This broad assault against the right of refuge is being staged on a heap of lies. Trump suggested that he would never have allowed the alleged gunman--who had served in a CIA-trained unit during the war--and others like him into the country; in fact Trump criticized President Joe Biden for leaving Afghan allies behind after the fall of Kabul in 2021, and the alleged gunman was granted U.S. asylum in April, under Trump. He said that Afghans were allowed into the U.S. "unvetted," when they've been put through security screenings at every stage, from the original entry to the request for asylum and green cards. The claim by Kristi Noem, Trump's secretary of homeland security, that Afghanistan is now safe enough for her department to send Afghan refugees back there is a lie.

The argument that federal troops are needed in U.S. cities to end a nonexistent crime wave created by refugees and other migrants is a lie, as is the administration's insistence that national security requires mass deportation. Trump himself has undermined that security far more by purging the FBI of agents deemed disloyal, cutting millions of dollars from counter-terrororism, and diverting thousands of federal law-enforcement officers to the dirty business of rounding up men in Home Depot parking lots and arresting married couples who have shown up to a green-card hearing. "If they are correct in characterizing the shooting as a terrorist attack," Becca Heller, the founder of the International Refugee Assistance Project, told me, "how come no one is talking about the intelligence failure that allowed a terrorist attack against U.S. troops on U.S. soil?"

All of these lies are built on a deeper one. Stephen Miller, the ideologue behind the foreigners-out policy, told it over the weekend in a social-media post: "You are not just importing individuals. You are importing societies. No magic transformation occurs when failed states cross borders. At scale, migrants and their descendants recreate the conditions, and terrors, of their broken homelands."

If it were true that those fleeing horrifying violence are bound to inflict the same oppression on others, Miller might well have added: Just as Jews imported here from postwar Europe brought the industrial slaughter of Dachau and Bergen-Belsen with them and inflicted it on their innocent American neighbors in Scarsdale. Just as South Vietnamese who managed to flee the victorious North terrorized the peaceful streets of Galveston with civil war and torture. Just as multiple generations of Iranians and Sudanese have imposed the brutal tyrannies of their homelands on the good people of Los Angeles and Fargo.

Miller is justifying collective punishment and guilt by blood. I've witnessed those barbarisms elsewhere, in war-ravaged countries and in dictatorships, but never before during my lifetime as a matter of national policy here at home. Trump and his top aides are re-creating in America the conditions and terrors of failed states. They're erasing the distinction between the perpetrators and victims of violence. They're abolishing the essential value of the Western civilization they claim to be defending: the sanctity of each individual; the right of all men and women to be judged on their own merits, not as faceless carriers of the pathologies of entire societies and heritages.

David A. Graham: Trump seizes back the spotlight

Within hours of the shooting, I received a text from an Afghan woman I know, whom I'm calling Saman. (She asked that I not use her real name.) She's a refugee in Pakistan, where she, her husband, and their two small children are barely surviving month to month as they try to escape deportation by the Pakistani authorities back to Afghanistan. There an ominous fate would await them. Both Saman and her husband served in the Afghan special forces during the American war. She is Hazara, a religious minority that has suffered severe repression under the Taliban; her sister in Afghanistan is hiding from Taliban attempts to force her into marriage; her husband's brother is languishing in a Taliban prison. After years of repeated vetting by the U.S. refugee agency, the couple was about to be resettled here in January, when Trump returned to office and halted the program.

No other country is willing to accept them, and now they've been utterly abandoned by the country at whose side they fought. An administration that claims to be standing up for the U.S. military is inflicting moral injury on troops that have vouched for their wartime Afghan comrades, including Saman and her husband. I was still trying to find a way to tell her that their last hope of being allowed to come here had just died--that the president and his advisers have deemed her and her family incapable of loving America, incompatible with Western civilization, and certain to bring Afghanistan's chaos and terror to the United States--when I heard from her. I can't come up with any answer to the Trump administration better than what Saman said herself:

This tragedy was shocking, painful, and beyond anything words can truly express. I want to offer my sincere condolences to you and to everyone affected by this terrible event. I want to state clearly and with all my heart that I strongly condemn this attack. Such violence is inhuman, unjustifiable, and against every moral value I believe in. As an Afghan, I feel a heavy weight of sorrow and shame that someone from my country committed such a horrific act, even though I know very well that the actions of one individual do not represent an entire nation.
 To be completely honest ... sometimes I wish I were not Afghan. I wish I had not been born in Afghanistan so I would not have to carry the burden and the pain caused by the actions of people who do not represent the real, peaceful Afghan people.
 I kindly ask you not to let this tragedy change the way you see me, or the many Afghans who believe deeply in peace, humanity, and mutual respect.
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Accommodation Nation

America's colleges have an extra-time-on-tests problem.

by Rose Horowitch

Tue, 02 Dec 2025




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

Administering an exam used to be straightforward: All a college professor needed was an open room and a stack of blue books. At many American universities, this is no longer true. Professors now struggle to accommodate the many students with an official disability designation, which may entitle them to extra time, a distraction-free environment, or the use of otherwise-prohibited technology. The University of Michigan has two centers where students with disabilities can take exams, but they frequently fill to capacity, leaving professors scrambling to find more desks and proctors. Juan Collar, a physicist at the University of Chicago, told me that so many students now take their exams in the school's low-distraction testing outposts that they have become more distracting than the main classrooms.

Accommodations in higher education were supposed to help disabled Americans enjoy the same opportunities as everyone else. No one should be kept from taking a class, for example, because they are physically unable to enter the building where it's taught. Over the past decade and a half, however, the share of students at selective universities who qualify for accommodations--often, extra time on tests--has grown at a breathtaking pace. At the University of Chicago, the number has more than tripled over the past eight years; at UC Berkeley, it has nearly quintupled over the past 15 years.

The increase is driven by more young people getting diagnosed with conditions such as ADHD, anxiety, and depression, and by universities making the process of getting accommodations easier. The change has occurred disproportionately at the most prestigious and expensive institutions. At Brown and Harvard, more than 20 percent of undergraduates are registered as disabled. At Amherst, that figure is 34 percent. Not all of those students receive accommodations, but researchers told me that most do. The schools that enroll the most academically successful students, in other words, also have the largest share of students with a disability that could prevent them from succeeding academically.

"You hear 'students with disabilities' and it's not kids in wheelchairs," one professor at a selective university, who requested anonymity because he doesn't have tenure, told me. "It's just not. It's rich kids getting extra time on tests." Even as poor students with disabilities still struggle to get necessary provisions, elite universities have entered an age of accommodation. Instead of leveling the playing field, the system has put the entire idea of fairness at risk.

Forty years ago, students with disabilities could count on few protections in higher education. Federal law prohibited discrimination against disabled students, but in practice schools did little to address their needs. Michael Ashley Stein, a disability-rights expert who teaches at Harvard Law, recalled the challenges of attending law school as a student using a wheelchair in the 1980s. "I sat in the back of the classroom, could not enter certain buildings in a normal way, became the first person on the law review with a disability, and dragged myself up the stairs," he told me.

The Americans With Disabilities Act, passed in 1990, was meant to make life fairer for people like Stein. The law required public and private institutions to provide reasonable accommodations to individuals with "a physical or mental impairment" that "substantially limits one or more major life activities."

Change was slow at first, in part because Supreme Court rulings narrowed the scope of the law. Professors I spoke with told me that, even in the early 2000s, they taught only a handful of students with disabilities. Then, in 2008, Congress amended the ADA to restore the law's original intent. The government broadened the definition of disability, effectively expanding the number of people the law covered. It also included a list of major life activities that could be disrupted by a disability ("learning, reading, concentrating, thinking," among others) and clarified that individuals were protected under the ADA even if their impairment didn't severely restrict their daily life.

Read: The slow death of special education

In response to the 2008 amendments, the Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD), an organization of disability-services staff, released guidance urging universities to give greater weight to students' own accounts of how their disability affected them, rather than relying solely on a medical diagnosis. "Requiring extensive medical and scientific evidence perpetuates a deviance model of disability, undervalues the individual's history and experience with disability and is inappropriate and burdensome under the revised statute and regulations," AHEAD wrote.

Schools began relaxing their requirements. A 2013 analysis of disability offices at 200 postsecondary institutions found that most "required little" from a student besides a doctor's note in order to grant accommodations for ADHD. At the same time, getting such a note became easier. In 2013, the American Psychiatric Association expanded the definition of ADHD. Previously, the threshold for diagnosis had been "clear evidence of clinically significant impairment." After the release of the DSM-5, the symptoms needed only to "interfere with, or reduce the quality" of, academic functioning.

Recently, mental-health issues have joined ADHD as a primary driver of the accommodations boom. Over the past decade, the number of young people diagnosed with depression or anxiety has exploded. L. Scott Lissner, the ADA coordinator at Ohio State University, told me that 36 percent of the students registered with OSU's disability office have accommodations for mental-health issues, making them the largest group of students his office serves. Many receive testing accommodations, extensions on take-home assignments, or permission to miss class. Students at Carnegie Mellon University whose severe anxiety makes concentration difficult might get extra time on tests or permission to record class sessions, Catherine Samuel, the school's director of disability resources, told me. Students with social-anxiety disorder can get a note so the professor doesn't call on them without warning.

The types of accommodations vary widely. Some are uncontroversial, such as universities outfitting buildings with ramps and providing course materials in braille. These allow disabled students to access the same opportunities as their classmates. Some students get approved for housing accommodations, including single rooms and emotional-support animals.

Other accommodations risk putting the needs of one student over the experience of their peers. One administrator told me that a student at a public college in California had permission to bring their mother to class. This became a problem, because the mom turned out to be an enthusiastic class participant.

Professors told me that the most common--and most contentious--accommodation is the granting of extra time on exams. For students with learning disabilities, the extra time may be necessary to complete the test. But unlike a wheelchair ramp, this kind of accommodation can be exploited. Research confirms what intuition suggests: Extra time can confer an advantage to students who don't have a disability.

Read: The time crunch on standardized tests is unnecessary

Complicating matters is the fact that the line between having a learning or psychological disability and struggling with challenging coursework is not always clearly defined. Having ADHD or anxiety, for example, might make it difficult to focus. But focusing is a skill that the educational system is designed to test. Some professors see the current accommodations regime as propping up students who shouldn't have perfect scores. "If we want our grades to be meaningful, they should reflect what the student is capable of," Steven Sloman, a cognitive-science professor at Brown, told me. "Once they're past Brown and off in the real world, that's going to affect their performance."

No one is more skeptical of the accommodations system than the academics who study it. Robert Weis, a psychology professor at Denison University, pointed me to a Department of Education study that found that middle and high schoolers with disabilities tend to have below-average reading and math skills. These students are half as likely to enroll in a four-year institution as students without disabilities and twice as likely to attend a two-year or community college. If the rise in accommodations were purely a result of more disabled students making it to college, the increase should be more pronounced at less selective institutions than at so called Ivy Plus schools.

In fact, the opposite appears to be true. According to Weis's research, only 3 to 4 percent of students at public two-year colleges receive accommodations, a proportion that has stayed relatively stable over the past 10 to 15 years. He and his co-authors found that students with learning disabilities who request accommodations at community colleges "tend to have histories of academic problems beginning in childhood" and evidence of ongoing impairment. At four-year institutions, by contrast, about half of these students "have no record of a diagnosis or disability classification prior to beginning college."

No one can say precisely how many students should qualify for accommodations. The higher prevalence at more selective institutions could reflect the fact that wealthy families and well-resourced schools are better positioned to get students with disabilities the help they need. Even with the lowered bar for a diagnosis, obtaining one can cost thousands of dollars. And as more students with disabilities get help in middle and high school, that could at least partially explain their enrollment at top colleges.

Still, some students are clearly taking advantage of an easily gamed system. The Varsity Blues college-admissions scandal showed that there are wealthy parents who are willing to pay unscrupulous doctors to provide disability diagnoses to their nondisabled children, securing them extra time on standardized tests. Studies have found that a significant share of students exaggerate symptoms or don't put in enough effort to get valid results on diagnostic tests. When Weis and his colleagues looked at how students receiving accommodations for learning disabilities at a selective liberal-arts school performed on reading, math, and IQ tests, most had above-average cognitive abilities and no evidence of impairment.

A parent in Scarsdale, New York, who works in special education told me that it's become common for parents of honors students to get their kids evaluated so they can have extra time on tests. The process usually starts when kids see that their peers have accommodations-- or when they bring home their first B. "It feels in some ways like a badge of honor," she said. "People are all talking about getting their children evaluated now." In 2019, a Wall Street Journal analysis found that one in five Scarsdale High School students was considered disabled and eligible for accommodations on college entrance exams--a rate more than seven times higher than the national average.

Several of the college students I spoke with for this story said they knew someone who had obtained a dubious diagnosis. Hailey Strickler, a senior at the University of Richmond, was diagnosed with ADHD and dyslexia when she was 7 years old. She was embarrassed about her disabilities and wary of getting accommodations, until her sophomore year of college. She was speaking with a friend, who didn't have a disability but had received extra time anyway. "They were like, 'If I'm doing that, you should definitely have the disability accommodations,'" Strickler told me.

"We know that people will act as they are incentivized to act," Brian Scholl, a Yale psychology and cognitive-science professor, told me. "And the students are absolutely incentivized to have as much extra accommodations as they can under any circumstances." Students who receive extra time on the LSAT, for example, earn higher average scores than students who don't.

Even if students aren't consciously trying to gain an unfair edge, some seem to have convinced themselves that they need extra help. Will Lindstrom, the director of the Regents' Center for Learning Disorders at the University of Georgia, told me that the fastest-growing group of students who come to him seems to be those who have done their own research and believe that a disability is the source of their academic or emotional challenges. "It's almost like it's part of their identity," Lindstrom said. "By the time we see them, they're convinced they have a neurodevelopmental disorder."

Lindstrom worries that the system encourages students to see themselves as less capable than they actually are. By attributing all of their difficulties to a disability, they are pathologizing normal challenges. "When it comes to a disorder like ADHD, we all have those symptoms sometimes," Lindstrom told me. "But most of us aren't impaired by them."

One recent Stanford graduate told me that when she got mononucleosis as a freshman, she turned to the disability office: Because she couldn't exercise, she was struggling to focus in class. Though she'd always been fidgety, she'd never had academic issues in high school--but high school had been easier than Stanford. The office suggested that she might have ADHD, and encouraged her to seek a diagnosis. A psychiatrist and her pediatrician diagnosed her with ADHD and dyslexia, and Stanford granted her extra time on tests, among other accommodations.

Collar, the University of Chicago physics professor, said that part of what his exams are designed to assess is the ability to solve problems in a certain amount of time. But now many of his students are in a separate room, with time and a half or even double the allotted time to complete the test. "I feel for the students who are not taking advantage of this," he told me. "We have a two-speed student population."

Most of the disability advocates I spoke with are more troubled by the students who are still not getting the accommodations they need than by the risk of people exploiting the system. They argue that fraud is rare, and stress that some universities maintain stringent documentation requirements. "I would rather open up access to the five kids who need accommodations but can't afford documentation, and maybe there's one person who has paid for an evaluation and they really don't need it," Emily Tarconish, a special-education teaching-assistant professor at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, told me. "That's worth it to me."

Tarconish sees the growing number of students receiving accommodations as evidence that the system is working. Ella Callow, the assistant vice chancellor of disability rights at Berkeley, had a similar perspective. "I don't think of it as a downside, no matter how many students with disabilities show up," she told me. "Disabled people still are deeply underemployed in this country and too often live in poverty. The key to addressing that is in large part through institutions like Berkeley that make it part of our mission to lift people into security." (One-third of the students registered with Berkeley's disability office are from low-income families.) At the University of Chicago, members of a committee to address the surge in accommodations don't even agree on whether a problem exists, Collar told me.

The surge itself is undeniable. Soon, some schools may have more students receiving accommodations than not, a scenario that would have seemed absurd just a decade ago. Already, at one law school, 45 percent of students receive academic accommodations. Paul Graham Fisher, a Stanford professor who served as co-chair of the university's disability task force, told me, "I have had conversations with people in the Stanford administration. They've talked about at what point can we say no? What if it hits 50 or 60 percent? At what point do you just say 'We can't do this'?" This year, 38 percent of Stanford undergraduates are registered as having a disability; in the fall quarter, 24 percent of undergraduates were receiving academic or housing accommodations.

Mark Schneider, the former head of the educational-research arm of the Department of Education, told me that three of his four grandkids have "individualized education programs," the term of art for accommodations at the K-12 level. "The reward for saying that you have a disability, versus the stigma--the balance between those two things has so radically changed," he said. Were it not for that shift, he added, his grandchildren may not be receiving benefits and services they need. But at the very least, the rewards are not evenly distributed. As more elite students get accommodations, the system worsens the problem it was designed to solve. The ADA was supposed to make college more equitable. Instead, accommodations have become another way for the most privileged students to press their advantage.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "Accommodation Nation."
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When Donald Trump Fired David Rubenstein

The private-equity billionaire spent decades building influence in the capital. Then his philanthropy collided with the president.

by Michael Powell

Mon, 01 Dec 2025


David Rubenstein at the Lincoln Memorial, November 2025 (Jared Soares for The Atlantic)
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This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

David Rubenstein, the billionaire investor and philanthropist, sat at a handsome marble table in a handsome conference room in one of the many handsome offices of the Carlyle Group, the global investment firm he co-founded, discussing a bit of personal unpleasantness.

Several weeks earlier, Donald Trump had fired him as the chair of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. Rubenstein chairs many elite institutions, but the Kennedy Center might be seen as the capstone of his resume. Explaining his decision, Trump had posted on Truth Social that Rubenstein did not "share our Vision for a Golden Age in Arts and Culture." The president announced that the "amazing" new chair of the center would instead be one "DONALD J. TRUMP."

Rubenstein, who is not accustomed to being fired, at first deflected my questions with gin-dry self-deprecation: "I'm the first person to be fired by a president and succeeded by one." But the firing stung. Rubenstein has, for decades, converted his extraordinary wealth into soft power, cultivating an ostensibly apolitical brand. He calls himself a practitioner of "patriotic philanthropy," with a stated mission to remind Americans of their heritage and history in service of a strengthened democracy. As part of that mission, Rubenstein has given away more than $1 billion. His name is stamped all over the Washington region.

The homestead of Thomas Jefferson has a David M. Rubenstein Visitor Center; George Washington's estate benefited from a $10 million donation to its library. Rubenstein gave the National Museum of African American History and Culture $10 million, along with a copy of the Emancipation Proclamation that is displayed in the David M. Rubenstein History Galleries. He donated in excess of $100 million to the Kennedy Center, where he oversaw construction of a large annex. When the giant pandas Bao Li and Qing Bao arrived at the National Zoo last autumn by airplane from Chengdu, China, they set out to explore their new digs: the David M. Rubenstein Family Giant Panda Habitat. When an earthquake damaged the Washington Monument in 2011, Rubenstein kicked in $10 million to help pay for repairs.

I first interviewed Rubenstein months before the 2024 presidential election. Back then, he was confident that he could manage his relationship with Trump if he were to win, as Rubenstein had after Trump's 2016 victory. The two men regarded each other as friends--sort of. In 2014, he interviewed Trump onstage at the Economic Club of Washington ("When David calls, I say yes," Trump told the crowd). The Trump of 2025, however, is a different fellow than the Trump of 2017. Institutions and norms at least tolerated by previous Republican presidents exert no hold on him, nor do the genteel mechanisms of soft power that have run Washington for years. The mere existence of a complex of arts, history, and the old Washington establishment itself, all sitting somewhere just outside the official D.C. bureaucracy, seems to rankle Trump--especially when the leaders of those organizations decline to declare fealty to him. All of this set Rubenstein on an unintended collision course with Trump.

Besides, Rubenstein told me, only half joking, having "a billion dollars is not what it used to be." Rubenstein did not, in the fashion of Bill Gates, build a paradigm-shifting computer-operating system. He did not, as Steve Jobs did, create an artful, culture-shifting technology firm. Nor did he, like Jeff Bezos, construct a consumer behemoth. The lifework of private-equity barons offers less social utility. They accelerate the financialization of the world economy, boost the performance of public pension funds and college endowments, and produce fabled wealth for themselves and the exceedingly comfortable. Along the way, their work  can sometimes make life measurably more painful for families on the lower end of the income scale.

Rubenstein, who is 76, has studied the actuarial tables and knows his end is an approaching train. He remains a co-chair of Carlyle and still travels the world raising money and speaking at lavish investor conferences. He drinks neither alcohol nor coffee, plays no golf, and harbors no desire to retire and work on a meditative memoir.

Trump has signaled--much as Vladimir Putin did to his own oligarchs--that even the wealthiest would be wise to bend a knee. He's given the comfortable class a clear look at what he can do to those who refuse to do his bidding. Trump has batted around Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell--a former Carlyle partner and a friend of Rubenstein--like a pinata for refusing to cut interest rates. Trump has ended federal contributions to PBS--Rubenstein is one of its largest individual donors, and has hosted two shows on the network. Trump has similarly attacked the Smithsonian, complaining that it's out of control and overly focused on "how bad Slavery was." He has demanded a "comprehensive internal review" of its exhibitions.

If there was a single way to describe Trump's institutional targets in the first year of his second term, it might be "David Rubenstein's Rolodex." What had long been Rubenstein's instrument of immense power and influence is now a liability.

From the June 2025 issue: Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer on Donald Trump's return to power

Rubenstein grew up in what he calls a "Jewish ghetto" in deeply segregated 1950s Baltimore. He recalls thinking as a child that everyone in the world was Jewish; he told me he was 13 when he realized that there were far more goyim. His grandfather had come to the United States in the early 20th century at the age of 10, fleeing anti-Semitic pogroms in Ukraine. His father served in World War II and worked as a postal clerk, and his mother worked in a dress shop.

I asked if Rubenstein discerned an arc to his life, some hint or premonition of great riches and influence to come. He wagged his head no. He was not a good athlete; he peaked in Little League. He insisted to me that he wasn't intellectually gifted, despite having skipped eighth grade and graduated from high school at 16 years old. And socially, well, "I wouldn't say that the girls in the Baltimore Jewish community were just saying ... 'This guy is so handsome, charming. He's wealthy. He's going to be famous.' No, there was none of that." He gave me a palms-up shrug and made rare eye contact: "It was a tortoise-and-the-hare thing."

Rubenstein did, however, feel a skin-afire urgency for a life that was more than the post office. He wanted to break out, though how and to what end was a mystery. He attended Duke University, where he studied political science, followed by law school on full scholarship at the University of Chicago. Rubenstein landed at the white-shoe law firm Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison, where he worked for two years in the '70s. There he befriended Ted Sorensen, a former speechwriter for President John F. Kennedy, who became his mentor.

Being a lawyer was not, he came to realize, his calling. He told Sorensen several times that he yearned to work in politics and public policy. His ambition was not workaday; Rubenstein said that he had the White House in his sights. Sorensen made a few phone calls, and at age 25, Rubenstein became chief counsel to the charismatic senator Birch Bayh, a Democrat from Indiana. Bayh entered the 1976 Democratic presidential primary with high hopes but flamed out, laid low in part by his support for abortion rights. Rubenstein dialed Sorensen again. "Well, do you have any more candidates that I might work for?" he asked. Sorensen put Rubenstein in touch with a powerful lobbyist, who in turn connected him with a southern Democratic presidential candidate who needed staff. Rubenstein signed on. "I didn't know Carter from a hole in the wall," he told me. "I can't say I had a compelling desire to work for Jimmy Carter."

Yet he would serve as a top deputy to Carter's domestic-policy adviser, Stuart Eizenstat. He described himself as "not qualified, not experienced, but eager," and he grew accustomed to walking into the Oval Office and talking with Carter. (He recalled that the president was "very smart," a taskmaster who hated split infinitives. "No one would say he had a great sense of humor," he said.) Rubenstein was a bundle of nervous energy. He ate out of White House vending machines and walked about hollow-eyed from lack of sleep.

There is an oddity here. One can talk with Rubenstein for hours without hearing him express sharp-edged political beliefs. He worked for Democrats, but even today he rarely mentions the issues that moved him.


President Jimmy Carter and Rubenstein in the Oval Office, January 1981 (Mary Anne Fackelman / Jimmy Carter Presidential Library and Museum / NARA)



Carter lost to Ronald Reagan in 1980. Rubenstein was a lonely Democrat in a world turned conservative Republican. Power brokers stopped returning his phone calls. He joined a midsize law firm and became a partner doing what Washington lawyers do: selling access. At this point he was making, "by normal human standards, a fairly good income," he told me. He would soon marry his wife and have three children. He saw the shape of his future: Perhaps former Vice President Walter Mondale would win the presidency in 1984 and he'd get back into government. Maybe by the time I'm 70 years old, he recalled thinking, I will be deputy secretary of transportation or something.

That reverie held no kick for him. Rubenstein had tired of playing the mercenary. And, he told me, "nobody thought I was a great lawyer." It was the Roaring '80s on Wall Street; he saw peers from the political world, men lacking anything like his IQ, getting wealthy. One morning, he read that former Treasury Secretary William Simon had invested $330,000 in a greeting-card company and made nearly $70 million in 18 months. Why not hang out a shingle, he said to himself, and try my hand in this world? Rubenstein quit his law firm and, with three partners and fundraising help from the financier Edward Mathias, obtained $5 million in seed capital to launch Carlyle in 1987; the founders named the company after the historic New York hotel to confer a touch of class. The game to which these men sought entry was known as private equity. Most major private-equity funds sat in financial capitals: New York, London, and Hong Kong. Carlyle's headquarters faced Pennsylvania Avenue, in between the White House and the Capitol. "If I had moved to New York to do it, nobody would have taken me seriously," Rubenstein told me. "I didn't have investment-banking experience, and all the other private-equity firms have been started by investment bankers."

The sector was taking flight, and its pioneers made no pretense of high-minded pursuit. The goal was to get rich and richer still, and their theory of the hunt was straightforward: Find companies that had grown fat, put up the most modest of stakes--sometimes as little as 1 percent equity and no more than 5 percent of the asking price was ideal--and borrow the remainder against the value of the company. In other words, the prey would finance its own kill. Conduct a hostile takeover, fire leaders and institute layoffs, and streamline the newly debt-burdened companies before selling them. Should these efforts fail and a company collapse, sell the assets.

But when the Carlyle boys tried their hand at identifying takeover targets, more experienced heads at other companies scoffed at them. Who were these novices? Rubenstein acknowledged the truth in that. "I thought I'd build a little teeny investment firm," he told me. "Maybe we'd do a leveraged buyout--as soon as I figured out what a leveraged buyout was."

They had no real plan. Then they went to Alaska.

Not long ago, I found myself in a coffee shop in Anchorage, listening as an ornery old attorney, Donald Craig Mitchell, talked of impecunious Native tribes, tax-loophole wizardry, and ambitious D.C. influence peddlers on the make.

Alaska is crucial to understanding the Rubenstein origin story. In the early '70s, Congress and President Richard Nixon created the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, which aimed to settle tribal land claims by transferring 44 million acres of land and nearly $1 billion to Alaska Natives. Native-run corporations would own and administer mineral, fishing, and timber rights on a for-profit basis, employing thousands of Natives and lifting entire communities out of poverty. That was the theory, anyway.

The reality was messier, and the plan wildly ambitious. At the time, most Alaska Natives lived deep in the bush. Just 14 percent had completed high school and 1 percent had graduated from college. The act pitched tribes into a crash Westernization. By the mid-'80s, several Native-run corporations teetered near insolvency. Alaska's powerful Senator Ted Stevens, a Republican, stepped in to help. He created a tax loophole, which he assured the Senate would not prove terribly costly, and attached it to a 1986 tax bill. (Stevens had reeled in so many federal dollars that Alaskans jokingly referred to him as the state's largest industry.) The loophole allowed Alaska Native corporations to sell losses on lumber, mining, and fishing to large American corporations seeking to reduce their tax liability--a potential lifeline for the Native corporations and a profitable possibility for middlemen who understood tax law. You see where this is going?

Rubenstein and his partners in the fledgling Carlyle firm were struggling to make their way in a financial world they only half understood. But they had a splendid sense of how politics and backdoor decision making worked in D.C. One day, Stephen Norris, a co-founder of Carlyle, told Rubenstein of the Alaska loophole, a situation that was practically tailor-made for the firm's expertise. Rubenstein, then 38, took notes. This, he figured, might be their break.

The Alaska loophole gave birth to what those in Washington business circles called the "Great Eskimo Tax Scam." It was akin to sounding a dinner bell for D.C. lawyers. Rubenstein dialed tribal leaders and lobbyists affiliated with the Native corporations and promised that he could make them lots of money--in exchange for a cut of the action. He and Norris recruited corporations in search of tax losses, flying the executives to Washington and lodging them at posh hotels. Many of the Native leaders Rubenstein worked with have passed away, but I found a long-retired Native businessman who shared his recollection on condition of anonymity. Rubenstein, he told me, did not talk of the beauty of Alaska's forests and fjords. Nor did he make much eye contact. I will make you millions, he said, and I will work seven days a week. It was, this man recalled, a disarmingly effective spiel.

In less than a year, Rubenstein and Norris bundled and sold more than $1 billion worth of tax losses by tribal corporations to American companies. For their service, Rubenstein and Norris charged a 1 percent fee and walked away with at least $10 million. With that, Rubenstein knew that he could compete in the world of finance.

The Alaska sales job clarified something else for him too. He was neither an economics wunderkind nor a hawkeyed stock picker. Improbably, however, this man who so often fixed his eyes on his shoes during conversation discovered he could persuade wealthy people to part with investment capital. Soon he was boarding airplane after airplane, traveling hundreds of days each year, wooing politicians and pension-fund officials, Texas oil barons and Middle Eastern emirs. Painstaking preparation preceded each conversation, whether in corporate offices in Switzerland, a swank restaurant in Singapore, or a mansion overlooking the Persian Gulf. "I made myself into a fundraiser, which was a little incongruous, because I wasn't an outgoing personality," Rubenstein told me. "You just have to steel your courage up."

In 1989, Rubenstein recruited Frank Carlucci to be Carlyle's managing director. A short and intense charmer, Carlucci had spent more than a decade in the foreign service, then served as deputy CIA director in the Carter administration and defense secretary in the Reagan administration. Finance types at other firms clucked dismissively about Carlucci's lack of investment experience. Rubenstein waved them off.

The late '80s were a time of disarray in the armaments sector, and private equity thrives in disarray. As defense secretary, Carlucci had reorganized the Pentagon's contract armament-procurement system. He knew the right people: the generals, the defense undersecretaries, and staffers who made the gears of the trillion-dollar defense world move. The Cold War was ending, and corporations were putting defense divisions up for sale. Carlyle wanted to avoid the markup associated with auctions run by Wall Street firms; a discreet phone call from Carlucci to a defense-contractor CEO was preferable.

Private-equity firms of the era gloried in excess. Greed was good, and publicity reified status. Rubenstein speaks of that time with the dispassionate and distancing tones of an anthropologist. It "was not, you know, 'Let's worry about DEI,'" he told me. Nor was it "'Let's make sure we pay all our taxes; we're very good on environment; and let's make sure we don't lose any jobs, because we don't want people to lose their livelihood.'" He shook his head. "The zeitgeist was 'What is the highest internal rate of return we could get?'"

In 1993, a reporter slipped behind the Carlyle curtain as the company was growing rapidly. The New Republic writer Michael Lewis, who later wrote the best-sellers Moneyball and The Big Short, talked with Rubenstein and Carlucci at length for an article titled "The Access Capitalists." Rubenstein came off as an awkward but connected man who understood a world fueled by the currency of access. To call him an old-fashioned entrepreneur was, Lewis wrote, "one of those half-truths that contains even less truth than a lie." Rubenstein and his partners still talk about how much that New Republic piece stung.


Rubenstein at his New York office, September 2015 (Chad Batka / The New York Times / Redux)



But Lewis depicted the firm as immensely profitable, and that was catnip for D.C.'s wealthy. "If you're an investor, you want access," a Carlyle co-founder who requested anonymity told me. "Suddenly everyone wanted to talk with us."

The '90s became a time of explosive growth in Carlyle's defense spending. Carlyle's $850 million purchase of United Defense, which manufactured tanks, artillery, naval guns, and missile launchers, was particularly fruitful. United Defense reeled in $5.8 billion in contracts from the Pentagon. When Carlyle fully exited the company, in 2004, it had made more than $1 billion in profit. By 2000, the collective value of defense companies in Carlyle's portfolio rivaled that of Raytheon and General Dynamics.

Meanwhile, Rubenstein kept hiring prominent Republicans, and not only from the defense sector. In 1993, he brought on a double bill from George H. W. Bush's administration: Secretary of State James Baker--a Princeton classmate of Carlucci--and Office of Management and Budget Director Richard Darman. During Bush's term, Rubenstein had put his son George W., on the board of a Carlyle subsidiary, too. That proved to be a misstep: Rubenstein told investors that the son had a taste for off-color jokes and no evident feel for private equity. Finally, in 1998, Carlyle added the former president, Bush himself, as an adviser. "I recruited people who I thought could get their calls returned," Rubenstein told me.

Those Rubenstein brought along made out well. By 2001, Baker may have held as much as $180 million in equity in the firm.

To ask Rubenstein about the value of Carlyle's high-profile hires is to observe a rhetorical two-step. These men were door knockers, he said, the shiny objects meant to attract attention. A potential client might turn down a dinner invitation to talk out investment opportunities with David Rubenstein, he told me, but they'd show up for Jim Baker: "I'm paying these guys basically to speak at the dinner or lunch." As wealthy guests appeared, Rubenstein would move in, shaking hands, persuading them to invest in Carlyle.

There was more to it. Carlucci's phone calls led to the purchase of companies. After he left office, the elder President Bush helped Carlyle win a battle to acquire a Korean bank. When Rubenstein flew to the Middle East to raise money, he invited Baker to tag along. "Because I'm Jewish, I didn't think I should go," he told me. But when he expressed his reservations to Baker, Baker gave him a look as if to suggest he was a naif. "It's not a problem that you're Jewish," Baker replied. (Rubenstein since has come to see a certain advantage to being Jewish in that region. As he put it, "People in the Middle East thought: 'Jews are smart. They know how to manage money.'")

That cozy world changed on September 11. As the airliners crashed into the World Trade Center towers, Carlyle was running an investor conference at the Ritz-Carlton in Washington, D.C. In attendance were members of the bin Laden family, including Shafiq bin Laden, an estranged half-brother of Osama. This was unfortunate timing for both Carlyle and the bin Laden family, which hurriedly liquidated its holdings in a Carlyle fund that invested in buyouts of military and aerospace companies.

Within a few years, Carlyle's challenges began to cascade. Anti-war demonstrators picketed. Congress asked tough questions. The Economist magazine opined that Carlyle "gives capitalism a bad name." The founders felt exposed. "We were heavily criticized for having been part of the 'war machine,'" Rubenstein told me. He gave a slight shrug. "If you live by the sword, you die by the sword."

The life of a private-equity titan is wonderfully remunerative and unfailingly unsentimental; he knew what he had to do. In March 2005, as body counts in Iraq mounted, Rubenstein and a partner, Daniel A. D'Aniello, walked into Baker's office.

The former secretary of state eyed the Carlyle founders scuffling and staring at their shoes. He chuckled. He recognized his end. "You guys!" he said loudly to Rubenstein. "You need to separate from me. I'm a big boy, I get that."

Carlucci had retired two years earlier. Rubenstein turned his attention to George H. W. Bush. He was fond of Bush, and regarded him as a smart man of impeccable manners. "It was awkward," he allowed.

Rubenstein need not have worried. The former president was scion of a wealthy WASP family and a former intelligence chieftain, and reacted with no less sangfroid than Baker. This was the business these men had chosen. "Bush said to us, 'Look, I know the war is going south and you're getting blamed. Cut me loose,'" Rubenstein recalled.

Since 2004, Carlyle has pivoted away from defense--but it still runs by the logic of access capitalism. Carlyle does private lending and holds stakes in aerospace companies, luxury housing, health care, oil fields, natural-gas pipelines. It has owned and sold majority stakes in Hertz; Dunkin' Brands; Cogentrix Energy, an American power generator; and Booz Allen Hamilton. It has purchased significant tracts of real estate, extended credit to builders, and moved into the insurance sector. Carlyle took a minority stake in McDonald's China in 2017; it sold that for $1.8 billion in 2023. It helped finance and lead a renovation of John F. Kennedy International Airport, creating 10,000 jobs.

Roge Karma: The secretive industry devouring the U.S. economy

But not all is well. Interest rates have climbed, the sector has grown crowded, and as more and more private-equity firms compete to buy companies, prices go up and profit margins are squeezed. Private-equity firms hold more than $3 trillion worth of unsold firms; investors cannot see returns until these sales go through. "Private equity has struggled a bit," Rubenstein told me, adding that growth has slowed noticeably. The biggest firms resemble great white sharks, swimming in ceaseless search of yield and profit. Although they have ventured into obscure or unlikely areas, the weight of their deals has tended to fall heavily on working-class Americans. As Brendan Ballou wrote in his book, Plunder, private-equity firms were responsible for 600,000 jobs lost over the past decade in the retail sector alone.

Mobile-home parks offer an instructive case. Twenty million working-class and poor Americans live in trailer parks, the biggest pool of nonsubsidized affordable housing in the nation. Family operators traditionally owned these parks, but private-equity firms have piled in, seeing opportunity in a national housing shortage. Blackstone, Apollo, and Carlyle are among the 23 private-equity firms that now own more than 1,800 mobile-home parks with 377,000 lots, or about 4 percent of all parks in the country.

Which, after a fashion, explains how I found myself driving through the high desert and the Carson Mountains to Sparks, Nevada. I turned into the Sierra Royal Mobile Home Park on a razor-sharp morning and saw well-kept mobile homes with ornamental bushes and flowers. Jeanneil Marzan, a white-haired retiree, stood at her door. "We bought here because it was a nice, quiet community, and affordable," she told me.


A commemorative wall recognizing donors at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, November 2025 (Jared Soares for The Atlantic)



Mobile-home economics are straightforward: Marzan owns her home and rents the land for about $900 a month from Sierra Royal. But in 2022, when Carlyle purchased the mobile park, monthly land rents for new tenants rose to $1,010. That set a tough standard for new renters and drove down buyer demand.

"It was like ice water thrown on us," Marzan said.

"Carlyle wants money we don't have," Roger George, one of her neighbors, told me.

Some days later, I talked mobile homes with Rubenstein, who insisted that Carlyle seeks to improve mobile parks and discusses plans beforehand with tenant groups. (No tenant I interviewed at the Sierra Royal recalled such a consultation.) "People are living in mobile homes not because, I suspect, they love mobile homes but because that's what they can afford," Rubenstein told me.

A spokesperson suggested I examine Plaza Del Rey, a mobile-home park in Sunnyvale, California. Carlyle purchased this working-class pocket of Silicon Valley 10 years ago, and he said "it worked out really well for everyone." But when I exchanged emails with a Plaza Del Rey tenant, Fred Kameda, I heard a different story. He moved there in 2011. When Carlyle took over, he said, it sharply increased costs for new residents, doubling rents in five years. "The land-rent increases had the immediate impact of reducing the sales price of our home," Kameda said. "Our mortgages are underwater and our homes unsellable." Carlyle paid $150 million to acquire Plaza Del Rey in 2015 and sold it four years later for $237 million.

Carlyle's foray into nursing homes raised more troubling questions. In 2007, the firm purchased Manor Care, one of the nation's largest nursing-home chains, for $6.3 billion. At the time, critics cautioned that Carlyle did not appreciate the patients' vulnerability, and warned about the consequences of trying to juice the profit margins. But Carlyle's analysts exuded cockiness. "Manor Care is poised to become an even stronger health care provider under Carlyle's ownership," the firm stated in a 2007 release.

Carlyle borrowed $4.8 billion and put that on Manor Care's ledger. There was a sale leaseback. Carlyle paid itself handsomely to manage the nursing homes, but the nursing-home chain began to leak money. A 2018 Washington Post investigation found that patient care crashed after Carlyle's takeover; inspectors saw patients with bedsores and sitting in urine, and residents and their families consistently reported that staffing was inadequate. In March 2018, the chain filed for bankruptcy and Carlyle slipped away. (Carlyle told The Washington Post at the time that it had only reduced administrative--not nursing--costs, and attributed Manor Care's financial troubles to a decline in federal Medicare spending. A spokesperson told The Atlantic that Carlyle had "exited the investment in 2018" and was no longer involved with the chain.)

Manor Care represented a significant investment and a large embarrassment for Rubenstein and Carlyle. How, I wondered, did a nursing-home chain with tens of thousands of employees deteriorate so markedly while owned by one of the globe's wealthiest private-equity firms? "Nursing homes is a difficult business, right?" Rubenstein replied.

Right.

"It's pretty easy to say, Well, 20 percent of your people died," he continued. "But, you know, they get into the nursing home when they're 90 years old. They're probably going to die at some point." Going forward, he said, Carlyle will avoid investing in nursing homes. "It's hard to convince people that you're adding a lot of value," he said. That was perhaps especially the case with respect to Manor Care, where the reverse was true.

Rubenstein sat in his office on a sultry summer day at Camden Yards--he had recently purchased his hometown Orioles for $1.725 billion--as our conversation turned to his wealth. He'd presented himself to me as a run-of-the-mill billionaire, recounting deals missed and titans with fortunes that eclipsed his own.

Rubenstein's not that rich, by billionaire standards. The nation has some 1,000 billionaires, and his pile is a fraction of that of his wealthiest peers in private equity, a fact that has not escaped his notice. As Rubenstein had noted to me, having $1 billion is not what it used to be. But he also acknowledged that he is fabulously wealthy--he is at least that self-aware.

Rubenstein knows that many Americans view his sector as a fixed casino, and hinted at slightly bruised feelings. "You can always make jokes about private equity," Rubenstein told me. "People think, as Balzac said, that behind every great fortune there's a crime. If you've done something to make a lot of money, you must have done something wrong somewhere." But where was the crime, Rubenstein continued, in accumulating piles of riches for yourself and your investors if, along the way, you also delivered great returns to public-employee-pension funds and college endowments and invested in companies that create jobs?

Rubenstein tutored me in the mathematics of private-equity profit extraction. His analysts target underutilized market sectors, whether a gas pipeline in Alaska or a Mumbai-based life-insurance company. It fell to him to persuade trustees of pension funds and managers of university endowments to hand over investment dollars. (He made many phone calls and several trips to California to woo trustees of Calpers, the agency that manages public retirement funds in that state. It's now a major investor in Carlyle, with billions of dollars in various funds.) Private-equity services do not come cheap. Although management fees have fallen recently, the standard industry charge for years was 2 percent of total capital annually and 20 percent of profits. The legendary returns make it all worthwhile.

Or not. Ludovic Phalippou, an economics professor at Oxford and a critic of private equity, has argued that when fees are factored in, private-equity returns differ not much from those of stock funds. Other prominent analysts take an even more pessimistic view; Morningstar, a well-regarded fund-rating agency, cautions that of the 14 private-equity-focused funds launched in 2022 or earlier, 11 have underperformed the S&P 500 since their inception, some "by a lot." To Phalippou, private equity is terrific at creating wealth--for its founders. One speculates he is not a favored guest at private-equity soirees. (Private-equity economists argue that their companies' investments cannot be measured by comparing them year over year to, say, stock-index funds. The sale of equity investments are carefully timed, they argue, and they note that many sophisticated investors apparently agree with them).

I asked Rubenstein whether the private-equity fee structure is a touch avaricious. He shrugged. "Trying to defend making high rates of return and making 20 percent of the profits is not easy to do," he replied evenly. I looked at him, puzzled, and he steadily returned my gaze.

Private equity charges what it does because it can. And private equity, whatever its capitalist digestive problems, continues to disgorge billionaires. From 2005 to 2020, private-equity billionaires have multiplied from three to 22; Phalippou calls the sector a "billionaire factory." To Rubenstein's repeated point, some of his peers--Leon Black, Henry Kravis, and Stephen Schwarzman leap to mind--have a net worth far greater than his own.

Central to Rubenstein's sense of himself is an inchoate desire to outstrive peers, in business, in philanthropy, in public fame. Without a therapist--he has never seen one, he told me--he cannot explain this compulsion. Age, however, has rendered him curious about its genesis.


Rubenstein, the majority owner of the Baltimore Orioles, celebrates his team's victory over the Cleveland Guardians with fans at Camden Yards, April 16, 2025. (Patrick Smith / Getty)



He invited me to engage in a speculative exercise. Who was first in your high-school class? Do you remember? he asked in a manner that suggested he had forgotten his answer. "There are many people who had incredible resumes that I would have died for, and now they're retired. They're not doing much. They've lost their drive. It's strange how the world works."

He mentioned a friend in Chicago, a wealthy man diagnosed with ALS, the deadly neurodegenerative disease. He also told me that, a few days earlier, then-Georgetown University President John DeGioia, another acquaintance and eight years his junior, had suffered a stroke during a meeting. (DeGioia has since stepped down.) Rubenstein told me he peruses newspaper obituaries with careful attention to detail. "I read the obituaries to see whether people younger than I died and why they might have died," he said. "I'm at an age where a lot of your friends die."

"How did I get lucky?" he asked.

There was his unspoken chaser: How long will his luck hold? Rubenstein has spent much of his adult life in black SUVs and private airports and mansions and princely restaurants, in conversations with sheikhs, presidents, and managers of sovereign wealth funds. He has spent 250 days a year on the road, often as the lone passenger--he prefers solitude--on his Gulfstream jet. He rarely if ever watches movies on the plane, preferring to read the books and newspapers piled at his feet or study numbers and rehearse his pitches. As he joked (I think) on a recent business podcast: "I told my family, 'Bury me in my airplane.' I'm never so happy as when I'm in my plane. I can call people or not call people. They can't reach me easily. I can watch TV; I can sleep." A boulder outside his mansion in Nantucket, where he rarely sleeps, is inscribed I'd rather be working.

"I want to get it done before I die," he said of philanthropy and empire building. He calls it his "sprint to the finish."

Rubenstein gave me a list of his friends and colleagues. All praised his intelligence and attentiveness. When I asked if Rubenstein ever called them to just chat, if they shared laughs over long dinners, they fell silent or shook their head.

Each year at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, James Gorman, the former Morgan Stanley chair who is now the chair of Disney, throws a big dinner, and Rubenstein joins him at the head table. "Some people feed off of moving constantly," Gorman told me. "If you slowed David down, he'd slow very quickly. It's like a fish that stops swimming. They stop and they die."

Rubenstein told me once that he wondered whether his three children had inherited his obsessive drive. He has said that they grew up "reasonably wealthy." (He had earned millions by the time his eldest daughter was in elementary school, and he was closing in on his first billion by the time she graduated from college.) Too much comfort, he said, puts the children of the wealthy at a disadvantage. "You might have grown up spoiled, without the drive to achieve something," he said.

As adults, his children, now ages 34, 37, and 40, followed Rubenstein into the family business, and although he's signed a pledge to give away perhaps half of his fortune to charity, he's also plowed millions--"modest amounts," he calls the sum--into his children's private-equity funds. He noted, a touch archly, that the kids have yet to produce quite the promised returns. His son, Andrew, is a co-founder of the venture-capital firm Shorewind Capital. His daughter Alexa Rachlin works at Hobe Mountain Capital, a firm spun off from Declaration Partners, which is anchored by Rubenstein. His younger daughter, Gabrielle, who co-founded Manna Tree Partners, seems to most embrace his work ethic. Years earlier, at a conference in Zurich, she offered a glimpse of what it was to labor in the shadow of an influential multibillionaire father. She spoke of embarking on an exhausting 323-day, 18-country fundraising tour that she halted only as COVID swept the globe in early 2020. "It really destroyed my microbiome," she said at the conference. But "I earned my father's trust. My father's language is fundraising."

There's a decent chance today that if you are not in the finance industry, you know of Rubenstein less for his career in private equity than for his role as a benefactor: the halls and galleries, the placards on monuments, the board seats at elite nonprofits and universities. His philanthropy resembles the late-life turn of many famously wealthy men. Andrew Mellon established the National Gallery of Art. John Rockefeller gave away a large chunk of his fortune, equivalent to more than $10 billion in today's dollars. Andrew Carnegie, the steel baron, divested himself of 90 percent of his wealth and built 2,509 libraries. Carnegie even marked himself as a sort of class traitor by celebrating progressive taxation: "By taxing estates heavily at death the state marks its condemnation of the selfish millionaire's unworthy life."

No such heresy escapes Rubenstein's lips; he has no inner Bernie Sanders, and has defended the tax advantages that his class views as birthrights. He gives great sums to children's health care and cancer research, but his passion is his own brand: patriotic philanthropy. He said that reminding people of America's narrative arc strengthens American democracy. It's also the case that his philanthropy reinforced his station--as an exemplar of Washington's old establishment.

In return for his donations, Rubenstein has collected a blur of board memberships and chairmanships--the Kennedy Center, the National Gallery, the Council on Foreign Relations, the Brookings Institution. Celebrities surrounded him. He has stood with evident joy among presidents and first ladies, chatted with the comedian Billy Crystal, given awards to Bette Midler and Big Bird.

Rubenstein tended to the business of reputation building ever so carefully. He is averse to controversy and does not donate to political campaigns. But a man of wealth has many ways of rendering service to political patrons. He has several times turned his 13-acre Nantucket estate over to the Bidens. (George H. W. Bush and his wife have stayed there as well.)

This is an old sort of D.C. power projection. To wit, in the final days of his administration, Joe Biden awarded Rubenstein the Presidential Medal of Freedom. That could be read as status affirmed, another honor to be tucked into Rubenstein's obit file, his sprint to the finish looking grand.

One observer was, however, not so impressed: Donald Trump, who, during his first term, was often stiffed by the sort of celebrities who surrounded Rubenstein. He watched Rubenstein, his maybe friend, aglow in a nest of Democrats, sitting on stage with Hillary Clinton and Alex Soros. Anna Wintour was there as well, and she had not put Melania, the first lady, on the cover of Vogue. The perceived slight, say those who know them, ate at Trump. Three weeks after Trump's second inauguration, Rubenstein was out as chair of the Kennedy Center.


President Joe Biden presents Rubenstein with the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the U.S.'s highest civilian honor, January 2025. (Manuel Balce Ceneta / AP)



In one of my interviews with Rubenstein, in the conference room of a 32nd-floor Carlyle aerie in Manhattan, I asked whether Trump's unsettling admixture of resentment, bullying, and retaliation threatened his legacy. This president is--Rubenstein paused and picked his word carefully--"unique."

I looked at him. Was that all? What of Trump's mercurial game with tariffs, the humiliation of foreign leaders, the masked men carrying out immigration arrests in schools and stores, the deportations without due process? What of Trump's challenge to constitutional norms? Rubenstein, who fancies himself a lay historian of the American presidency, speculated that Trump might circumvent the law and run for a third term in 2028. "He feels he can be president longer," he said. Amend the Constitution; "just stay there," refuse to leave the White House at the end of his term; or run as vice president on a ticket with J. D. Vance so that Vance can resign upon their election, leaving Trump to take power again.

Rubenstein laid out these scenarios. And a few seconds of silence followed. The unspoken thought seemed to hang in the room: Don't captains of finance have a duty, perhaps even an obligation, to speak up? "Right now, who in the business community is publicly saying, 'You can't be doing all the things you are doing'?" Rubenstein said after a while. "Nobody, nobody."

Rubenstein sat for the first time this year on the committee of the John F. Kennedy Library Foundation that hands out the annual Profile in Courage Award. Past award winners have included the civil-rights legend John Lewis, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, and Senator John McCain. In these perilous times, Rubenstein said, the board had trouble finding someone "who actually has the courage right now to deserve the Profiles in Courage award." Too many have shrunk from the moment. On May 4, the foundation gave the award to former Vice President Mike Pence, who withstood Trump's extraordinary pressure to overturn the results of the 2020 election.

A business titan is not nature's rebel. Rubenstein's vote to honor Pence for standing up to Trump likely did not escape the president's notice. So maybe that counts for courage. But couldn't a man with all that money, and all that power, do something more for the country he loves? Rubenstein shook his head and gave me a look that suggested that, like most of his class, he'd already made up his mind.



This article originally stated that Alexa Rachlin works at Declaration Partners. In fact, she works at Hobe Mountain Capital, a firm spun off from Declaration Partners. It also misstated Rubenstein's family name upon arrival to the United States.
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Hot Stars in the Lobster Nebula

Day 4 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




Day 4 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Star Birth in the Lobster Nebula. NASA's James Webb Space Telescope recently imaged a region where the radiation and winds from a group of superhot infant stars are blasting and sculpting dense clouds of surrounding dust. This brilliant star cluster, called Pismis 24, lies about 5,500 light-years away, near the core of the Lobster Nebula.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photography/2025/12/day-4-2025-space-telescope-advent-calendar-hot-stars-lobster-nebula/685132/?utm_source=feed
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Why American Health Care Is Still a Mess

Jonathan Gruber on the broken American health-care system, Obamacare, the Trump administration's war on vaccines and science, and being on the wrong end of Republican outrage. Plus: David on Donald Trump's Ukraine "peace plan," recent scandals, and <em>They Thought They Were Free</em>, by Milton Mayer.

by David Frum

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the shocking alleged corruption that has informed President Donald Trump's actions toward Ukraine and the scandal of the recently proposed "peace plan" by the United States. He goes on to discuss how the many scandals of the Trump presidency make it hard to focus on just one, as it is quickly replaced in the news cycle by another.

Then David is joined by Jonathan Gruber, an economics professor and the chairman of the economics department at MIT. Gruber discusses the backlash he faced as a key architect of the Affordable Care Act and why the American health-care system still feels so broken. David and Gruber also talk about the war on both vaccines and science that is being waged by the conservative right.

Finally, David closes the episode with a discussion on They Thought They Were Free, by Milton Mayer, and what we can learn about teaching soldiers to commit crimes.

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 today will be Jonathan Gruber, professor of health-care policy at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and one of the principal architects of the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare). In the final segment of the show, I will discuss the book They Thought They Were Free, by Milton Mayer, a 1955 study of a small German community where people had to come to terms with the terrible things that were done by them, by their neighbors, and by their government during the Third Reich. It's a book full of historical interest, but also with implications for any society trying to come to terms with its past to build a better and more honorable future.

Before the dialogue and before the book discussion of the week, some preliminary thoughts. In November, the United States adopted as its own a diplomatic document that imposed Russian terms on the independent country of Ukraine. The document imposed terms of territorial surrender, compromise of Ukrainian sovereignty, limits on the Ukrainian armed forces--all of them Russian wish lists--in return for nothing more from Russia than a temporary cessation of violence against Ukraine. It was a shocking surrender document. And the question that bothered a lot of people is, as bad as the Trump administration has been on Ukraine, as far as they've gone toward the Russian point of view, nothing like this; this is beyond anything ever seen before. How could it have happened?

Well, on November 28, The Wall Street Journal produced a report that explained how it could have happened. It turns out that, at the same time as the Trump team was negotiating with the Russians over Ukrainian surrender, connected insiders were working with their Russian counterparts on a series of business deals, to enrich themselves after the end of conflict with deals on energy, rare earth, on highly favorable terms to the Americans. The Russians, it looks very much like, were simply paying Trump insiders to gain clout to put pressure on Ukraine to surrender to Russian terms.

Now, this story, highly detailed, would've been one of the most shocking stories of the Trump administration so far if it hadn't been juxtaposed by another terrible story that very same day, where President [Donald] Trump announced his intention to pardon the former president of Honduras, Juan Orlando Hernandez, convicted as one of the biggest cocaine dealers in American history--sending tons of cocaine into the United States, arranging for bribes and murders--convicted and sentenced to 45 years in an American prison. And Trump announced his intention to pardon this tremendously sinister drug figure at the same time as he is sending little boats to the bottom of the Caribbean with their small-scale drug dealers still aboard, some of them apparently, or reportedly, killed in cold blood. How does this make sense?

Well, Hernandez is, of course, wired and connected to all kinds of people. He had influential friends. And it's just one of a pattern of strange commutations and pardons from the Trump administration. Here's another: President Trump commuted the sentence of David Gentile, a private-equity guy convicted of defrauding hundreds of investors of more than $1 billion.

The cavalcade, the onslaught of corruption stories just never stops. It seems like there's one a week. And some of them are so familiar that we've stopped even mentioning them, like in October, the Republican majority of the Senate voted down a Democratic proposal not to finance the Qatari jet--remember that--that the Pentagon accepted on Trump's behalf and that the taxpayer is now spending hundreds of millions of dollars to outfit for Trump and that, according to the terms of the gift, are to be taken with Donald Trump to his so-called presidential library, but for his use after he ceases to be president. That is no longer a big story, but it still continues.

We continue to remark on the novelty news of the glitzy, crazy White House ballroom, now enlarged to hold 1,350 people, and there are all kinds of problems with the asbestos and the wiring and the windows. And it's financed by hundreds of millions of dollars in gifts from corporations with interests before the Trump administration. It's just one thing after another like this.

The first Trump administration was beset by many, many scandals, but there was still, despite the scandals--or along with the scandals--an administration there. There was some sense of policy, some things they wanted to do. This administration seems like a series of scandals masquerading as an administration. Even the seeming policies, like the tariff policy, turn out to be mechanisms and vehicles for scandal politics. The value of a tariff is not that it's going to do anything for American industry; industrial employment and manufacturing employment is trending down under Donald Trump. But it is a thing that you can do to an industry, you can afflict upon an industry, that some industries will pay you to have relief from. And it's precisely this ability to buy and sell relief from tariffs that makes the tariff policy so extraordinarily interesting to the Trump administration.

When this all ends--and I am confident it will end and that the end is coming and maybe pretty soon--we're going to need more than to treat this episode as a chapter in American history. The "Bygones will be bygones" approach taken by the Biden administration seems not adequate to the needs of the moment, seems not adequate to what has happened and been done in this first year of Trump. There's going to need to be a serious investigation to get to the bottom of things. There's going to need to be serious publicity. There's going to need to be accountability and consequences to the limits of the law. And where the law does not provide for consequences, where Trump and the people around him have invented some new way of being corrupt that no one ever wrote a law to prohibit because no one ever imagined a president would do such a terrible thing, well, then we're going to need some new laws, some serious reforms, things that were generally not done during the [Joe] Biden years, but that need to be done now.

It's not just a chapter of history; it's a warning to the future, and it's a challenge to Americans to do better, to make sure that such things never happen again. And while we can't restore the lives of those who were wrongfully killed by the Trump administration in the Caribbean Sea, we can ensure that the kind of disregard for law that enabled those killings, that that at least comes to an end. That's at least the hope. That's at least the conviction. Maybe that's a promise we need to make to ourselves.

And now my dialogue with Jonathan Gruber.

[Music]

Frum: Unless you follow health debates closely, you may not immediately recollect the name of my guest today. But a dozen years ago, Jonathan Gruber stood nearly at the top of the roster of demon figures on the American far right. If you watched Glenn Beck's program on Fox News or listened to Rush Limbaugh on the radio, Jonathan Gruber ranked with [Adolf] Hitler and [Joseph] Stalin among history's greatest monsters. I don't mean that as a figure of speech, either--on a November 2013 program, Limbaugh literally accused Gruber of believing in eugenics of the kind that directly led to the Holocaust. Gruber's offense was his leading role in the design of the Affordable Care Act, nicknamed Obamacare. A professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Gruber is a career scholar of the American health-care system.

The fight over the Affordable Care Act has not ended. In fact, the longest shutdown in government history was just fought over the issue of subsidies to the Affordable Care Act program. But, while the fight has continued, the issues behind the program [have] never really been resolved.

The Trump administration, meanwhile, is advancing a health agenda of its own that rejects vaccines and even such basic science as the germ theory of disease. So I thought it might be a good moment to reconnect with Jonathan Gruber about the future of the American health-care system: the opportunities, the hopes, and the fears.

Professor Gruber, thanks for joining the program today.

Jonathan Gruber: My pleasure. Good to be here, David.

Frum: So let's do a little tour of the horizon of how things stand in American health care. The American health-care system is unbelievably expensive. According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, health-care spending of all kinds, public and private, will add up soon to about $5 trillion annually. To put that in context, that's a little less than the GDP of Germany, the world's third-greatest economy, and larger than the GDP of Japan, the world's fourth-largest economy.

For this $5 trillion, the outcomes are not great. The United States is one of the very few highly developed countries with an average life expectancy below 80--slightly higher than 80 for women, but well below 80 for men--and child mortality numbers are not so great. Meanwhile, it's still true that about 8 percent of the population is uninsured. So how should we understand all of this? Where are we going? How satisfied or dissatisfied should Americans be with what they get for their money?

Gruber: Well, David, that's a big question, so let me try to break it down into a few parts. Let's start with what I think is the most important, which is sort of value for our dollar. It's useful to put this in terms of GDP; the dollars can be confusing. So we spent about 18 percent of GDP on health care. In 1950, we spent 4 percent of GDP in health care. Guess what? Health care sucked in 1950, okay? Infants were four times as likely to die before their first birthday. Those who had a heart attack were four times as likely to die in the first year afterwards. Health care has gotten a lot better and a lot more expensive.

It's important to put in context the facts you have about life expectancy and things. David, for people like you and I, the life expectancy in the U.S. is as good as anywhere else in the world. The difference in the U.S. and the rest of the world is our disparities. A white baby born in the U.S. today has the same infant-mortality rate as one born in Scandinavia. A Black baby born in the U.S. today has a worse infant-mortality rate than one born in Barbados. So the issue in the U.S. is there are the haves and the have-nots--the haves get comparable health care to the rest of the world at a much higher price; the have-nots get worse health care at a much higher price.

So there's really two fundamental challenges in U.S. health care: There's disparities, and there's costs.

Frum: Are the disparities health-care problems, or are they connected to things that are much bigger than the health-care system? I sometimes wonder, if the health-care wishing well gave you a magic wish, and you could have any health-care innovation at all, or you could simply say, A hundred-percent rate of wearing helmets among motorcycle drivers, which would make the bigger impact?

Gruber: I think you're absolutely right, David. It's embarrassing to health economists, or a little humbling, to think that, really, health care is third in our list of things that determine our health. First and second are our genes and our behaviors. Health care is third. That doesn't mean health care can't play a huge role. For example, the estimates are that the expansions of Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act saved tens of thousands of lives. Health care can play a big role; it's just not the biggest role. So those disparities that we talked about, they're more driven by socioeconomic conditions and by other differences, but health-care disparities play a large role in adding to that gap.

Frum: When you say a "health-care disparity," what does that mean, practically? If you are poor and Black, if you're nonpoor and non-Black, what do you encounter that's different?

Gruber: That's a great question. Here's how to think about it, which is, first of all, you're much more likely to be uninsured. What does being uninsured mean? It doesn't mean that, if you get by hit by the car, you won't go to the hospital. America has a law called the EMTALA law, which says every hospital emergency room has to treat you, regardless of your health-insurance coverage. What it does mean is you won't get preventive care, you won't get maintenance for your chronic diseases, you won't get the things that--besides accidents--are crucial determinants of health, and that is the major disparity. There's other disparities in terms of access to health-care providers, which are also important, but the fundamental disparity is people who are uninsured don't get the care they need to maintain their health.

Frum: Americans don't like comparing their way of doing things to anybody else. And when they do compare, the comparison they typically will most often make is to my native Canada, partly because it's next door and speaks English, and partly because it's a system as different from the United States just about as there is in the developed world, so you get a very extreme compare and contrast--very different from what you would do if you compared it to, say, Switzerland or Germany. But how do other countries approach these things? What do they do right that Americans could learn from if Americans were ever minded to learn from anybody?

Gruber: I think, fundamentally, they do two different things, and this comes to, really, debate over single payer. Let's step back and talk about Bernie [Sanders] and single payer. Okay, what is single-payer health care? It really is three different pieces. The first piece, the one we talk about the most and that's the least important, is having one single payer. The second piece is universal coverage. That's something that other countries do right--most countries in the world do right--and that's something we should do. The third piece, which we don't talk about nearly enough, is regulating health-care prices. We're the only developed country in the world which lets the free market determine the prices we pay for health care. Health care is a broken market. The free market should not be determining the prices. There should be government regulation to help determine the prices. Every other country in the world's learned that lesson; we have not.

Frum: Well, it's not quite a free market, because the whole structure of the market, those little codes that we all get when we get a doctor's bill--you see that you've got this set of codes for each step of the process--those are decreed by the Medicare system. And since most of the doctoring that is done in this country is done for Medicare patients, doctors don't maintain two separate ways of doing business, one for Medicare and one for everybody else. The Medicare system drives it. And Medicare sets prices, and not only sets prices but sets ways of charging that create--the market that we create is an artifact of the way government regulates the market.

Gruber: So let's remind the listeners: Medicare is universal coverage for those over 65 in America; it's also the name of the universal coverage plan in Canada. So it can be a confusing term.

Medicare is a regulated program that applies to a large share of health-care spending in the U.S., but it does not apply to the majority of health-care spending in the U.S. The codes you're referring to, those are medical codes not determined by Medicare--those are ICD-9 codes and procedure codes that are not regulated by Medicare. Medicare does dictate what we pay for those on Medicare, and often, it can drive what the private sector pays. But the key thing is, if you look at what we pay for drugs, what we pay for medical devices, what we pay doctors and hospitals outside the Medicare program, there is no regulatory mechanism that drives the vast majority of the spending in the U.S. today.

Frum: So what do you make of the claim that you sometimes hear that one of the reasons that American health care costs so much more than health care in Switzerland or Germany or Norway is that everybody in the American health-care system, except for the people at the very bottom--like, the health-care attendants at the very bottom--but everyone else, from the executives, doctors, even the nurses, are all paid much more than their counterparts in other countries?

Gruber: That's not quite right. So let's work from the bottom up. The very bottom--I recently wrote a book, David, that compares long-term care in the U.S. to other countries--what you see at the very bottom, the health-care aides, they're paid about half as well as they are in other countries. Our nurses are paid about as well as they are in other countries. Our primary-care doctors are paid about as well as they are in other countries. It's our specialists, our executives, and in particular, the vast array of health-care middlemen that we have that are not only paid more, but don't exist in other countries. That's a big driver of the cost.

Frum: And when you say a "middleman," what does that middleman do?

Gruber: Great. So let's talk about how we price drugs in the U.S. versus other countries. In other countries, there's a regulatory body, which says, The drug shall cost this much. So everybody buys the drug at that price. In the U.S., there's a negotiation between every single payer and every single drug company. That negotiation's complicated. So we've introduced a middleman called the pharmacy-benefit manager, a PBM, that helps with that negotiation. There's an ongoing debate, to which we don't know the answer, of whether PBMs lower or raise costs for consumers. We do know that PBMs themselves earn billions and billions of dollars that just wouldn't exist if we regulated the prices; we wouldn't have a need for this middleman.

Frum: Maybe what we're seeing here is the triumph of American lobbying. It's not that America's worse at health care than other countries; it's just much, much better at lobbying than other countries.

Gruber: What we're seeing here is America not learning the lesson that was determined in 1963--the very first article on health economics, by the Nobel Prize-winning economist Kenneth Arrow, talked about how you could not have a more broken market than health care.

What I teach my students in introductory microeconomics, David, is if the market works, government should stay out. But when the market doesn't work, government needs to be in. And the rest of the world's learned that lesson; we haven't. Now, the problem is, having done that, we've now set up a class of groups that lobby and have power, so it's hard to get rid of them, and that is the fundamental challenge going forward as we think about controlling health-care costs.

Frum: In the days before the big right-of-center argument about health care became that we don't need vaccines or that vaccines are bad, in the before times, the main right-of-center argument about health care was that if you made the consumer feel costs more, the consumer would make better choices, and that would result in important economies to the system. And what do you think of that argument, any merit to it?

Gruber: There is merit to it, absolutely. I think that there's a lot of evidence--think about two ways you can make people feel cost: One way is how much care they use. The other's where they go for that care, both do they go to the doctor more than they need to, and also, do they choose the cheapest doctors? Along both those dimensions, there is some evidence that putting consumer skin in the game matters. But it is not a prime driver of cost.

So it is absolutely right that a proper system should have consumer skin in the game, particularly for what we call "low-value care," things like back surgeries, things like knee replacements. These are things which consumers need, but which can be delivered--it's not low value--but things which can be delivered equally good at lower-cost options and where consumers often spend more than they have to. So there is room for consumer skin in the game. But where the right is incorrect is it's not the primary driver of spending. Most spending is not [in] places that are consumer price sensitive.

Frum: The journalist and publisher Steven Brill had a project some years ago where he tried to find out: What did things cost in the United States? How much did a knee replacement cost at different hospitals? And he published a big article, I believe, in Time magazine, comparing and contrasting these costs. And then he wanted to have some kind of long-term project--which I think he gave up just because it was too difficult to find out the answers--of what things cost where, why. When you talk about a knee replacement, how does the consumer know that the knee replacement will cost so much at one hospital and a different price at another hospital?

Gruber: This is why the consumer shopping is not the answer. There's a role for consumers to get in the game, I agree, but it's not gonna solve our problems because it's hard to shop when you don't know the prices. Once again, in a regulated system, the prices would all be public, and we'd know them. The problem is the price you pay--there's great work by Zack Cooper at Yale, Marty Gaynor at Carnegie Mellon, and others showing that, even within a market, even within Boston, the price of a knee replacement varies widely across hospitals in unknown ways. And we need to address that before we're ever gonna have a consistent role of consumer shopping as an important determinant of our health-care system.

Frum: You said early on that our genes and our behaviors are more important than our health care, or as important, in determining what our outcomes are. There's not a lot we can do about our genes once we're already born, but our behaviors are variable. And at different moments, the United States has tried to bring home to consumers the cost of behaviors. It was successfully able to impose taxes on cigarettes, for example. It's been less successful at opposing taxes on alcohol. There's been a complete breakdown in the attempt to control drugs, a very contentious issue. Sugars. And we control driving behaviors by a random system of tickets for speeding and sometimes not wearing seat belts, sometimes not wearing motorcycle helmets. I think in many states--I'm gonna forget the figures on how many of the states, but a considerable number of the states--helmets are not required of motorcycle drivers. So how do we bring those costs home to anybody in a way that makes the consumer the center of the story?

Gruber: It's a great question. We can look to the success of smoking. Remember, we've known smoking was bad for you since 1954--it was scientifically clear in 1954--but smoking rates were rising in the U.S. until about the mid-1980s. So it took 30 years to even get reversal on that. What caused it was just a concerted campaign that brought home the costs not just to the smoker, but to society--the cost of excess medical care, the cost of fire started by smokers, the cost of what smokers are imposing on society. We need a campaign--in particular, we have a crisis of overuse of alcohol in this country; we need a campaign to recognize the enormous cost imposed.

But let's be clear, David, this is hard. With smoking, it's kind of easy, which is: Every cigarette's bad for you. Drinking's harder because the first few drinks aren't bad for you. We used to think they're good for you; now we know they're not. But they certainly aren't bad for you. It's only when you drink a lot or get behind the wheel, it's bad for you. If you take sugars, sugars aren't bad for you except in excess. So it becomes a much more challenging public-health issue, which we're gonna need to figure out how to develop a consensus on how we address those external costs.

Frum: Well, when you talk about a debate, let's talk about how we do those things, because you were at the center of a debate. We've been having a fairly clinical conversation to this point. But for your role--you had a role in the design of the Massachusetts program that was signed into law by Governor Mitt Romney in the early 2000s. You had, again, a role in the Affordable Care Act debate. I can't imagine that you enjoyed the kind of publicity that you got for your roles in those debates.

Gruber: Look, it was quite awful how mean people were--both in emails, death threats, etc.--to me over something I did to try to make people's lives better. I continue to think that most people who do that are really misinformed, that they don't understand the Affordable Care Act. They don't understand the benefits it delivers for people like themselves. And I think my role is to have a thick skin and continue to try to inform people as well as I can about how the law works.

It is absolutely true that, once people understand this law, they like it better; it was paraphrased in the famous Jimmy Kimmel ACA versus Obamacare video. But in general, once people understand this law, they like it better, and that's been seen in what's happened to public approval, which has gone from underwater to 65 percent over time.

Frum: Well, just on your point about whether people are or not misinformed, there's a difference between being uninformed and being misinformed.

Uninformed is the natural state of humanity. We all start out uninformed about everything, and we all remain, to the end of our lives, uninformed about most things because there's a lot of knowledge, and we have a finite number of minutes in our lives. So there's no disgrace to being uninformed--it just meant that you didn't decide for yourself that such and such a topic was important enough to you, personally, to pay the expense and time and trouble of acquiring knowledge. No disgrace to being uninformed.

But misinformed is a different thing. Somebody has to set out to misinform you, and that's much more ambitious and costly and determined because the people who do the misinforming are not uninformed; they may often be the best informed. One of the things, I think, where our lives sort of touched--and we've never met before--but I remember taking part in these debates in 2010; I was working at a right-of-center D.C. think tank. And I tried to argue that the Democrats were not gonna repeat the experience of 1994, that this time they had the votes, they would pass something in 2010, and Republicans should negotiate, which was correct. I was sacked from my job, which I don't exactly object to at this point, because they sort of had to do it. But the effort of making sure that people did not understand, that was a top-down program. And we're today seeing another top-down program to make people not understand that they need to vaccinate their kids, that infectious diseases are caused by germs. We have a top-down misinformation problem.

Gruber: I didn't know that story, David. That's very interesting, and thank you for taking a courageous position there on that.

Look, I agree we need distinguish lack of information or misinformation. You're right. As our president famously said, health care's a hard topic. I don't expect most people to understand it. What's frustrating is when people think they do when they haven't thought about it, and of course, what's even worse is the effort to misinform.

David, you've been in politics longer than I have. I think the game-changing feature of the ACA politically was, historically, before that, there would be a fight til the bill passed. The bill would pass, and we'd move on to the next fight. I think what happened is the fight just never stopped once the bill passed. In fact, shortly after the bill passed, a huge share of Americans didn't know it had passed; they thought it was still being debated. And I think that was the game changer, was just the lack of any willingness to budge on a law that had actually passed democratically--remember, David, a law that originated with a Republican governor in Massachusetts and, not many people know this, was literally written by a bipartisan group of three Democrats and three Republicans on the Senate Finance Committee. Despite this, the fight got even more heated, and that sort of promoted this misinformation.

Frum: Yeah. I wanna talk about, especially, the misinformation that surrounds vaccines. Now, some of this is just truly crazy people, and some of this is some very bad actors who are bad acting for reasons that are kind of hard to decode. But I think one of the reasons that, for less bad actors, that the anti-vaccine argument appeals is there's a human desire to believe that health care is something we deserve, that somehow fate rewards effort. And that if you eat right, if you exercise, that you will be protected from any kind of disease, even the infectious disease, even the genetic disease, and you will somehow deserve your health. And if you have bad health, you must have done something to deserve that. And we're all in this individually--that each of us does our deserving one by one. So the idea that I can make all the right choices, but still be felled by a disease that was spread by a microscopic agent through no one's intention, they find that a very sort of upsetting idea.

Gruber: It's a great point, David--it's broader than health care, of course. If you poll people in countries around the world and ask them, "What is the primary determinant of success, hard work or luck?," the U.S. leads the world in saying it's hard work versus luck. The U.S. also has the least progressive system of taxation and taxation spending in the world. Basically, we're a country that believes in this sort of Calvinist doctrine of kind of hard work will be rewarded and that hard work determines success. You can look no farther than our president who got where he got by pure luck, yet is rewarded as a great businessman.

Essentially, that is true as well in health care. People believe that your health is determined by your hard work--until they get sick. This is what's fascinating, David, is the number of people who wrote editorials and reached out to me who said, I hated the Affordable Care Act until so and so got cancer, until someone got sick, and then I realized how important it is in my life. And that, David, to me, is the key way to swinging this debate, is getting people to relate to the role of health-care disasters in their lives and people's lives. My wife's a breast-cancer survivor. She would've been uninsurable without the Affordable Care Act. Millions of Americans are in [this] situation, tens of millions more know them. The question is: How do we fight the misinformation to get people to realize that luck is a key determinant of our health-care outcomes?

Frum: Well, this is a topic that especially makes my blood boil. The remark of yours that got Rush Limbaugh to call you a Nazi was you referred to people who were born with good health as winners of a genetic lottery. And this is a topic that haunts me. My mother died young. I have children--one of my children died young. I'm 65; I've never spent a night in the hospital. Did I deserve that? Did I do something good? Am I better than my mother? Am I better than my daughter? I'm worse in just about every single way. I've never spent a night in the hospital; their lives were cut short. It is a lottery, and there's something kind of--you had this with your wife--something kind of infuriating about people who won't credit their good luck for whatever health outcomes they have. And, yes, of course, you should wear a seatbelt. But that's not everything.

Gruber: David, I'm so sorry to hear about the tragedies you've had, and many of us have, and I think that, if I look at all the messages I get, if I strip away the hate, the No. 1 insight I got was people would say, Why should I pay more for insurance for my fat neighbor? That was sort of the summary. And it's a difficult issue. If your neighbor is fat because they will not take accountability for their personal health, then they should bear some of the consequences. But many people are fat for reasons beyond their control, and so this comes back to the "skin in the game" comment. We should all have some skin in the game where we can, but most of health is determined by our genetics. And we have no skin in the game on that.

And let me just raise one other point, David, 'cause this is something we're not paying enough attention to. We're talking about the vaccination--we're not paying enough attention to the fact that we are killing research into things that could address those genetic deficiencies. We are at the birth of an unbelievable era of genetic medicine that can cure the incurable, that can fix illnesses that come just because of our bad genes. That research is being crushed by the cutback in financing the Trump administration is also doing.

Frum: Yeah. Your fat neighbor may well attend your funeral if you have some genetic time bomb ticking away inside your body.

Gruber: Well put.

Frum: And it's just that kind of arrogance. But you're right about the research, so let's talk about that. I don't know enough of the subject to get a fix--how lasting and damaging are the attacks of the past year on health-care research? Is this something that can be quickly reversed if science gains more clout in a future administration? Or are we here at a fork in the road, where we'll be paying for this for decades?

Gruber: Look, this is not as bad--compare it to climate change; you can ask a similar question. It is absolutely true that, if a Democratic administration, Democratic Congress, [comes] in in 2028, and they're aggressive on climate change, we could start to reverse some of the damage that's being done now, but it's gonna take decades to reverse it. It's similar with research.

People don't realize, David, the lifeblood of economic growth that is publicly financed research. I have a book called Jump-Starting America, with Simon Johnson, a Nobel Prize-winning economist here at the Sloan School, and we highlight that, in 1965, 2 percent of the entire U.S. economy was government-funded science. Today, it's less than half a percent. That government-funded science was what gave birth to every technology. That microphone you're speaking to, the GPS on your phone, the drugs you take, the computers you use all came out of basic science funding from the U.S. government. When we cut that back, we don't just cut discovery; we cut economic growth. It is not a surprise that the U.S. economic slowdown started shortly after we started reversing our investment in public science in the U.S. This is a crucial long-run problem.

Frum: And how lively is this debate over research? Is there an effective advocacy coalition? Or is it disparate and divided?

Gruber: It's disparate and divided. It's a bipartisan issue: Spending on public science went up under both Democrats and Republicans, and came down under both Democrats and Republicans. This is something that's hard because the returns are long run, and politicians don't take a long-run view. This is why I was fortunate to help work on the CHIPS and Science Act, and I worked with Senator [Chuck] Schumer's team on a key piece of the CHIPS and Science Act, which was setting up new technology hubs around our country--it was something Simon and I suggested in our book--which is to get communities invested in the fact that science equals jobs. The way we're gonna get politicians focused on this is to recognize that by cutting science, they cut jobs. So we need to invest in communities, not just Cambridge and Berkeley, which are doing fine, but communities all around the country that could benefit from public investments in science.

Frum: Isn't that letting the lobbyists win? What I hear there is: The way to get people to support research is to say, We can have 435 labs in 435 congressional districts, and you can have your piece of the pie, when probably it does make sense to concentrate research in a few places.

Gruber: That's absolutely right, David. So here's, and once again, this is what we lay out in the book. The answer lies between today, where 90 percent of technology jobs are created in six coastal cities, and where you say, where every congressional district gets a lab. There's a lot of space between that.

David, there are 102 cities in America that are big, that are well educated, that have excellent universities and have an average housing price of less than $200,000 a year, places like Rochester, New York; Houston; Salt Lake City. We are talking about taking advantage of the incredible depth of skill we have around our country and, in doing so, get people to understand--outside of the six coastal cities where people do understand this--get people to understand that science delivers growth.

Frum: And this moment that we're living through now, where we're debating whether germs cause diseases, do you see this as a passing mood or something that really reflects something deeper in the American character?

Gruber: I think it's both. I do think--you mentioned earlier--I think there is this notion in the American character of: Individual responsibilities drives everything. And I think that we need to address that. I think the way we address that is by getting people--look, I think people in this are fundamentally decent, and I think if they can understand that the people with genetic illness did nothing wrong, that they had bad luck, and that they know people like that, I'm hoping we can turn this around.

Frum: Jonathan Gruber, thank you so much for your time today. I'm really grateful. We are all a little better informed--less misinformed, less uninformed--thanks to you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Jonathan Gruber for joining me this week on The David Frum Show.

As I mentioned at the top of the program, my book this week is They Thought They Were Free, by Milton Mayer. They Thought They Were Free, published in 1955, is an account of a study of a midsize German city--the city of Marburg, about a hundred kilometers north of Frankfurt--by an American journalist who interviewed a group of men, all men, who had been, in one way or another, survivors of the Nazi period. Most of them had been some kind of supporter of the Nazi Party; one was some kind of critic. And he interviewed these people to understand this question: How does a society climb back, up and out, of moral degradation?

Now, not to make any exaggerated comparisons--there is nothing in common between the Trump administration and Nazi Germany--but there is a feeling, I think, that many people have that the United States has fallen into a kind of moral pit. And I felt this feeling very intensely when I read the reports--and they remain only reports--that U.S. armed forces may have killed, in cold blood, survivors of a wrecked ship accused of drug smuggling. Now, even if the Trump administration's claims are true that these boats are indeed carrying drugs, and even if the claims are true and the allegations are true that all the people on board the boats are involved in the drug trafficking, even if all of that is true, the United States does not kill alleged drug traffickers in cold blood on the high seas--or, at least, it didn't used to.

If you buy the Trump [administration]'s theory that these alleged drug smugglers are somehow combatants, if you buy that, then killing them in cold blood after their ship has been sunk is a war crime. And if you don't buy the argument that these alleged drug traffickers are combatants, if you just think they are alleged criminals, then shooting them in cold blood is plain murder. The United States does not kill suspected drug traffickers in cold blood without a trial. That's murder; that's an extrajudicial killing. And it's just one of many deeply disturbing things that have happened in this second Trump year. And it got me thinking about people who've lived through other things that were, of course, much more disturbing to grapple with the question: How do you build back? How does it happen?

So Milton Mayer, who spoke very imperfect German, was an American journalist of some fame, spent half a year in the city of Marburg, a hundred kilometers north of Frankfurt, which he fictionalized--he gave it a different name--to protect the identities of the people he interviewed, whom, again, he did not name, to get a sense of how they coped.

Now, Milton Mayer was a very perceptive in some ways and very strange and clueless in other ways observer. Himself Jewish by origin, he rejected his Jewish background, became a Quaker, and he had very complicated feelings about his own Judaism. He actually, pretty outrageously, in March of 1942, published an article in The Saturday Evening Post, where he was a contributor--and the Saturday Evening Post was then one of the most influential magazines in the United States. In March '42, when the Germans have unleashed their murder campaign against the Jews of Poland, he published an article called "The Case Against the Jew."

Now, he didn't mean it in any kind of Nazi way, but it's still a pretty disgusting piece of work and a pretty disgusting piece of timing and pretty clueless and detached from reality to do such a thing. But it flowed from Mayer's sense of deep moral individualism, that everything that happens is a result of individual choice. And while that may not be good history, that may not be a good description of what happened in Nazi Germany, it's sometimes a good way to think about the aftermath--how people build back.

As I say, this book is not exactly social science. Marburg was not a representative place. It was much more pro-Nazi than most places in Germany. It had no industry. It had very little working class. It didn't suffer much from bombing during the war. But in his interviews, Mayer surfaced some thoughts that I think are very relevant to us in the much less extreme situation of, we hope, soon-to-be-post-Trump America. And I want to quote one thing from one of his interviews that really stuck with me.

He's interviewing a university professor, who is describing how things just went wrong all around him. And this professor said, "Life is a continuing process, a flow, not a succession of acts and events at all. It has flowed to a new level carrying you with it, without any effort on your part. On this new level you live ... more comfortably every day, with new morals, new principles. You have accepted things [that] you would not have accepted five years ago, a year ago, things that your father, even in Germany, could not have imagined.

"Suddenly it all comes down, all at once. You see what you are, what you have done, or, more accurately, what you haven't done (for that was all that was required of most of us: that we do nothing)."

That's what the Trump program requires of most of us: Just do nothing. Let us proceed. Let us do the things we do. And we have to all think about how we climb back from that.

There's a haunting incident in They Thought They Were Free, which is the description after the fact--again, this book is based on interviews conducted in the early 1950s--of recollections of an incident that took place in 1938, during the German wave of criminal assaults on shops and businesses owned by Jews:   Kristallnacht, as they're collectively known. In the town, a group of Nazi thugs smashed the window of a Jewish candy shop, and parents brought their children to watch, and some of the parents encouraged their children to help themselves to the candy that was now exposed to view because of the broken window. And one of the onlookers said to the German parents, the German non-Jewish parents, You don't understand what you're doing. You think you are hurting the Jewish owner, and you are. But you're also teaching your children to steal. And they will never forget that lesson.

When we teach American troops to kill in cold blood, we're not just harming the victims of the killing, although, of course, they are dead and wrongfully dead, at least reportedly wrongfully dead. We are teaching American soldiers to commit crimes. And that's not a lesson that they will forget. It will change them in some way. Maybe they will recoil against it. Maybe they'll become more contemptuous of civilian authority. Maybe they will get used to it and habituated; maybe they'll be ready to carry out future crimes. But we're all going to be different. And the only way to not be different is to resolve to find some way to come back to the people we were, to rediscover the old principles.

This very interesting book by this very strange, not altogether reliable, narrator offers some deep insights into how we recover. There are millions of words written about the drama--billions of words about the drama and terror and horror of the Second World War. Not enough is thought about the aftermath, how we rebuild a more peaceful and better world after the war, and especially how the people of democratic West Germany built a better country after the war. But it's a subject we're thinking about, and it's a subject from which Americans may have some lessons to learn.

That's it for this week's David Frum Show. Thank you so much for joining me. I hope you will like and subscribe to the program on whatever platform you use, whether you watch or whether you view. I hope you will consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of the program. You can sign up for Atlantic news alerts when I post an article. You can follow me on Instagram and Twitter, if you're so minded. And I continue to appreciate your viewership and listenership so very, very much. Thank you, and see you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Cattle Ranchers Are Beefing With Trump

Torn between supporting ranchers and bringing down prices, the president is trying to have it both ways on beef.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 03 Dec 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.

Think of the cattle auctioneer's chant as a prayer. To the untrained ear, it's nonsense, a stream of words compressed beyond recognition. If you know what to listen for, phrases emerge from the hum and buzz: Will you go four? Will you give five? The job of the auctioneer is to whip bidders into a frenzy, selling cows, heifers, bulls, and steers at the highest price possible through the power of constant supplication.

Until recently, those prayers had been answered. Feeder-cattle futures traded up through the fall, driven in part by President Donald Trump's tariffs on foreign-food imports. Beef prices reached new highs this year too. Ground-beef is up more than 50 percent compared with 2020 (and some restaurants have adjusted their menus accordingly); next year, they could be 60 percent higher than they were this September. But growing concerns about inflation and affordability seem to have forced Trump to reconsider his trade-war strategy: Ahead of Thanksgiving, he announced that he was rolling back tariffs on beef. Prices at grocery stores haven't budged, and ranchers, whose fortunes rose with those tariffs, are now suddenly at odds with a president who was once their champion.

The prices of cattle (the animals themselves) and beef (the processed meat on grocery-store shelves) have recently moved in tandem, but that's not always the case. That may sound counterintuitive, given that the only ingredient in beef is cattle, but behind this relationship is a quagmire of competing interests and supply chains. It's a long way from the pasture to the grocery store--cattle producers sell animals to feedlots and meat-packers, who then funnel beef to retailers. When the president took to Truth Social in October to demand that ranchers "get their prices down," he failed to acknowledge that producers don't control the cost of beef on their own.

High beef prices are also connected to broader issues shrinking the American herd: a major drought across western states in 2020, and the resurgence of the New World screwworm, a parasite that eats animals alive. The American cattle herd is now the smallest it's been since 1951. When tariffs restricted foreign imports, meat-packers had to pay more for this decreasing supply, exerting upward pressure on beef prices. And yet, according to the trade publication Beef Magazine, demand has been remarkably stable over the past four years.

For Americans, the world's biggest consumers of beef per capita, that consistency could have something to do with meat's place in our culture. Beef products, and the cowboys that were once central to their production, are core to the national mythos. Protein is king these days; Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of Health and Human Services, adheres to a carnivore diet and plans to "Make America Healthy Again" by updating U.S. dietary guidelines to recommend more meat.

Trump appears to understand that a government that tells its citizens to consume more meat should also do its part to make meat more accessible. Two weeks ago, he dramatically reduced a tariff on Brazilian beef imports. His administration has also suggested that it will raise the quota for duty-free imports of Argentinian beef from 20,000 to 80,000 metric tons. Trump's recent moves are a boon to American meat-packers who can buy more foreign beef on the cheap, but his capricious attitude toward tariffs poses a problem for ranchers, who raise cattle with the expectation of selling them years later. Each calf represents a long-term bet; why should producers invest in growing the herd when crucial policies seem to change every few months?

It's unclear how much the influx of foreign product will affect grocery-store beef prices in the long term, but cattle prices have fallen since the White House announced these adjustments. The National Cattlemen's Beef Association said in a statement that it "cannot stand behind the President while he undercuts the future of family farmers and ranchers." An industry insider told Al Jazeera that "there was not a person in the cattle business on any level that was not insulted" by Trump's October Truth Social post, in which he reminded cattle producers that his past tariff on Brazilian beef was "the only reason" they "are doing so well, for the first time in decades."

The sky-high tariffs Trump suddenly implemented earlier this year were meant to rectify what he saw as global-trade imbalances--unfair deals that harmed Americans' bottom line. But perhaps their greatest legacy for consumers has been higher prices on a wide variety of goods against a backdrop of rising inflation. "The average family will pay $1,800 more for groceries, clothing, and other necessities thanks to the Trump administration's trade policies in 2025," my colleague Annie Lowrey wrote last month. Now, as tariffs are being rolled back with the same apparent recklessness, ranchers are learning that loyalty to the president will get them only so far.
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Why Taylor Swift's Accent Has Changed

By Olga Khazan

As [Taylor] Swift's star rose, something else shifted: her voice. Researchers at the University of Minnesota analyzed recorded interviews with Swift throughout her career and found that after she moved to Tennessee, she picked up a southern accent. She began to pronounce my like "mah" and boom like "bee-oom"--features not typically present in a Pennsylvania accent. Matthew Winn, a co-author of the study, told me that these changes suggest that Swift's voice subtly altered to fit in with the Nashville scene. "If you sing country music but you talk like someone from New York or Pennsylvania," Winn said, "people might not take you as seriously."


Read the full article.
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Play our daily crossword.



PS

Over the past few weeks, I have become totally fixated on CattleUSA.com, which hosts livestreams directly from animal exchanges and stockyards. These auction houses look remarkably similar across the country: odeums bathed in cold fluorescents, with seats facing the auctioneer's booth. Beneath the booth is the pen, where staffers guide animals through the In door and prod them through the Out. Sometimes, you can catch a goat auction too. I can't quite put my finger on what's so mesmerizing about it all, but I recommend checking it out, even if you're not in the market.

-- Will



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Ready for Your Close-Up?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on December 3, 2025.

I have much extolled here the value of new knowledge. Let us now hear a counterargument: Some months after Yale gave Mark Twain an honorary degree in 1888, the writer's schedule cleared up enough for him to pull together a speech advising that the good people of the college learn less.

"I found the astronomer of the university gadding around after comets and other such odds and ends," he wrote. "I told him it was no economy to go on piling up and piling up raw material in the way of new stars and comets and asteroids that we couldn't ever have any use for till we had worked off the old stock."

Greek would have to go "because it is so hard to spell with, and so impossible to read after you get it spelled," and research in math "was not suited to the dignity of a college, which should deal in facts, not guesses and suppositions."

Yale did not heed the advice, and I don't think Twain would really have wanted you to, either. So please--guess and suppose away.

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

Wednesday, December 3, 2025

Today's questions all come from Caitlin Flanagan's essay reflecting on a childhood spent going to the movies with her father.

	In Sunset Boulevard, the fading star Norma Desmond replies to the suggestion that she "used to be big" with: "I am big. It's the pictures that" did what?
 	"You'll never go in the water again" was the tagline of what 1975 summer blockbuster?
 	In The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy has what last name--a word for a weather event not dissimilar to the twister that lifts her out of Kansas?
 	One of the most popular films of the 1970s disaster craze--remade in 2006--follows passengers climbing to the bottom (or top?) of what capsized luxury liner?
 	What Alfred Hitchcock movie opens with a scene in a pet shop, where the protagonist inquires about some odd animal behavior outside?




And by the way, did you know that the famous "underwater" shot that opens Sunset Boulevard--with a camera apparently at the bottom of a swimming pool looking up at a floating drowned man--was captured entirely on dry land?

The cameras of the 1950s couldn't be submerged, so the director, Billy Wilder, installed a mirror on the bottom of the pool and shot from above to keep the equipment dry. Actors, then as now, were plenty waterproof--so William Holden ended the shoot soaked.

Until tomorrow!



Answers: 

	"Got small." The movies of Caitlin's youth felt so much bigger, she writes, thanks partly to her father's enthusiasm for them, but also thanks to the apparent intellectual exhaustion of Hollywood. "We're running out of stories to tell one another," she argues--but many of us would be too tired or inattentive to listen anyway. Read more.
 	Jaws.
 	Gale.
 	The Poseidon.
 	The Birds.


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



Tuesday, December 2, 2025

	Minoxidil is the active ingredient in many products that treat what common condition, known scientifically as alopecia?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "America Refuses to Go [REDACTED]"
 	The company Lifetouch is the largest U.S. provider of what product typically offered once an academic year, in early fall?
 -- From Annie Midori Atherton's "What's the Point of [REDACTED] Anymore?"
 	What hard-boiled detective sported a famous two-way wrist radio across America's mid-century comic strips?
 -- From Ian Bogost's "Get Your Kid a Watch"




And by the way, did you know that Garry Trudeau, the creator of Doonesbury, won the 1975 Pulitzer Prize for Editorial Cartooning for his work with the comic strip? Gerald Ford, who was then president, said that year that "there are only three major vehicles to keep us informed as to what is going on in Washington: the electronic media, the print media, and Doonesbury, not necessarily in that order."

Only one other comic strip--called Bloom County--has won the Pulitzer Prize; Garfield is going to have to bring some real nuance to his thoughts about Mondays if he's ever going to compete.



Answers: 

	Hair loss. Yasmin reports on how the hair-loss-prevention industry, which has long focused on thinning in men, is ready to welcome the many Millennial women who are warming up to the idea of Rogaine. But there's still a big stigma around seeking treatment. Read more.
 	School photos. The Photo Day tradition seems silly considering that every parent has a camera in their pocket now, but families still shell out for the (often ludicrously expensive) school shots, Atherton writes. They're kitschy and awkward--but that might be the point. Read more.
 	Dick Tracy. Ian, who recently purchased a smartwatch for his youngest daughter, writes that the low end of the kid-watch market is full of useless "Dick Tracy novelties." So he went full Apple, and he has found that the watch is the perfect training "phone" for his kid. Read more. 




Monday, December 1, 2025

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

	William Shakespeare's only son, who died at age 11, had what name--just a letter off from one of the bard's most famous tragic heroes?
 -- From James Shapiro's "The Long History of the [REDACTED] Myth"
 	In AI-safety discussions, the likelihood that artificial intelligence causes global cataclysm is popularly expressed as what statistical term?
 -- From Charlie Warzel's "The World Still Hasn't Made Sense of ChatGPT"
 	Germans sometimes call their country "Das Land der Dichter und Denker," or the land of what two vocations--the former of which would apply to, say, Rilke, Schiller, and Goethe, and the latter to Hegel, Heidegger, and Arendt (or you right now)?
 -- From Isaac Stanley-Becker's "The New German War Machine"




And by the way, did you know that Shakespeare's grave doesn't bear his name? What it does bear is a curse. The engraving warns would-be tamperers, "Good friend for Jesus sake forbeare, / To dig the dust enclosed here. / Blessed be the man that spares these stones, / And cursed be he that moves my bones."

Evidence suggests that the curse didn't ward off everyone; ground-penetrating radar revealed in 2016 that Shakespeare's skull is almost certainly missing. Of course, researchers could have opened the grave to make sure--but would you take that risk?



Answers: 

	Hamnet. The myth that Hamnet's death begot the tragedy of Hamlet has persisted for centuries, Shapiro writes, but the fact that it is compelling--see Chloe Zhao's new movie, Hamnet--does not mean that it is true. Read more.
 	p(doom). Whether or not you use the term, you've probably considered the probability of AI-occasioned doom, Charlie writes as ChatGPT turns three. In fact, that mental precarity is already a big chunk of AI's legacy, he argues, and the tech's ever-evolving nature heightens the anxiety. Read more.
 	Poets and thinkers. To varying degrees over the decades, this self-conception has been about both taking pride in Germany's intellectual tradition and renouncing the country's militarism. As Isaac reports, this makes for a fraught transition as Germany gradually abandons pacifism and rearms against a destabilized world. Read more.
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A Galactic Cluster

Day 3 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Day 3 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Galactic Cluster. More than 100 galaxies can be seen in Galaxy Cluster Abell 209, situated about 2.8 billion light-years away. Though they look close to one another, these galaxies are still separated by millions of light-years. Their combined mass manages to warp and magnify some even more-distant galaxies through a process called gravitational lensing. Lensed galaxies here appear stretched or streaky toward the center.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Electricity Should Be Free at Noon

And two other ideas for lowering electricity costs

by Leah C. Stokes

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Electricity prices are becoming an outsize issue in American politics because they themselves are legitimately outsize. Compared with the cost of consumer goods, which have been rising rapidly over the past few years, electricity prices are climbing even faster, an estimated 13 percent nationwide since 2022. This year, roughly half of households making less than $50,000 struggled to pay their electricity bills. In California, where the rise has been particularly steep, rates have essentially doubled over the past decade.



When electricity was first commercialized, utilities were allowed to operate as monopolies for one main reason: to deliver lower costs. For a century, it worked. Companies spread the fixed costs of growing the system across their locked-in customers, and prices dropped precipitously. In 1890, a kilowatt-hour was $9.48 on average nationwide in today's dollars; by 1950, it had dropped to 41 cents and, by 1990, to 21 cents. But recently, this century-long trend has reversed in many states; utilities are failing to keep prices low.



Prices are rising for many reasons, not all of which apply in every state. In some states, data centers are pushing up rates. In others, wildfire costs are showing up on bills. Despite what President Donald Trump has argued, higher prices have little to do with the country's move toward clean energy. If anything, Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act has made it harder to invest in the cheapest ways of building new solar, wind, and batteries.



Ignoring those technologies will make electricity only more expensive in the years to come. If regulators, policy makers, and utility executives actually want to lower prices, they will have to deal strategically with both the clean-energy boom and climate change's strain on the electricity system.



Clean energy is cheap energy. Building a large-scale solar or wind project costs less than a new gas plant, and solar and wind require no fuel to operate, making each additional kilowatt-hour essentially free. When combined with batteries, these projects can now operate like traditional power plants, providing power on demand.



In places with a lot of solar, including California, some installations are producing more energy than is being consumed, so some power is being wasted. If people shifted more of their electricity use toward the middle of the day, the grid's overall costs would go down, because demand would decrease in later hours, when prices are the highest. And the easiest way to nudge people toward using that midday power is to make it cheaper--or even free.



Like California, Australia has an enormous amount of solar. The country's climate-change-and-energy minister just announced that, starting in July, electricity suppliers will be required to offer at least three free hours of midday power in some regions. This will give people a reason to charge their electric vehicles, use heat pumps to precool or preheat their homes and water, and store more clean electricity in batteries when cheap energy is abundant. Later in the day, when the system relies on dirtier and more expensive energy sources, people will likely demand less power, reducing costs for everyone.



Plenty of places in the U.S. could try this, too. The states with the most solar, including California and Texas, are already wasting about 10 percent of their solar energy. But utilities and regulators have done little to set electricity prices lower during the day. The closest anyone has come is in California, where, as part of a regulatory proceeding, San Diego Gas & Electric agreed in September to create a lower-cost period from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. In the long run, as solar and wind supply more and more of Americans' power, aligning electricity rates with clean energy's availability could allow the grid to operate more cheaply.



If the first clear way to cut electricity bills is strategically lowering prices for customers, the second is strategically cutting back profits for utilities. Even as consumers' bills rose, California's Pacific Gas and Electric, for example, reported record profits--$2.47 billion last year. North Carolina's Duke Energy had profits north of $4 billion.



Legislators could trim these profits directly by more closely aligning utilities' guaranteed rates of return with their actual costs. Such adjustments could also limit utilities' endless quest for more infrastructure. Right now, a utility could make tens of millions of dollars on, say, putting a transmission line underground, because those that operate as monopolies (that is, most of them) can charge customers for almost every dollar spent expanding the transmission-and-distribution system--plus a profit. So more spending equals more profits, a perverse incentive called "gold-plating."



One solution is to have states build the transmission system instead. A new law in California will pilot this idea, using a fund to publicly finance transmission. This will not only reduce utility profits, lowering electricity bills; it will also make electricity costs less regressive by shifting the burden from lower-income people onto the wider tax base.



A third way to lower prices is to take the costs of climate impacts out of electricity bills. As wildfires rip across the West, their damages are being borne by utility customers. This is a major reason that costs in California are so high. To take one example, the 2017 Thomas Fire created $2.4 billion in liabilities for Southern California Edison, which sparked the fire; its customers (myself included) are now on the hook for two-thirds of those costs. (The company, like PG&E, posted record profits last year.) If companies aren't charging ratepayers for fire damage, then they might be charging them for the anticipated costs of fires. In Utah, the legislature passed a law that allows Rocky Mountain Power to proactively collect revenue from customers for a "fire fund." In Colorado, regulators approved a $1.9 billion plan to harden against future wildfires, jacking up bills by 10 percent.



Other climate impacts are increasing electricity rates, too. Hurricane-prone places such as Florida are also hardening their grids, driving rate increases. The climate scientist Andrew Dessler has estimated that Texas's electricity prices were 16 percent higher in 2023 because of the demand driven by climate-change-induced heat waves. FEMA's recent decision not to cover the utilities' damages from a brutal ice storm in Michigan--which may have been more likely because of climate change--could mean that rural customers will be paying $4,500 each to cover the bill.



Passing on these climate costs to ratepayers is not the only way of dealing with them. Hawaii's legislature decided to limit the local utility's liability for the deadly Maui fires and to use state funds to compensate survivors. Policy makers can also keep utilities from making a profit on wildfire mitigation and other grid-hardening costs, as California has recently done.



Alternatively, fossil-fuel companies could pay. Climate-attribution science is now able to quickly say how much more likely climate change made a given weather event and then, using data on historic emissions, apportion blame to individual fossil-fuel companies. In other contexts, lawyers are trying to use this type of information to hold companies legally liable for climate damages. Similarly, insurers could try to recoup their costs from these companies as one California bill proposed.



If regulators don't take action, electricity bills will continue to rise. And that failure will have rippling effects. Ultimately, the way out of burning fossil fuels is by electrifying our homes, cars and businesses, running them instead on clean power. If as a country we cannot keep electricity bills low, then we won't be able to electrify fast enough to avoid still-worse impacts of climate change. This is why putting climate damages on electricity bills is so problematic. If climate change makes electricity less affordable, then addressing climate change with electrification becomes harder, and we get stuck in a vicious cycle of paying more to live in an ever-hotter world.
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Ukraine's Corruption Scandal Is Bad. But Exposing It Is a Win.

The fight was always for the independence of a country that can hold its powerful to account.

by Kristina Berdynskykh

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




On the morning of November 28, Ukrainian law enforcement did something it had never before done in its history: It showed up at the apartment of the head of the president's office to investigate him for graft.

Commentators around the world have noted the strain that an unfolding scandal has put on the Ukrainian presidency at a time when the United States is pressuring the country to make concessions to Russia. But just as striking is the fact that an investigation into energy-sector kickbacks at the highest levels of government and business is happening at all. This is in many ways a victory for Ukrainian democracy, and for a civil society that, since the 2014 revolution on the Maidan, has worked tirelessly to hold its government to account, even during wartime.

In July, Ukraine's Parliament passed a law limiting the independence of anti-corruption bodies, and President Volodymyr Zelensky initially signed it. But under pressure from the street, he restored everything to the way it was before. Now nobody--not even the president himself--is authorized to stop the National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine from carrying out its mission on behalf of the Ukrainian people. Andriy Yermak, a very close ally of Zelensky's and, until last week, the president's point person for the peace negotiations, hasn't been officially charged, but he was forced to step down as the investigation closed in on his possible connection to the case.

Read: Ukraine says it won't give up land to Russia

I have been a political journalist in Ukraine for 17 years, a span that encompasses the 2010-14 presidency of Viktor Yanukovych. Corruption is hardly a new subject for Ukrainian journalists, but the treatment of this year's scandal is certainly different from anything we witnessed before Maidan. Take, for example, an incident from April 2013. Journalists scouring Yanukovych's official income declaration noticed that the president claimed to have received a fee of $2 million in 2012 for books he had written. This was very odd. First, the Donetsk printing house listed as having paid him the fee specialized in advertising products and cardboard packaging, not in books. But more important, Yanukovych was not a popular author. He was not a writer at all. Rather, the president's literary work consisted of brochures for his political party and collections of interviews, none of which was sold in stores where it could have earned any profit. I was able to find these documents only at a single library, where the data I analyzed suggested negligible circulation. Everything pointed to a primitive scheme to launder his illegal income. That's what Ukrainian journalists wrote at the time.

Our articles garnered no official reaction. No one offered an explanation for the $2 million. Nor did the president's lawyers file suit to deny the media's claims of corruption. That's because the authorities were completely indifferent to public opinion and to what journalists wrote. They were brazen in their graft, and confident that they could continue being so. No doubt they saw $2 million as a piddling sum to worry about when much more significant embezzlement was going on. At that time, Yanukovych had already built himself a luxurious private residence, called Mezhyhiria, by illegally seizing a protected area in the Kyiv region totaling 137 hectares. Only the revolution halted his appetites. He fled to Russia in 2014.

Today, the situation is completely different. The Maidan Revolution led to the establishment of official anti-corruption bodies in 2015. Their creation was among the reforms that enabled a visa-free regime between Ukraine and the European Union in 2017. And now, in 2025, these bodies, and not journalists, are the ones to have uncovered large-scale corruption in the president's circle.

Zelensky reacted to the scandal very quickly. He imposed personal sanctions on his former business partner, Timur Mindich, who the investigation alleges was one of the organizers of the embezzlement scheme in the energy sector. (Mindich had already fled the country.) Parliament has dismissed two ministers. On November 26, the anti-corruption bureau questioned the secretary of the National Security and Defense Council, Rustem Umerov. In 2013, for law enforcement to investigate ministers and close friends of the president by questioning them or searching their homes or offices was unthinkable. Now it's everyday life.

The scheme in question appears to have been a very old-fashioned one. Based on recordings of conversations among the accomplices, certain officials and businessmen were receiving 10 to 15 percent kickbacks from contracts with the energy sector. That's pretty much standard operating procedure from 20 or 30 years ago. Maybe Zelensky was so focused on the war that he didn't know anything about it. But to imagine that his closest aides didn't strains belief. After all, Zelensky has made sure that the most important decisions for the country--in politics, war, economics, diplomacy, and governance--emanate from his office on Bankova Street. He places a premium on personal relationships. But fighting corruption may require detachment.

Read: Why Trump pushed for peace--again

The war has heightened our society's emotional reaction to scandal. Ukrainians are surrounded by death and destruction, and many pay daily for their country's independence with the lives of their loved ones. To see politicians stuffing their pockets with cash under these circumstances is very painful. Perhaps the officials involved have forgotten that morale is everything--that if Ukraine doesn't hold on, a Russian occupation will come for all of us, including the corrupt themselves.

The rawness of these emotions can be a problem for the anti-corruption movement, too. Trials can take years, and in the rush to see justice done, activists are sometimes impatient with or even forget about the presumption of innocence. Journalists can ruin an official's reputation ahead of any verdict. These are habits we can improve, emotions we can learn to temper, as we build trust in the institutions that Ukrainians have erected and defended to hold the powerful to account.

In spite of everything, the Ukrainian state remains surprisingly functional four years into this full-scale war. Trains run, banks operate, and drones are manufactured. Cafes and restaurants serve their patrons even during power cuts. Many businesses have purchased generators in preparation for winter blackouts. And Zelensky has so far withstood external pressure and refused to capitulate. His legitimacy is broadly recognized among Ukrainians, regardless of how much Russian propaganda denies it. But his political future in a peaceful country, whenever that circumstance arrives, will depend on what he does now and how he responds to the mood of the public. Because Ukrainian civil society has shown that it will not remain silent about matters of justice, even during a war.
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Republicans Are in Trouble, but Democrats Could Blow It

<span>Last night's Tennessee special election gave both Democrats and Republicans something to worry about.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




In the 2024 presidential election, Donald Trump carried Tennessee's Seventh Congressional District by 22 points. Last night, in a special election to represent the district, the Republican Matt Van Epps won by only nine points, defeating State Representative Aftyn Behn, a Democrat.

Trump celebrated the outcome on Truth Social as a "BIG Congressional WIN," but the margin of victory in a deep-red district is ominous for Republicans. Van Epps underperformed Trump by 13 percentage points, a sign that the party is vulnerable heading into the 2026 midterms. If Democrats could replicate that shift everywhere next year, they would gain upwards of 40 seats in the House and take back the Senate.

But last night's outcome also offers Democrats a cautionary tale. An off-year special election in December is precisely the kind of low-turnout situation in which the party's highly educated base currently dominates. In such races, Democrats probably need to run up the score by even more than 13 points before they can have a real shot at winning both houses of Congress next year. And if they'd nominated a more moderate candidate, they probably would have.

Roge Karma: Democrats finally realize it isn't 2016 anymore

Behn, a 36-year-old former community organizer, has the kind of progressive background that might not hurt in a Democratic primary but can become a real liability in a general election--including an extensive trail of quotes that ended up being used against her. She told a Nashville interviewer in 2020, "I'm a very radical person." In now-deleted tweets from the same year, she advocated for dissolving the Nashville police department and wished a "Good morning, especially to the 54% of Americans that believe burning down a police station is justified." She said on a podcast that she hated country music, bachelorette parties, and the city of Nashville itself, and suggested on a different episode that "birthers"--a gender-neutral term for "men and women who can give birth"--should refuse to procreate as a form of "collective bargaining."

Republican groups seized on those quotes in the final few weeks of the campaign, spending millions of dollars on attack ads to make sure as many voters in the district as possible heard them. This tactic appears to have worked to some degree. A 13-point over-performance sounds huge, but in contemporary political terms, it's pedestrian. The president is deeply unpopular, and the Democratic coalition has grown ever whiter, older, richer, more highly educated, and more female--a recipe for high turnout in off years. Indeed, compared with other Democrats who ran in special elections for Congress this year, Behn's performance is below average. Democrats averaged a staggering over-performance of 18 points in races that took place in Florida, Virginia, and Arizona.

The ambiguity of the Tennessee results--Behn lost, but she over-performed, but she probably under-over-performed--has reignited an interminable intra-party debate. Some members of the Democratic left argue that the key to winning elections is mobilization: nominating inspiring progressive candidates who excite the party's voters, driving up Democratic turnout. Moderates (and plenty of more pragmatic leftists) counter that this never works, and that winning--especially in Trump districts--requires persuasion: running candidates with enough moderate positions to win over some conservative voters.

Behn's candidacy was a test case for the first theory. "This Tennessee special congressional election is about MOBILIZATION," the candidate wrote in October. The Democratic National Committee chair, Ken Martin, told The Bulwark last week that the race was "not about persuading voters; it's about turning them out." Following Behn's loss, some progressives doubled down on that idea, arguing that a moderate candidate wouldn't have performed better than Behn did, because the base wouldn't have turned out. They argue that if Behn didn't do as well as other special-election candidates have, it's because her race drew much more national attention, including from Trump himself, leading to the barrage of attack ads. Of course, those attack ads might have had less bite if the candidate hadn't personally provided so much fodder for them.

One thing that keeps the motivation-persuasion debate going is that, in any specific electoral race, both sides have an unfalsifiable argument. Win or lose, they can argue that the Democratic candidate would have fared better if only they had tried harder to appeal to swing voters or if only they had tried harder to rock the vote.

The weight of the evidence, however, strongly favors the persuasion theory. There is no real trade-off between persuasion and turnout, because sporadic voters are not hardcore progressives waiting to be activated. In ideological terms, they are, in fact, very similar to swing voters; if anything, sporadic voters are even more moderate and conservative. Because these voters are similar to each other, the same basic tactics tend to work with both groups: focusing on the economy and stressing that you have mainstream rather than far-left views about cultural issues.

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

Last night's special election showed the limits of a turnout-alone strategy. If ever that approach is going to work, it is in an off-year special election. In the midterms, the Democratic turnout advantage is all but guaranteed to shrink. (This will be even truer in the 2028 presidential election.) At some point, the time will come to face the full electorate.

In the four-way Democratic primary for Tennessee's Seventh, only 31,000 voters cast a ballot, fewer than half the number that voted for Behn yesterday. Behn won that primary with 28 percent of the vote, beating the businessman Darden Copeland by fewer than 1,000 votes. Copeland had run on lowering the national debt and wrote in a candidate survey that he models himself on Dick Gephardt, the pro-life Democratic congressman who once chaired the centrist Democratic Leadership Council.

Democrats are in a strong position heading into 2026. One of the only things standing in their way is the likelihood of them nominating more Aftyn Behns, when Darden Copelands are staring them in the face.
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The Operator

Josh Shapiro has spent his life preparing to lead an America that might no longer exist.

by Tim Alberta

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




It is a rare thing to see Josh Shapiro sweat. For all the grief the Pennsylvania governor gets for imitating Barack Obama--the staggered cadence, the side-of-the-mouth delivery for effect--their essential shared trait is self-possession. If Pennsylvania's governor has a superpower, it is an unflappability that allows him to stay cool and composed and to communicate precisely what he wants to communicate.

Most of the time.

I sat down to talk with Shapiro earlier this fall, shortly after he held a tough-on-crime press conference near Philadelphia. By that point, I had interviewed him several times. His comments were always polished and predictable: More than once, I would return to variations of a question I'd already asked, hoping to penetrate his practiced commentary, only to get the same responses, word for word. This was especially the case when I raised the subject of Kamala Harris.

I knew, from speaking with people close to Shapiro, that he'd lost some respect for the former vice president during the 2024 campaign--and not simply because she chose someone else as her running mate. In Shapiro's view, given the near-existential stakes for both the Democratic Party and American democracy, Harris's lapses during the election--in particular, ignoring Joe Biden's obvious decline--were unforgivable. But he had been careful not to say so publicly.

Shapiro knew that I would take one more run at his thoughts about Harris. What he didn't know was that early copies of her book were then making the rounds among reporters. Having obtained the relevant sections of 107 Days that morning, I asked Shapiro if Harris had given him any heads-up about her book. She had not, he said. Then I told him that Harris had taken some shots at him.

Shapiro furrowed his brow and crossed his arms. "K," he said.

The man I observed over the next several minutes was unrecognizable. Gone was his equilibrium. He moved between outrage and exasperation as I relayed the excerpts. Harris had accused him, in essence, of measuring the drapes, even inquiring about featuring Pennsylvania artists in the vice-presidential residence; of insisting "that he would want to be in the room for every decision" Harris might make; and, more generally, of hijacking the conversation when she interviewed him for the job, to the point where she reminded him that he would not be co-president.

"She wrote that in her book?" he said in response to the claim concerning the residence's art. "That's complete and utter bullshit."

"I can tell you that her accounts are just blatant lies," he added.

After reading Harris's book and talking with people from both camps, I found descriptions of the meeting to be mostly consistent. Shapiro arrived in an edgy mood, chafing at efforts among fellow Democrats to sabotage his tryout. (Shapiro, who is Jewish, was especially irked by anti-Semitic innuendo from the left.) The two skipped past any semblance of small talk and Shapiro proceeded to interview Harris, rather than the other way around. "I did ask a bunch of questions," Shapiro told me, sounding exasperated. "Wouldn't you ask questions if someone was talking to you about forming a partnership and working together?"

What seemed to bother Shapiro, more than any one detail, was Harris portraying him in ways consistent with the whispers that had dogged him throughout the vetting process and throughout his career: that he was selfish, petty, and monomaniacally ambitious. Given that they'd known each other a long time--"20 years," Shapiro said with a groan--I asked whether he felt betrayed.

"I mean, she's trying to sell books and cover her ass," Shapiro snapped. The governor stared past me now, shaking his head. As I began to ask a different question, he held up a hand. He looked disgusted. With me? With Harris? No, I began to realize: He was disgusted with himself.

"I shouldn't say 'cover her ass.' I think that's not appropriate," Shapiro said. His tone was suddenly collected. "She's trying to sell books. Period."

One could understand why Shapiro's facade had momentarily cracked. In the past year, he has feuded with a president who has unleashed the federal government on personal and political opponents; evacuated his wife and children from a residence set ablaze by a would-be assassin; confronted a surge of anti-Semitism from the far right and far left alike; and agonized over the direction of a Democratic Party that appears impotent in the face of an assault on the nation's governing institutions.

The 52-year-old Shapiro has kept some distance from the fray. He doesn't host a podcast or spend much time on cable news. Even as he engages in regular skirmishes with the White House over policy matters, the governor goes out of his way to not antagonize the MAGA base. Shapiro, who is expected to run for president in 2028, believes that his party's prospects of regaining power depend less on combatting Donald Trump than on courting the president's supporters. He may be onto something: Shapiro's approval rating in Pennsylvania--the country's premier battleground state, where he's spent roughly half his life on the ballot and never lost a race--hovers around 60 percent.

If he does launch the presidential bid that some friends say, only half-jokingly, he's been plotting for 30 years, it will rest on two basic theories. The first is that competence will soon be the hottest commodity in politics. The second is that exhaustion, more than anything else, will motivate voters in 2028. To take advantage of that--to chisel away at the MAGA coalition--  will require more than generic, Biden-esque pledges to restore civility. Shapiro believes that it will demand humility on the part of Democrats, a sincere accounting of how they contributed to the electorate's fracturing along lines of class and culture.

He knows this isn't necessarily a popular thing to say. Shapiro's methodical career climb has been built, to no small degree, on preparation and risk management. Even those who detest the governor acknowledge that he is a master operator, someone with an uncanny ability to diagnose threats and seize opportunities and say the right thing at the right time. In an era of populist disruption, however, it's unclear whether Shapiro's carefully calibrated approach to politics is still an advantage.

For a man with such an established public profile--years as a congressional aide, decades in various elected offices, a network as extensive as that of any Democrat in office today--Shapiro remains something of a mystery, a man whose real views and motives are widely debated but ill-defined. In conversations with dozens of people who know the governor, a certain irony is inescapable. Shapiro seems to believe that he is uniquely equipped to run for president and repair the Democratic Party's deficit of trust and authenticity. Any such campaign, however, would expose deficits of his own.


Shapiro visits with day campers at the York State Fair, in York, Pennsylvania, July 2025. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



The men leaned over the counters of their vendor booths, craning their necks to follow the sight of a VIP and his security entourage as they marched past and turned a corner. "Who was that?" one of them shouted.

A woman in her 50s, retreating in the direction of her mobile root-beer stand, yelled back: "The governor!"

Ann Phillips appeared irritated, even a bit upset. Most of the people I met at the York State Fair, an annual festival of deep-fried culture in South Central Pennsylvania, were Republicans. Phillips was too--a three-time Trump voter. In fact, Phillips told me, she's never voted for a Democrat in her life. But she wasn't upset with Shapiro because of his party identification. She was upset when Shapiro passed by her without stopping. She wanted to shake his hand, take a photograph, and tell the governor that he should run for president in 2028.

"I actually respect him. He's not full of shit," Phillips said. "Unlike most Democrats, he seems to actually care about regular people."

Consider this an early prototype of forthcoming "Elect Shapiro" ads: a hardworking white woman against a backdrop of snow cones and saucer-cup rides, in a county Trump carried by 25 points, praising the Democratic governor for defying the pompous stereotypes of his party.

Since his election in 2022, Shapiro has been hard at work building a policy profile--and a political brand--that revolves around helping the forgotten people of Pennsylvania. One of his first actions was to drop the state's college-degree requirement for nearly all public-sector jobs. He doubled funding for apprenticeship and vocational-training programs. He expanded grants to help farmers while attempting to streamline regulatory and permitting processes for the agriculture industry. He worked with conservative lawmakers to end Pennsylvania's centuries-old ban on Sunday hunting.

A native of suburban Philadelphia who listens to hip-hop but also loves NASCAR, Shapiro has identified his party's blind spots the old-fashioned way. He typically spends three days a week on the road, touring main streets across the commonwealth, listening to what locals have to say. Throughout our conversations, Shapiro spoke repeatedly of the "righteous frustration" he encounters when roaming the state. People in small towns have watched their jobs disappear, their children die of overdoses, their communities fall apart in the space of a single generation. All the while, they saw "the perpetrators," as Shapiro put it, escape accountability at every turn.

Those people might have expected some empathy from the Democratic Party. What they got instead was a sort of contemptuous neglect--elites lecturing and looking down on them, yes, but mostly just looking the other way. By the time Obama left office, Democrats had accepted as gospel the concept of demography as destiny; party officials saw no worth in catering to non-college-educated white voters, whose share of the electorate was rapidly shrinking.

"Democrats lost ground in some of these communities by failing to show up and failing to treat people with a level of respect that they deserve," Shapiro told me. The chief beneficiary of this turned out to be Donald Trump.

The governor wanted to make something clear: He dislikes the president. Does not respect him, does not agree with most of his policies. "But I do respect his ability to communicate with these constituencies," Shapiro said. "Donald Trump has been a once-in-a-generation political figure who's managed to connect on a deeper cultural level."

The problem, Shapiro added, is that the connection is built on lies. He noted, for example, how during the 2024 election Trump consistently promised never to touch entitlement programs. "His first bill was to gut Medicaid for 310,000 Pennsylvanians, including 154,000--so half--from communities that Donald Trump won," Shapiro said. "And that pisses me off--that he showed up in these communities, lied to these good people, and then turned around and completely fucked them over by taking away their health care to pay for a tax cut for people in the highest income brackets who"--he punctuated every word--"Do. Not. Need. Them."

The governor had grown animated. "That," he said, "is treating people disrespectfully."

Of course, disrespect comes in many different forms. Shapiro recently visited Potter County to announce a grant that would help a small general store replace its ancient gas-storage tanks; in a remote area with no other refueling options around, this represented a lifeline for a community that caters to snowmobilers, hunters, fishermen, and ATV riders. When he met with the locals--salt-of-the-earth types, he said, who were surprised that a Democrat would come around--he was struck by how low the bar had been set.

Given these voluminous odes to the good, God-fearing folk of the commonwealth, I asked Shapiro about what Obama had said in 2008--his musing that people in small-town Pennsylvania, pummeled by deindustrialization, "get bitter; they cling to guns or religion or antipathy toward people who aren't like them, or anti-immigrant sentiment, or anti-trade sentiment, as a way to explain their frustrations." The governor winced as I read the words to him.

"I think his understanding of the challenges in those communities was real. But I think instead of offering his prescription for how he'd make it better, he insulted the very folks who were suffering," Shapiro said.

He pointed out that Obama's remarks, and Hillary Clinton's infamous "basket of deplorables" comment, were uttered at high-dollar fundraisers (the former in San Francisco, the latter in New York City). This, he seemed to imply, was the root of the problem: Democrats mock the voters in flyover country for the entertainment of their coastal audiences, then act surprised when those same voters turn on the Democratic Party. In fact, Shapiro seemed to suggest at one point, he was sympathetic to voters who'd done so in 2024.

"We can't ignore the fact that elections are binary choices. And so you're asking people, at least in the last case, to choose between Kamala Harris and Donald Trump," he said. "We can have this kind of theoretical conversation about Trump, but, like, it was always Trump versus somebody."

When I pointed out that many of the people we'd been discussing were not reluctant Trump voters--that, in fact, most were enthusiastic Trump voters--the governor cut me off.

"They're also a Shapiro voter."

He reminded me four times during our conversations that polling showed roughly 30 percent of Trump supporters in Pennsylvania also supported him. Shapiro wanted to make a point: Democrats are wrong to dismiss their grievances with blanket caricatures. "It doesn't mean that there's not racism and bigotry and anti-Semitism and hate out there," he said. "But the vast majority of people that I confront every day are really good people and, at least here in Pennsylvania, are willing to split their tickets and are willing to vote for people that they think are gonna get out there and make their lives better."

I asked him to explain something: Why have all these decent and honest and kind people pledged their allegiance to a president who is indecent and dishonest and cruel?

"I think," he said, drawing a long breath, "it is a question that's still not totally answerable."

This was a rare admission of uncertainty for a man who's always seemed to have the answers.

From the January 2025 issue: George Packer on the Trump reaction and what comes next


Shapiro made two shots at a basketball carnival game at the York State Fair, July 2025. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



Despite standing 5 foot 8, Shapiro was a big man on campus at Akiba Hebrew Academy: a captain of the basketball team, bellower of Billy Joel songs, charmer of female classmates. (His 11th-grade yearbook includes a photo of Shapiro in a hula skirt, a bra, and Nikes.) Everyone attached to the Jewish private school in suburban Philadelphia--teachers, parents, fellow students--seemed to love Shapiro, the son of a prominent pediatrician.

Shapiro enrolled at the University of Rochester, in New York, with plans to follow his father into medicine and walk onto the school's Division III basketball team. But both dreams fell apart on the same day: Early in the fall semester, Shapiro flunked a premed exam and was cut from the basketball team. Dejected, he returned to his dorm and ran into a classmate looking for someone to represent their hall in student government. Shapiro made a face at the memory of this conversation. "Like, I don't know why I'd ever want to do that," he recalled thinking.

The governor loves to tell this story as a lesson in serendipity--that politics came for him, not the other way around--perhaps to neutralize narratives about his ambition. The reality is more complicated. His mother, a schoolteacher who'd marched for civil rights, had steered him toward activism. Shapiro had applied to live in Tiernan Hall, housing set aside for students interested in service and leadership. As a high schooler, he'd launched a long-shot bid for student-body president that he lost. Now, soon after joining the student government at Rochester, he decided once again to run for president--as a freshman--and wound up winning an upset over multiple upperclassmen.

Shapiro was in a hurry. A search of Rochester's archives turns up dozens of hits detailing his presence on campus; most notable is an op-ed arguing that peace would "never come" to the Middle East, because Palestinians "are too battle-minded to be able to establish a peaceful homeland of their own." (Shapiro has since renounced those sentiments.) But he wasn't all bombast. Rochester's magazine, for instance, described him attending a multicultural gathering with other students; amid profound differences over ideology and upbringing, the young Shapiro comes across as charitable and unassuming. "We live in a world where Democratic elites are seen as looking down on everyone," Ami Eden, a childhood friend of Shapiro's who today is a journalist in New York City, told me. "And here's Josh. He's the exact opposite. He doesn't come off as thinking he's smarter than anyone. He doesn't come off as thinking he's better than anyone."

For this, Shapiro credits his devout and unpretentious parents. Raised in an observant Jewish household--Shabbat dinner every Friday, synagogue on Saturday mornings--Shapiro felt a measure of liberation when he moved away. He still kept kosher and hung around the Hillel on campus. Yet he was beginning to think about religion less in terms of observance and more in terms of purpose. In time, he would come to find inspiration in the character of Joshua, who led God's people into the promised land, demonstrating the patience and faithfulness Shapiro wished to emulate as a leader.

Patience did not come naturally. In 1994, he landed a semester-long congressional internship. According to his then-roommate, Adam Keats, Shapiro wasn't especially interested in the free happy hours and late-night parties that drew other college kids to Capitol Hill. "He had come to D.C. for a reason," Keats recalled, "and that was to get a full-time job in Washington."

Even with the political climate growing hotter--Newt Gingrich's revolution was under way--Shapiro hit it off with Democrats and Republicans alike, collecting names and phone numbers and favors to call in. After graduation, Shapiro worked briefly in the Israeli embassy's public-affairs division in D.C., then returned to the Hill full-time. In the fall of 1998, Joe Hoeffel was sitting in a temporary office in Washington when a young man showed up and announced, "I'm Josh Shapiro, and I'd like to be your legislative director." Hoeffel, who had just been elected to Congress, was taken aback--"Who the hell is this kid?" he recalled thinking--but eventually hired him. Three months later, when Hoeffel decided to replace his chief of staff, he promoted Shapiro to the top job. Nobody he'd consulted had ever heard of a 25-year-old chief of staff, yet nobody questioned the decision.

"He was just a natural," Hoeffel told me.

The congressman remembered one incident that became office lore: When giving an interview to a small Jewish publication, Shapiro went into such detail about his responsibilities, and about his record delivering for the people of Pennsylvania's Thirteenth District, that "you would have thought we had a one-person office," Hoeffel said. The congressman's other staffers made copies of the article and plastered them all around the office, he said, mostly to tease the young chief of staff but also to deliver a none-too-subtle reminder to Shapiro: Politics is a team sport.

What they didn't realize was that Shapiro was preparing to go solo.


Shapiro addresses reporters outside his official residence on April 13, 2025, after the mansion was lit on fire by an arsonist. (Kyle Grantham / The New York Times / Redux)



In 2003, Shapiro and his high-school sweetheart turned wife, Lori, who'd worked in the Clinton administration, moved home to the Philadelphia suburbs. They planned to have children, make private-sector money, and catch their breath. Shapiro, who'd earned a law degree from Georgetown via night school, found work at a big firm. But he barely made it through orientation before he started to grow restless.

So Shapiro set a meeting with Democratic power brokers in Harrisburg. "These were still the days of an old machine, where we dealt with veteran politicians who'd climbed the ladder," Mike Manzo, who served as chief of staff to Pennsylvania's House Democratic Caucus, told me. "And here comes this young lawyer from Philly, giving us a granular breakdown of every neighborhood in the district and telling us the people he was going to target door-to-door. It was honestly kind of jarring."

With his wife's blessing--Lori is known to be the governor's political consigliere--the longtime staffer became a candidate. He cashed in on D.C. connections to turn his race for the state assembly into a trendy stop for national Democrats, hosting Howard Dean, Steny Hoyer, and others for campaign events. Still, on the stump, Shapiro was his own man. Yard signs listed no party affiliation. Mailers announced, "My plan is neither Democratic nor Republican--it's common sense." Tax cuts and tort reform were pillars of his platform.

Newspapers portrayed the 153rd District race as a bellwether, but in the end, it wasn't close. Shapiro beat his Republican opponent by nearly 10 points--one of just two Democrats in the state to flip a House seat that cycle--and charged into the assembly with designs on upending the place. That didn't go over well.

"He didn't have one true friend in the entire fucking assembly," Bill DeWeese, the legislature's top-ranking Democrat at the time, told me. "He was a political athlete of the first magnitude--everyone could see that--and Harrisburg was just a way station for him. He was already on his way to running for bigger and better offices, and people resented it."

DeWeese acknowledged that he is "not a paragon of objectivity" when it comes to Shapiro. After all, the young lawmaker was initially a protege and later turned on him, calling for his resignation amid a scandal that ultimately sent DeWeese to prison. Still, DeWeese's assessment wasn't altogether different from that of others I spoke with about that period. Colleagues recalled how, after refusing a pay raise that had been passed by the legislature, Shapiro raised prodigious amounts of money while bashing members, including his supposed friends, who'd voted for it. They also pointed out how the first-term lawmaker helped orchestrate a power-sharing agreement that elected a Republican speaker--and won himself the newly created post of deputy speaker.

As a legislator, Shapiro was limited by the immutable--being young, short, and Jewish, not quite a recipe for political stardom in a place like Harrisburg. But he compensated with rare political instincts. As the Pennsylvania Democratic establishment was lining up behind Hillary Clinton in the 2008 presidential primary, Shapiro endorsed Obama. A few years later, in 2011, he left the assembly--not for a congressional bid, as many had anticipated, but to run locally, in Montgomery County, for a spot on its three-member board of commissioners.

Joe Hoeffel--Shapiro's former boss--had become board chair in 2011, and was thrilled when he heard that Shapiro wanted to run. But Shapiro didn't want to be Hoeffel's sidekick. The two men sat down several times; Hoeffel hoped they could reach an understanding, but Shapiro wouldn't budge. He wanted the top of the Democratic ticket and the board chairmanship. He wanted Hoeffel to recognize that, at a certain level, politics is not a team sport.

Hoeffel decided to retire. Shapiro was elected commissioner and took over as chairman. But he was gaining an ugly reputation. "You don't want to turn your back on him," Hoeffel told The Philadelphia Inquirer in a 2017 interview. "Loyalty is not his strong suit."

Hoeffel told me he stands by those comments. But he added an important bit of context: He thinks Shapiro is a good man, and furthermore, he believes Shapiro could make an outstanding president. This might have struck me as incongruous--that one could admire the governor, both personally and professionally, yet not quite trust him--if I hadn't heard the same thing again and again from other members of his own party.


Shapiro shakes hands with a member of the Air Force, July 2025. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



Shapiro has never been easily pegged on the ideological spectrum. To the extent that he has an organizing philosophy, it's that government can and should be a tangible force for good in people's lives. (Hence the gimmicky slogan that has become ubiquitous within his political orbit: "GSD," for Get Shit Done.) Montgomery County was a testing ground. Under Shapiro's leadership, the board implemented austerity measures, erasing its budget shortfall while increasing salaries and bolstering pensions for county employees. Party affiliation became an afterthought as Shapiro built alliances and gave appointments to prominent Republicans. The fights Shapiro did pick--defying state law in 2013, for instance, by giving marriage licenses to same-sex couples--were rare. Bruce Castor, a Republican who served eight years on the board, including four alongside Shapiro--and who later led Trump's defense during his second impeachment trial--told me that "the job of commissioner is a total pain in the ass, and Josh was by far the best person I've ever seen do it."

After four years running the county, Shapiro was getting antsy again, and saw an opening to run for Pennsylvania attorney general. He had no prosecutorial experience but plenty of relationships that helped him collect the cash and endorsements necessary to win the 2016 primary. After beating his GOP opponent by three points in November--tallying more votes in Pennsylvania than either Donald Trump or Hillary Clinton--Shapiro became the commonwealth's chief law-enforcement officer.

In two terms, Shapiro fought Trump's 2017 so-called Muslim travel ban, reached a huge settlement with pharmaceutical companies that had profited from the opioid epidemic, prosecuted a handful of elected officials, and secured guilty pleas for several of the Penn State fraternity members responsible for the hazing death of a pledge.

But the case that brought Shapiro the most recognition was one he inherited. Upon taking office, the new attorney general was told of a secret grand-jury probe already under way. Shapiro decided to press forward. Two and half years later, his office published its findings: More than 1,000 minors had been abused over a period of decades by some 300 priests across Pennsylvania. Shapiro fought to publish a full, unredacted report that named every name, even taking his appeals for transparency to the pope himself, and in the process made enemies of powerful Catholics. But he secured justice for survivors and gained a measure of celebrity along the way. A New York Times headline declared: "Meet Josh Shapiro, the Man Behind the Bombshell Investigation of Clergy Sexual Abuse."

Shapiro had always looked more like a banker than a politician: glasses with thin wire rims, dark hair parted neatly on one side, tie in a prominent knot. Before long, a makeover was in the works. Slicked-back hair covered an emerging bald spot. He began wearing glasses with thick black frames and navy suits with an open collar, no tie, along with clean white sneakers. The change could be heard as well as seen: Shapiro began playing with intonations and dropping the g from the ends of words--sounding an awful lot like a certain friend of his. ("I just don't hear it," Shapiro said of the Obama impersonation that has been the source of much ridicule. "I don't think I've changed my cadence or my rhythm or how I speak.")

This evolution reflected an apparent reality: Shapiro was on his way. Early in his second term as attorney general, the 2022 Democratic nomination for governor was already his. After running unopposed in the primary--something unheard of in a statewide contest--he got outright lucky in the general election. Republicans chose as their nominee Doug Mastriano, a state senator most famous for his fanatical religious identity (he'd prayed that God would help Republicans "seize the power" ahead of January 6, and launched his campaign for governor to the sound of a shofar blowing) and his association with the anti-Semite Andrew Torba, the founder of the far-right social-media platform Gab. (Mastriano eventually distanced himself from Torba and said that he rejected anti-Semitism.)

As an opening salvo, Shapiro recorded a 60-second biographical ad that showed footage of his family observing Shabbat, citing his obligation to make it home every Friday for dinner with his wife and four children. This struck some allies as an unnecessary risk. One prominent Democrat, a liaison to the campaign from Washington, pleaded with Shapiro's team not to run the ad. But the candidate felt strongly--due in part, perhaps, to the extremist ideology embodied by his opponent--that a proper introduction to voters must include his Jewish identity.

The fall campaign turned into a drubbing. In a state where the past two presidential races had been decided by a combined total of less than two points, Shapiro beat Mastriano by 15 and helped downballot Democrats recapture the state House for the first time in more than a decade.

Sworn into office as Pennsylvania's 48th governor in January 2023, Shapiro had reason to feel bullish. The midterms had validated his theory that narratives of bigotry and polarization were overstated. Trumpism had just been routed at the ballot box. The former president was isolated and unpopular. The 2016 election was looking more and more aberrant. A return to relative unity seemed possible, and Shapiro embraced a malice-toward-none approach aimed at healing the body politic.

Instead, the wounds only grew deeper.

From the February 2025 issue: Stephanie McCrummen on the New Apostolic Reformation's war on the secular state

One Friday this past spring, Shapiro and Lori took their kids to visit Ellis Island. They stood on a balcony inside the main building, looking down at where their ancestors had taken their first steps on American soil, the parents explaining how the long journey in steerage had been worth it for two poor Jewish families that dreamed of freedom. It was a poignant moment for the Shapiros. And then the next night, after hosting a Passover seder in Harrisburg, Josh, Lori, and three of their children were nearly murdered in their beds when a man named Cody Balmer broke into the governor's residence and started lighting Molotov cocktails.

As we spoke in the months that followed, Shapiro admitted that he was still struggling with "emotional challenges" stemming from the incident. He'd been informed that Balmer blamed him for the deaths of Palestinians in Gaza. Shapiro also learned that his assailant had wielded a hammer and planned to bludgeon him to death. Nothing--not even the guilty plea that will imprison Balmer for up to 50 years--can eradicate the trauma of that night, or the guilt he's borne in the aftermath.

"If I don't run for office, if I don't get elected governor, they're not sleeping there that night," Shapiro said at one point, staring off as he relived the episode. He told me later: "My desire to serve put my kids' lives at risk. And that's something that I carry around."

What he began to realize, as he processed his family's ordeal, is that it actually makes his outreach to Republicans all the more important. "The fact that people view institutions as incapable or unwilling to solve their problems is leading to hyper-frustration, which then creates anger," he said. "And that anger forces people oftentimes into dark corners of the internet, where they find others who want to take advantage of their anger and try and convert that anger into acts of violence." Shapiro believes that politicians have a duty to confront this cycle both by making government responsive to voters' problems and by pressing for dialogue that can "bring down the temperature."

The first part really does come naturally to Shapiro. Rather than pursuing splashy, base-pleasing initiatives, he has kept a workmanlike focus on issues such as permitting reform and housing affordability. Infrastructure is an obsession: He'd been on the job five months when, in June 2023, an Interstate 95 overpass in Philadelphia collapsed. The governor issued a disaster declaration, set up a 24/7 livestream of the reconstruction project, and reopened the highway with temporary lanes just 12 days after the collapse.

He had hoped that getting beyond the partisan divide would come just as easily. Unlike Obama, who despised the dirty work of politics--"Why don't you get a drink with Mitch McConnell?" he famously joked--Shapiro loves the game. He has made a career of forging compromise. He genuinely enjoys the strategic challenge of governing a state with a divided legislature. He wants to mix it up with Republicans. It's just become harder to find willing partners.

The search has led him to unexpected places. In July, after ending the Sunday-hunting ban, Shapiro found himself on the phone with Ted Nugent, the right-wing '70s rock star. A Republican lawmaker had connected them after Nugent, who discovered his love of hunting in Pennsylvania, expressed a strange new respect for the governor. That phone call led to Shapiro appearing on an episode of Nugent's podcast Spirit Campfire--one of the strangest, most conspiracy-laden corners of the MAGA ecosystem--during which Nugent, whose anti-Semitic outbursts are well documented, called Shapiro "my blood brother."

All of this was a bit mystifying to some Shapiro allies. And it came at a time when, in our own conversations, the governor was warning his fellow Democrats about the dangers of pandering. When I'd asked about two likely 2028 contenders sharing with right-wing influencers their newfound objections to biological men competing in women's sports--Gavin Newsom to Charlie Kirk and Rahm Emanuel to Megyn Kelly--Shapiro rolled his eyes. "I think you gotta go meet people where they are. I've been very clear with that. I'll go on anything; I'll talk to anybody. But you also have to, like, remain true to yourself," the governor said. "Just 'cause you go on a conservative podcast doesn't mean that you can cosplay a conservative politician. You gotta remain true to your values."

What are Shapiro's values when it comes to, say, transgender kids playing sports?

He shrugged off the question, saying his answer had always been consistent. Pennsylvania has a governing body that oversees debates related to scholastic sports, Shapiro said, and the experts of that body, not politicians, are the ones qualified to make these calls. But when I pressed--asking if his personal view was different from his political view--Shapiro said that it was. "Look, I think it's a tough deal being born into the wrong body. And I don't think these kids deserve to be persecuted and bullied by the president of the United States. I also don't think they deserve an unfair advantage on the playing field."

That's Shapiro: the consensus-seeker, a self-described "pragmatic progressive" always in search of positions that won't antagonize either side. The problem with this approach is that it often ends up antagonizing both sides. A longtime champion of organized labor, Shapiro stunned allies in the teachers' unions by campaigning on school choice in 2022. They hoped it was mere rhetoric. The following year, however, he worked with Republicans to introduce a $100 million voucher initiative in the state budget. Facing wrath from the left, Shapiro assured Republicans that he wouldn't fold. But he quickly did, using a line-item veto to kill the voucher program. Both Republicans and Democrats felt betrayed.

Another example is the Israeli response to the Hamas attack on October 7, 2023. Progressives accuse Shapiro of censoring anti-Israel activists and academics at the University of Pennsylvania and of expanding the definition of anti-Semitism to include certain rhetoric aimed at delegitimizing the state of Israel. Conservatives, meanwhile, recoil at his criticism of the Israeli government, particularly of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, whom Shapiro has called "one of the worst leaders of all time."

This presents a conundrum should Shapiro seek the presidency. He has become synonymous with his faith in ways that other Jewish Democrats, such as former Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel and Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker, are not. He lived in Israel for a semester in high school; he loves the country and embraces the term Zionist. (In her book, Harris helpfully reminded readers that left-wing activists dubbed him "Genocide Josh" last year.) Progressives would use all of this against him in a primary, inviting a response from Shapiro that, if not perfectly calibrated, could damage his prospects in a general election.

Peter Deutsch, a former Democratic congressman who gave Shapiro one of his first jobs in politics, crossed over in 2024 and endorsed Trump. When campaigning for Trump in Pennsylvania, Deutsch told me, he was struck by Shapiro's popularity among voters there. But he also wondered how much of that owed to a strategic ambiguity--about foreign policy and everything else--that is not sustainable.

"I like Josh very much, and if he runs for president one day, I want to be able to support him," Deutsch said. "But first, I need to know what he truly believes."

The worst-kept secret in Pennsylvania politics is that the governor is disliked--in certain cases, loathed--by some of his fellow Democrats. The causes vary: policy disputes, personality clashes, accusations of meddling and sabotaging and ceaseless self-promoting. When Shapiro was being vetted for vice president in the summer of 2024, Erin McClelland, whom Democrats had recently nominated for Pennsylvania treasurer, stunned the state party by suggesting on social media that Shapiro would "undermine" Harris--adding other insults for good measure. In his recent memoir, Senator John Fetterman, whose rise in Pennsylvania has run parallel to the governor's, recounted their history of feuding while serving together on the state's Board of Pardons. At one point, when Shapiro opposed clemency in a particular case--a decision Fetterman chalked up to "optics" and political calculation--he called Shapiro "a fucking asshole" on a hot microphone. Fetterman said the two men no longer speak.

The private commentary from Democrats is worse. In 30 years spent climbing the party ladder, Shapiro has acquired a long list of enemies. If he wasn't already aware, the governor found out the hard way in 2024, when a not-small and not-subtle chorus of Democrats made their misgivings about him known to Harris and her team. (A Pennsylvania lawmaker told me that, at one point, a member of Harris's vetting operation called him to say that in their decades working in party politics, they had never witnessed so many Democrats turning on one of their own.) If Shapiro chooses to run for president in 2028, Democrats in the state told me, the backlash will be far more visible.

"Right now, Shapiro is insulated because he's an incumbent and Democrats need him to hold the line," Annie Wu Henry, a Philadelphia-based political strategist who has worked to elect Fetterman and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, told me. But come 2028, she warned, "a lot of the decisions he's made are the kinds of things that people will raise when they don't feel obligated to stay quiet anymore."

Shapiro hasn't had a real race in nearly a decade. That could change next year, when he is expected to face off in his reelection bid against Stacy Garrity, a decorated combat veteran who won statewide election twice as treasurer. The national GOP has already telegraphed its intentions to flood Garrity's campaign with money and manpower, knowing the downballot implications of toppling Shapiro.

Republicans will have no shortage of attack-ad material. Shapiro at one point opposed Japan's acquisition of Pittsburgh-based U.S. Steel--infuriating Republicans and industry leaders, who saw it as a lifeline for thousands of workers--but wound up celebrating the sale after Trump announced it. He has also taken tortured stances on energy issues, inviting scorn from all angles. Meanwhile, for a third consecutive year, Shapiro and state lawmakers failed to reach a budget agreement by the statutory deadline--a source of great annoyance for Shapiro insofar as it undercuts his "Get Shit Done" mantra. "Look, I can't construct the budget, write the budget, vote on the budget, and sign the budget," the governor told me in September. "At some point, lawmakers need to come to work."

But the biggest liability for Shapiro might be a former associate named Mike Vereb.

The two men became friends when Vereb, a former Montgomery County cop, was elected as a Republican to the statehouse one cycle after Shapiro. Vereb served as chair of the Montgomery County GOP when Shapiro was head commissioner, and they continued to work together on various initiatives. When Shapiro was elected attorney general, he created a new, six-figure position in his office--director of government affairs--and appointed Vereb. Six years later, when Shapiro became governor, he picked Vereb as his secretary of legislative affairs, one of the most important roles in his new administration.

Vereb lasted less than a year. In September 2023, a press release from Shapiro's office announced that he was stepping down. No explanation was given, but the wording was warm: "We wish Mike all the best and we're grateful for his service."

What the statement didn't say: Shapiro's top staffers had learned, six months earlier, of sexual-harassment allegations against Vereb by one of his subordinates. An investigation was launched, and Shapiro's office eventually agreed to pay $295,000 to the woman who'd brought the complaint. She also signed a nondisclosure agreement. Vereb resigned three weeks later, shortly after details of the incident were leaked to the press. A local news outlet, Broad + Liberty, unearthed perhaps the most troubling detail of all: The complainant's email account had been wiped from the state servers, raising questions about who deleted the woman's emails and why.

In August 2024, the governor's spokesperson Manuel Bonder told The New York Times that Shapiro "was not aware of the complaint or investigation until months after the complaint was filed." This seems far-fetched, given that the governor is a workaholic--always attached to his phone, intimately engaged with matters of policy and messaging and personnel. Shapiro told me that his chief of staff and general counsel had reviewed the complaint; he also said that he'd been excluded from the process, by design, due to confidentiality policies.

But his opponents aren't buying it. "You're telling me that everybody close to the governor knew about this--his entire senior staff, including Mike himself--and nobody ever told him?" says Republican State Representative Abby Major, whom the complainant first approached with the allegation. "The governor knew. Everyone knows that he knew. It just hasn't been proven yet."

Shapiro also claimed ignorance when it comes to Vereb's character. Several people I spoke with, including the governor's allies, confirmed that Vereb was known as someone who drank heavily and behaved inappropriately around women. (Vereb did not respond to requests for comment.) Given all of this, I asked Shapiro about Vereb's reputation.

"I didn't--" the governor began, then paused. "That's not what I saw."

So, I asked, the harassment allegation seemed out of character for Vereb?

"It caught me unaware," he said.

Even though they were buddies?

"I mean, we served together in the House," Shapiro said, shrugging. He went on to give a cursory review of Vereb's employment--saying he'd forgotten the exact title Vereb held in the attorney general's office--and then praised his job performance.

Garrity has already signaled her intention to make this episode a centerpiece of her campaign. That doesn't mean Shapiro will lose. But it does suggest that, even if he wins, the figure who emerges on the other side could bear little resemblance to the indomitable politician whose reputation rests on perceptions of him as decent and upright.


The back of one of Shapiro's T-shirts. Shapiro is the 48th governor of Pennsylvania. (Jonno Rattman for The Atlantic)



One summer afternoon, as we sat in Shapiro's office discussing sports and religion and politics, he shared a recent bit of self-discovery.

"Lori and I were talking about this the other day," he began. "In the last, you know, three, four, five, six years, something like that--I can't remember, like, a precise beginning point--we've attended services far less than at any other point in our lives."

Shapiro paused, measuring his words. "The sort of ritualistic practices became less of a focus of the way we practice our faith--with the exception, of course, of Friday nights. That's still a sacrosanct moment for our family," he said.

He went on: "I feel more connected to my faith today than at any other time in my life. Truly. And I probably pray more now than at any other time in my life. But my connection to an institution of prayer, or a sort of formal structure of that prayer, has dramatically decreased."

I had noticed, both in our conversations and while watching him from afar, how he preferred to speak in the abstract--using terms such as faith, spirituality, prayer--rather than articulating a specific worldview as it pertains to Judaism.

When I asked whether a Jewish person can get elected president of the United States, he acknowledged that "there aren't a whole lot of folks who pray like me" in certain communities he's visited. Still, he said, "I have found that by living openly and proudly with my faith that it's brought me closer to the people of Pennsylvania. And I think the people of Pennsylvania are pretty indicative of where large swaths of the American people are."

The Lord works in mysterious ways, I joked to Shapiro at one point. There was a time when the two things he wanted most were to make the Rochester basketball team and to practice medicine; similarly, there was a moment in 2024, people who know the governor say, when he very much wanted to become Kamala Harris's running mate. Shapiro won't acknowledge as much today. "This was not getting cut from the basketball team," he said, when I asked about getting passed over in favor of Tim Walz. I thought he was kidding. He assured me that he wasn't--that on the scale of life's disappointments, this one barely registered. Shapiro was not going to cede control of his own neatly packaged narrative.

But in retrospect, Harris snubbing him looks almost like divine intervention. Not only did Shapiro avoid what surely would have been a career-hobbling defeat; he also now stands to benefit, maybe more than any other Democrat, from the electorate's rejection of the excesses of the left. Maybe the biggest blessing of all: Should he run in 2028, Shapiro will be campaigning in the first election of the post-Trump era--a time when, if his theory proves right, voters will be desperate for a reprieve from the delirium of recent years.

"What this country is gonna need is someone who can actually heal and unify, and someone who can solve problems and get stuff done," Shapiro said. "I think what Democrats need to do is focus not so much on winning litmus tests but on winning elections. And I know how to win elections here in one of the toughest states in the country."

Every word is smooth and rehearsed, the raw material of a stump speech coming together. Shapiro looks and sounds ready for what comes next. He speaks about values as if they are shared, truths as if they are settled. He claims to see a cohesion and hear a harmony that other politicians are ignoring. He insists that dialogue--earnest, sustained conversation with the very people from whom we're most alienated--is the cure for our national sickness.

In short, Shapiro seems to be centering his presidential hopes on a particular sort of stubbornness: He refuses to admit that our politics have changed in ways that might just render his approach obsolete.

Maybe he will be the one to break the spell and help the country find its way back. If not, there will be an element of tragedy. Shapiro has always been a talented enigma, his bright prospects shadowed by questions about motives and intentions and core beliefs. In the end, it may be his deepest conviction--the insistence that America is, in fact, better than this--that proves his undoing.
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The $7,500 Self-Deportation

The Trump administration is spending millions to entice people to leave.

by Nick Miroff

Tue, 02 Dec 2025




The Department of Homeland Security launched a $200 million advertising campaign this past spring that urged migrants to "self-deport," dangling an offer that sounded like a darker version of a credit-card promotion. By formalizing their departure through a government app, CBP Home, participants could receive a free plane ticket and a $1,000 cash bonus.

Nearly nine months later, about 35,000 people have used CBP Home to leave the country, according to figures I obtained from two DHS officials who track the program. Given the cost of the advertising blitz, as well as the airfare and cash payments, it works out to about $7,500 per self-deportation.

The DHS spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin wrote to me that the program, called Project Homecoming, has created "a smooth, efficient process for illegal aliens to return home" and that "tens of thousands" of participants have used CBP Home to depart. McLaughlin declined to say what DHS spends per self-deportation, but the department has estimated the cost of having ICE officers arrest, detain, and deport someone to be more than $17,000 per deportee.

The target audience for the pricey ads was not just potential deportees but also the president's core supporters. After National Guard troops were shot, one of them fatally, near the White House last week, allegedly by an Afghan national, President Donald Trump said on social media that he wanted to "permanently pause migration from all third world countries" and called for "REVERSE MIGRATION," which he later defined as "get 'em out of here; I want to get 'em out." The White House has set a goal of 1 million removals a year, but according to the latest government data, ICE is on track to carry out about 400,000 during Trump's first year back in office. (U.S. border authorities also turned away about 100,000 people, which DHS counts in its overall deportation tally of more than 500,000.) It's the highest level in a decade, though far short of the president's promises.

Authoritative data on border arrests, deportations, and other immigration-enforcement metrics used to be published monthly by DHS's Office of Homeland Security Statistics. But the office hasn't released a report since January, and the deportation statistics cited by the administration typically appear in social-media posts and press releases.

Read: The self-deportation psyop

DHS Secretary Kristi Noem and her aides have tried to boost deportation numbers by setting arrest quotas for ICE officers. They have embraced and promoted imagery of harsh street-level immigration enforcement to sow fear and intimidate people into leaving. They present self-deportation as a more humane alternative to ICE enforcement, one that allows people to exit on their own terms rather than in shackles. Within weeks of Trump's inauguration, Noem's team began awarding contracts on an emergency basis for the promotional campaign, bypassing the standard competitive-bidding process.

Four senators, including Gary Peters, the ranking Democrat on the Senate homeland-security committee, sent a letter on November 20 to the DHS inspector general requesting an investigation into ties between top department officials and the GOP-linked firms that won the awards. Last month, ProPublica reported that one subcontractor is the Strategy Group, a company run by the husband of McLaughlin, the DHS spokesperson. The company has worked extensively for Noem and Corey Lewandowski, the longtime Trump lieutenant who has no formal role at DHS but functions as Noem's de facto chief of staff.

"By invoking a national emergency, DHS was able to award this contract while circumventing federal contracting regulations requiring a fair and open competition, raising concerns that the Department misused emergency authorities to steer taxpayer funds toward politically connected entities," the senators wrote in their letter.

DHS officials have denied wrongdoing. When ProPublica asked McLaughlin about her husband's firm's contract with DHS, McLaughlin said, "We don't have visibility into why they were chosen." She declined to comment to me on the ProPublica findings.

The self-deportation ads continue to appear on social-media platforms and during Spanish-language broadcasts of soccer games and other sporting events. One recent ad, shared by DHS and the White House to Instagram, shows images of ICE officers shackling migrants and loading them onto planes alongside the words "If ICE finds you." Then it pivots to the words "If you self-deport" and a set of images showing smiling travelers and kids getting stuffed animals as they board a flight home.

Although DHS's spending on ads has been a boon to contractors, the campaign doesn't appear to be persuading many people to use CBP Home. By the department's own estimates, only about one in every 50 immigrants who has self-deported since Trump took office has done so using the app. Most of them are giving up and leaving quietly, without the money or the free flight.

Noem and other department leaders insist that they have not missed the White House's deportation target and are in fact exceeding it. They claim that 1.6 million immigrants have voluntarily left the country since Trump took office--four times the number removed by ICE. If true, it would be the largest drop in the number of foreign-born U.S. residents on record, with potential implications for food prices, rents, wages, and other benchmark indicators.

Trump officials have already declared victory. Micah Bock, a DHS public-affairs official who records weekly social-media videos that sermonize on U.S. history and culture (including that "America is not a nation of immigrants" and that "Thanksgiving is not a global potluck"), claimed this month that mass departures will benefit Americans worried about affordability.

"Wages for Americans are rising," Bock said in one video. "Rents in places like the Midwest, Miami, and Boston are plummeting as foreign nationals leave our country in droves."

Bock's Thanksgiving message claimed that DHS has "driven the largest decline in the foreign-born population of the United States in over 50 years" and that the drop is "making our neighborhoods safer for children to play outside and our elders to walk without fear."

The 1.6 million figure appears to be based on an estimate by the Center for Immigration Studies, a small Washington, D.C.-based think tank whose efforts to restrict immigration have had an outsize influence on Trump's policy advisers, including Stephen Miller. DHS has treated the demographic estimates as an enforcement statistic, reporting the departures as if they were carried out by ICE officers rather than estimated by academic analysts.

Read: Hundreds of thousands of anonymous deportees

DHS officials declined to explain to me the basis for the claim of 1.6 million self-deportations. The department has previously suggested that the figure is a product of its own data, without saying how it was reached. So I called Steven Camarota, one of the researchers at the Center for Immigration Studies who came up with the estimate.

Camarota and the other analysts I spoke with cautioned that the available data are preliminary and that more estimates will be released by the Census Bureau's American Community Survey next year.

Camarota and a co-author used data from the monthly Current Population Survey, a Census Bureau query of 60,000 households that is used by the Bureau of Labor Statistics to calculate the unemployment rate and other monthly indicators. The CPS estimated a 2.2 million decline in the country's foreign-born population from January to July.

Camarota calculated that three-quarters of that change was the result of self-deportations by immigrants Trump compelled to leave. "These declines are unprecedented, and so they should be viewed with some skepticism," Camarota told me. "But the best data we have shows a big decline. We're seeing it month after month." He also pointed to surveys of employers in construction and hospitality--two industries that typically hire immigrants not authorized to work in the United States--that show employees quitting at increasing rates.

Jed Kolko, a former Commerce Department official during the Biden administration who is now at the Peterson Institute for International Economics, cast doubt on the Current Population Survey data in a recent post arguing that the self-deportation figures are implausibly large. On an annual basis, he wrote, the figures would suggest a decline of roughly 4 million foreign-born residents, implying "absurd gyrations in the labor market."

Kolko told me that a drop of such magnitude would mean that the population of the United States is falling at a record rate, leaving millions of vacant jobs and a much tighter labor market. That is not what unemployment and wage data show, he told me, and the Trump administration continues to forecast higher GDP growth incompatible with a major population shift.

"If the workforce is growing much more slowly all of a sudden or even shrinking, then you would be likely to forecast GDP to grow more slowly--unless you are arguing that output per worker is growing at a historically high rate," Kolko said.

Read: Every state is a Border Patrol state

The relationship between falling rents and self-deportations is also murky. Susan Wachter, a real-estate economist at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, told me that the biggest declines are in cities in the South and the West Coast, where the housing supply has expanded faster than demand.

"There is a plausible story that a decline in demand will lead to lower growth in rents," Wachter told me. "But the rent declines at this point are mostly in the overbuilt cities in the South, where there's a lag response in increasing demand in those cities."

The size of the foreign-born population of the United States was about 50 million last year, according to 2024 Census estimates; of that number, 11 million to 14 million were believed to be living in the country without legal status. But Chloe East, an economist at the University of Colorado Boulder who studies immigration and labor markets, told me that calculating out-migration using monthly employment surveys is not reliable because "we don't really have great alternative estimates of the foreign-born population."

East said that she is watching the construction and service industries for signs of an inflationary effect. "When we remove a lot of the workers from those industries, firms will often raise the price of the goods and services, because it's harder for them to find workers," she told me.

DHS's claim that wages are rising for U.S.-born workers does not appear to be confirmed by the most recent Bureau of Labor Statistics data, released in July. Those data showed private-industry wage growth slowing during the second quarter of 2025. The BLS says that its next figures, covering the third quarter up through September, will be released on December 10.

East said that her research on previous mass-deportation campaigns did not find an across-the-board increase in wages for U.S. workers. "We think that that's largely because these jobs are hard to attract U.S.-born workers to work in, even if the employers offer higher wages, because they're more dangerous, they're more dirty, they're seasonal jobs, they're jobs with unpredictable schedules," she told me. "That makes it hard to attract other people to take these jobs."

At DHS, senior officials have launched an end-of-year push to boost deportation numbers by urging people to use CBP Home to leave for the holidays--and not come back. "Do you hear that? Home is calling!" Border Patrol Chief Michael Banks wrote on social media over Thanksgiving.


 "This holiday season, give yourself the gift of home with the CBP Home app," DHS trolls in another ad on social media. Set to the Perry Como song "(There's No Place Like) Home for the Holidays," the ad, which resembles a 1950s black-and-white commercial, shows departing immigrants picking up toys as they board a plane to leave.
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When Donald Trump Fired David Rubenstein

The private-equity billionaire spent decades building influence in the capital. Then his philanthropy collided with the president.

by Michael Powell

Mon, 01 Dec 2025


David Rubenstein at the Lincoln Memorial, November 2025 (Jared Soares for The Atlantic)



Updated at 2:25 p.m. ET on December 2, 2025

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

David Rubenstein, the billionaire investor and philanthropist, sat at a handsome marble table in a handsome conference room in one of the many handsome offices of the Carlyle Group, the global investment firm he co-founded, discussing a bit of personal unpleasantness.

Several weeks earlier, Donald Trump had fired him as the chair of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. Rubenstein chairs many elite institutions, but the Kennedy Center might be seen as the capstone of his resume. Explaining his decision, Trump had posted on Truth Social that Rubenstein did not "share our Vision for a Golden Age in Arts and Culture." The president announced that the "amazing" new chair of the center would instead be one "DONALD J. TRUMP."

Rubenstein, who is not accustomed to being fired, at first deflected my questions with gin-dry self-deprecation: "I'm the first person to be fired by a president and succeeded by one." But the firing stung. Rubenstein has, for decades, converted his extraordinary wealth into soft power, cultivating an ostensibly apolitical brand. He calls himself a practitioner of "patriotic philanthropy," with a stated mission to remind Americans of their heritage and history in service of a strengthened democracy. As part of that mission, Rubenstein has given away more than $1 billion. His name is stamped all over the Washington region.

The homestead of Thomas Jefferson has a David M. Rubenstein Visitor Center; George Washington's estate benefited from a $10 million donation to its library. Rubenstein gave the National Museum of African American History and Culture $10 million, along with a copy of the Emancipation Proclamation that is displayed in the David M. Rubenstein History Galleries. He donated in excess of $100 million to the Kennedy Center, where he oversaw construction of a large annex. When the giant pandas Bao Li and Qing Bao arrived at the National Zoo last autumn by airplane from Chengdu, China, they set out to explore their new digs: the David M. Rubenstein Family Giant Panda Habitat. When an earthquake damaged the Washington Monument in 2011, Rubenstein kicked in $10 million to help pay for repairs.

I first interviewed Rubenstein months before the 2024 presidential election. Back then, he was confident that he could manage his relationship with Trump if he were to win, as Rubenstein had after Trump's 2016 victory. The two men regarded each other as friends--sort of. In 2014, he interviewed Trump onstage at the Economic Club of Washington ("When David calls, I say yes," Trump told the crowd). The Trump of 2025, however, is a different fellow than the Trump of 2017. Institutions and norms at least tolerated by previous Republican presidents exert no hold on him, nor do the genteel mechanisms of soft power that have run Washington for years. The mere existence of a complex of arts, history, and the old Washington establishment itself, all sitting somewhere just outside the official D.C. bureaucracy, seems to rankle Trump--especially when the leaders of those organizations decline to declare fealty to him. All of this set Rubenstein on an unintended collision course with Trump.

Besides, Rubenstein told me, only half joking, having "a billion dollars is not what it used to be." Rubenstein did not, in the fashion of Bill Gates, build a paradigm-shifting computer-operating system. He did not, as Steve Jobs did, create an artful, culture-shifting technology firm. Nor did he, like Jeff Bezos, construct a consumer behemoth. The lifework of private-equity barons offers less social utility. They accelerate the financialization of the world economy, boost the performance of public pension funds and college endowments, and produce fabled wealth for themselves and the exceedingly comfortable. Along the way, their work  can sometimes make life measurably more painful for families on the lower end of the income scale.

Rubenstein, who is 76, has studied the actuarial tables and knows his end is an approaching train. He remains a co-chair of Carlyle and still travels the world raising money and speaking at lavish investor conferences. He drinks neither alcohol nor coffee, plays no golf, and harbors no desire to retire and work on a meditative memoir.

Trump has signaled--much as Vladimir Putin did to his own oligarchs--that even the wealthiest would be wise to bend a knee. He's given the comfortable class a clear look at what he can do to those who refuse to do his bidding. Trump has batted around Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell--a former Carlyle partner and a friend of Rubenstein--like a pinata for refusing to cut interest rates. Trump has ended federal contributions to PBS--Rubenstein is one of its largest individual donors, and has hosted two shows on the network. Trump has similarly attacked the Smithsonian, complaining that it's out of control and overly focused on "how bad Slavery was." He has demanded a "comprehensive internal review" of its exhibitions.

If there was a single way to describe Trump's institutional targets in the first year of his second term, it might be "David Rubenstein's Rolodex." What had long been Rubenstein's instrument of immense power and influence is now a liability.

From the June 2025 issue: Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer on Donald Trump's return to power

Rubenstein grew up in what he calls a "Jewish ghetto" in deeply segregated 1950s Baltimore. He recalls thinking as a child that everyone in the world was Jewish; he told me he was 13 when he realized that there were far more goyim. His grandfather had come to the United States in the early 20th century at the age of 10, fleeing anti-Semitic pogroms in Ukraine. His father served in World War II and worked as a postal clerk, and his mother worked in a dress shop.

I asked if Rubenstein discerned an arc to his life, some hint or premonition of great riches and influence to come. He wagged his head no. He was not a good athlete; he peaked in Little League. He insisted to me that he wasn't intellectually gifted, despite having skipped eighth grade and graduated from high school at 16 years old. And socially, well, "I wouldn't say that the girls in the Baltimore Jewish community were just saying ... 'This guy is so handsome, charming. He's wealthy. He's going to be famous.' No, there was none of that." He gave me a palms-up shrug and made rare eye contact: "It was a tortoise-and-the-hare thing."

Rubenstein did, however, feel a skin-afire urgency for a life that was more than the post office. He wanted to break out, though how and to what end was a mystery. He attended Duke University, where he studied political science, followed by law school on full scholarship at the University of Chicago. Rubenstein landed at the white-shoe law firm Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison, where he worked for two years in the '70s. There he befriended Ted Sorensen, a former speechwriter for President John F. Kennedy, who became his mentor.

Being a lawyer was not, he came to realize, his calling. He told Sorensen several times that he yearned to work in politics and public policy. His ambition was not workaday; Rubenstein said that he had the White House in his sights. Sorensen made a few phone calls, and at age 25, Rubenstein became chief counsel to the charismatic senator Birch Bayh, a Democrat from Indiana. Bayh entered the 1976 Democratic presidential primary with high hopes but flamed out, laid low in part by his support for abortion rights. Rubenstein dialed Sorensen again. "Well, do you have any more candidates that I might work for?" he asked. Sorensen put Rubenstein in touch with a powerful lobbyist, who in turn connected him with a southern Democratic presidential candidate who needed staff. Rubenstein signed on. "I didn't know Carter from a hole in the wall," he told me. "I can't say I had a compelling desire to work for Jimmy Carter."

Yet he would serve as a top deputy to Carter's domestic-policy adviser, Stuart Eizenstat. He described himself as "not qualified, not experienced, but eager," and he grew accustomed to walking into the Oval Office and talking with Carter. (He recalled that the president was "very smart," a taskmaster who hated split infinitives. "No one would say he had a great sense of humor," he said.) Rubenstein was a bundle of nervous energy. He ate out of White House vending machines and walked about hollow-eyed from lack of sleep.

There is an oddity here. One can talk with Rubenstein for hours without hearing him express sharp-edged political beliefs. He worked for Democrats, but even today he rarely mentions the issues that moved him.


President Jimmy Carter and Rubenstein in the Oval Office, January 1981 (Mary Anne Fackelman / Jimmy Carter Presidential Library and Museum / NARA)



Carter lost to Ronald Reagan in 1980. Rubenstein was a lonely Democrat in a world turned conservative Republican. Power brokers stopped returning his phone calls. He joined a midsize law firm and became a partner doing what Washington lawyers do: selling access. At this point he was making, "by normal human standards, a fairly good income," he told me. He would soon marry his wife and have three children. He saw the shape of his future: Perhaps former Vice President Walter Mondale would win the presidency in 1984 and he'd get back into government. Maybe by the time I'm 70 years old, he recalled thinking, I will be deputy secretary of transportation or something.

That reverie held no kick for him. Rubenstein had tired of playing the mercenary. And, he told me, "nobody thought I was a great lawyer." It was the Roaring '80s on Wall Street; he saw peers from the political world, men lacking anything like his IQ, getting wealthy. One morning, he read that former Treasury Secretary William Simon had invested $330,000 in a greeting-card company and made nearly $70 million in 18 months. Why not hang out a shingle, he said to himself, and try my hand in this world? Rubenstein quit his law firm and, with three partners and fundraising help from the financier Edward Mathias, obtained $5 million in seed capital to launch Carlyle in 1987; the founders named the company after the historic New York hotel to confer a touch of class. The game to which these men sought entry was known as private equity. Most major private-equity funds sat in financial capitals: New York, London, and Hong Kong. Carlyle's headquarters faced Pennsylvania Avenue, in between the White House and the Capitol. "If I had moved to New York to do it, nobody would have taken me seriously," Rubenstein told me. "I didn't have investment-banking experience, and all the other private-equity firms have been started by investment bankers."

The sector was taking flight, and its pioneers made no pretense of high-minded pursuit. The goal was to get rich and richer still, and their theory of the hunt was straightforward: Find companies that had grown fat, put up the most modest of stakes--sometimes as little as 1 percent equity and no more than 5 percent of the asking price was ideal--and borrow the remainder against the value of the company. In other words, the prey would finance its own kill. Conduct a hostile takeover, fire leaders and institute layoffs, and streamline the newly debt-burdened companies before selling them. Should these efforts fail and a company collapse, sell the assets.

But when the Carlyle boys tried their hand at identifying takeover targets, more experienced heads at other companies scoffed at them. Who were these novices? Rubenstein acknowledged the truth in that. "I thought I'd build a little teeny investment firm," he told me. "Maybe we'd do a leveraged buyout--as soon as I figured out what a leveraged buyout was."

They had no real plan. Then they went to Alaska.

Not long ago, I found myself in a coffee shop in Anchorage, listening as an ornery old attorney, Donald Craig Mitchell, talked of impecunious Native tribes, tax-loophole wizardry, and ambitious D.C. influence peddlers on the make.

Alaska is crucial to understanding the Rubenstein origin story. In the early '70s, Congress and President Richard Nixon created the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, which aimed to settle tribal land claims by transferring 44 million acres of land and nearly $1 billion to Alaska Natives. Native-run corporations would own and administer mineral, fishing, and timber rights on a for-profit basis, employing thousands of Natives and lifting entire communities out of poverty. That was the theory, anyway.

The reality was messier, and the plan wildly ambitious. At the time, most Alaska Natives lived deep in the bush. Just 14 percent had completed high school and 1 percent had graduated from college. The act pitched tribes into a crash Westernization. By the mid-'80s, several Native-run corporations teetered near insolvency. Alaska's powerful Senator Ted Stevens, a Republican, stepped in to help. He created a tax loophole, which he assured the Senate would not prove terribly costly, and attached it to a 1986 tax bill. (Stevens had reeled in so many federal dollars that Alaskans jokingly referred to him as the state's largest industry.) The loophole allowed Alaska Native corporations to sell losses on lumber, mining, and fishing to large American corporations seeking to reduce their tax liability--a potential lifeline for the Native corporations and a profitable possibility for middlemen who understood tax law. You see where this is going?

Rubenstein and his partners in the fledgling Carlyle firm were struggling to make their way in a financial world they only half understood. But they had a splendid sense of how politics and backdoor decision making worked in D.C. One day, Stephen Norris, a co-founder of Carlyle, told Rubenstein of the Alaska loophole, a situation that was practically tailor-made for the firm's expertise. Rubenstein, then 38, took notes. This, he figured, might be their break.

The Alaska loophole gave birth to what those in Washington business circles called the "Great Eskimo Tax Scam." It was akin to sounding a dinner bell for D.C. lawyers. Rubenstein dialed tribal leaders and lobbyists affiliated with the Native corporations and promised that he could make them lots of money--in exchange for a cut of the action. He and Norris recruited corporations in search of tax losses, flying the executives to Washington and lodging them at posh hotels. Many of the Native leaders Rubenstein worked with have passed away, but I found a long-retired Native businessman who shared his recollection on condition of anonymity. Rubenstein, he told me, did not talk of the beauty of Alaska's forests and fjords. Nor did he make much eye contact. I will make you millions, he said, and I will work seven days a week. It was, this man recalled, a disarmingly effective spiel.

In less than a year, Rubenstein and Norris bundled and sold more than $1 billion worth of tax losses by tribal corporations to American companies. For their service, Rubenstein and Norris charged a 1 percent fee and walked away with at least $10 million. With that, Rubenstein knew that he could compete in the world of finance.

The Alaska sales job clarified something else for him too. He was neither an economics wunderkind nor a hawkeyed stock picker. Improbably, however, this man who so often fixed his eyes on his shoes during conversation discovered he could persuade wealthy people to part with investment capital. Soon he was boarding airplane after airplane, traveling hundreds of days each year, wooing politicians and pension-fund officials, Texas oil barons and Middle Eastern emirs. Painstaking preparation preceded each conversation, whether in corporate offices in Switzerland, a swank restaurant in Singapore, or a mansion overlooking the Persian Gulf. "I made myself into a fundraiser, which was a little incongruous, because I wasn't an outgoing personality," Rubenstein told me. "You just have to steel your courage up."

In 1989, Rubenstein recruited Frank Carlucci to be Carlyle's managing director. A short and intense charmer, Carlucci had spent more than a decade in the foreign service, then served as deputy CIA director in the Carter administration and defense secretary in the Reagan administration. Finance types at other firms clucked dismissively about Carlucci's lack of investment experience. Rubenstein waved them off.

The late '80s were a time of disarray in the armaments sector, and private equity thrives in disarray. As defense secretary, Carlucci had reorganized the Pentagon's contract armament-procurement system. He knew the right people: the generals, the defense undersecretaries, and staffers who made the gears of the trillion-dollar defense world move. The Cold War was ending, and corporations were putting defense divisions up for sale. Carlyle wanted to avoid the markup associated with auctions run by Wall Street firms; a discreet phone call from Carlucci to a defense-contractor CEO was preferable.

Private-equity firms of the era gloried in excess. Greed was good, and publicity reified status. Rubenstein speaks of that time with the dispassionate and distancing tones of an anthropologist. It "was not, you know, 'Let's worry about DEI,'" he told me. Nor was it "'Let's make sure we pay all our taxes; we're very good on environment; and let's make sure we don't lose any jobs, because we don't want people to lose their livelihood.'" He shook his head. "The zeitgeist was 'What is the highest internal rate of return we could get?'"

In 1993, a reporter slipped behind the Carlyle curtain as the company was growing rapidly. The New Republic writer Michael Lewis, who later wrote the best-sellers Moneyball and The Big Short, talked with Rubenstein and Carlucci at length for an article titled "The Access Capitalists." Rubenstein came off as an awkward but connected man who understood a world fueled by the currency of access. To call him an old-fashioned entrepreneur was, Lewis wrote, "one of those half-truths that contains even less truth than a lie." Rubenstein and his partners still talk about how much that New Republic piece stung.


Rubenstein at his New York office, September 2015 (Chad Batka / The New York Times / Redux)



But Lewis depicted the firm as immensely profitable, and that was catnip for D.C.'s wealthy. "If you're an investor, you want access," a Carlyle co-founder who requested anonymity told me. "Suddenly everyone wanted to talk with us."

The '90s became a time of explosive growth in Carlyle's defense spending. Carlyle's $850 million purchase of United Defense, which manufactured tanks, artillery, naval guns, and missile launchers, was particularly fruitful. United Defense reeled in $5.8 billion in contracts from the Pentagon. When Carlyle fully exited the company, in 2004, it had made more than $1 billion in profit. By 2000, the collective value of defense companies in Carlyle's portfolio rivaled that of Raytheon and General Dynamics.

Meanwhile, Rubenstein kept hiring prominent Republicans, and not only from the defense sector. In 1993, he brought on a double bill from George H. W. Bush's administration: Secretary of State James Baker--a Princeton classmate of Carlucci--and Office of Management and Budget Director Richard Darman. During Bush's term, Rubenstein had put his son George W., on the board of a Carlyle subsidiary, too. That proved to be a misstep: Rubenstein told investors that the son had a taste for off-color jokes and no evident feel for private equity. Finally, in 1998, Carlyle added the former president, Bush himself, as an adviser. "I recruited people who I thought could get their calls returned," Rubenstein told me.

Those Rubenstein brought along made out well. By 2001, Baker may have held as much as $180 million in equity in the firm.

To ask Rubenstein about the value of Carlyle's high-profile hires is to observe a rhetorical two-step. These men were door knockers, he said, the shiny objects meant to attract attention. A potential client might turn down a dinner invitation to talk out investment opportunities with David Rubenstein, he told me, but they'd show up for Jim Baker: "I'm paying these guys basically to speak at the dinner or lunch." As wealthy guests appeared, Rubenstein would move in, shaking hands, persuading them to invest in Carlyle.

There was more to it. Carlucci's phone calls led to the purchase of companies. After he left office, the elder President Bush helped Carlyle win a battle to acquire a Korean bank. When Rubenstein flew to the Middle East to raise money, he invited Baker to tag along. "Because I'm Jewish, I didn't think I should go," he told me. But when he expressed his reservations to Baker, Baker gave him a look as if to suggest he was a naif. "It's not a problem that you're Jewish," Baker replied. (Rubenstein since has come to see a certain advantage to being Jewish in that region. As he put it, "People in the Middle East thought: 'Jews are smart. They know how to manage money.'")

That cozy world changed on September 11. As the airliners crashed into the World Trade Center towers, Carlyle was running an investor conference at the Ritz-Carlton in Washington, D.C. In attendance were members of the bin Laden family, including Shafiq bin Laden, an estranged half-brother of Osama. This was unfortunate timing for both Carlyle and the bin Laden family, which hurriedly liquidated its holdings in a Carlyle fund that invested in buyouts of military and aerospace companies.

Within a few years, Carlyle's challenges began to cascade. Anti-war demonstrators picketed. Congress asked tough questions. The Economist magazine opined that Carlyle "gives capitalism a bad name." The founders felt exposed. "We were heavily criticized for having been part of the 'war machine,'" Rubenstein told me. He gave a slight shrug. "If you live by the sword, you die by the sword."

The life of a private-equity titan is wonderfully remunerative and unfailingly unsentimental; he knew what he had to do. In March 2005, as body counts in Iraq mounted, Rubenstein and a partner, Daniel A. D'Aniello, walked into Baker's office.

The former secretary of state eyed the Carlyle founders scuffling and staring at their shoes. He chuckled. He recognized his end. "You guys!" he said loudly to Rubenstein. "You need to separate from me. I'm a big boy, I get that."

Carlucci had retired two years earlier. Rubenstein turned his attention to George H. W. Bush. He was fond of Bush, and regarded him as a smart man of impeccable manners. "It was awkward," he allowed.

Rubenstein need not have worried. The former president was scion of a wealthy WASP family and a former intelligence chieftain, and reacted with no less sangfroid than Baker. This was the business these men had chosen. "Bush said to us, 'Look, I know the war is going south and you're getting blamed. Cut me loose,'" Rubenstein recalled.

Since 2004, Carlyle has pivoted away from defense--but it still runs by the logic of access capitalism. Carlyle does private lending and holds stakes in aerospace companies, luxury housing, health care, oil fields, natural-gas pipelines. It has owned and sold majority stakes in Hertz; Dunkin' Brands; Cogentrix Energy, an American power generator; and Booz Allen Hamilton. It has purchased significant tracts of real estate, extended credit to builders, and moved into the insurance sector. Carlyle took a minority stake in McDonald's China in 2017; it sold that for $1.8 billion in 2023. It helped finance and lead a renovation of John F. Kennedy International Airport, creating 10,000 jobs.

Roge Karma: The secretive industry devouring the U.S. economy

But not all is well. Interest rates have climbed, the sector has grown crowded, and as more and more private-equity firms compete to buy companies, prices go up and profit margins are squeezed. Private-equity firms hold more than $3 trillion worth of unsold firms; investors cannot see returns until these sales go through. "Private equity has struggled a bit," Rubenstein told me, adding that growth has slowed noticeably. The biggest firms resemble great white sharks, swimming in ceaseless search of yield and profit. Although they have ventured into obscure or unlikely areas, the weight of their deals has tended to fall heavily on working-class Americans. As Brendan Ballou wrote in his book, Plunder, private-equity firms were responsible for 600,000 jobs lost over the past decade in the retail sector alone.

Mobile-home parks offer an instructive case. Twenty million working-class and poor Americans live in trailer parks, the biggest pool of nonsubsidized affordable housing in the nation. Family operators traditionally owned these parks, but private-equity firms have piled in, seeing opportunity in a national housing shortage. Blackstone, Apollo, and Carlyle are among the 23 private-equity firms that now own more than 1,800 mobile-home parks with 377,000 lots, or about 4 percent of all parks in the country.

Which, after a fashion, explains how I found myself driving through the high desert and the Carson Mountains to Sparks, Nevada. I turned into the Sierra Royal Mobile Home Park on a razor-sharp morning and saw well-kept mobile homes with ornamental bushes and flowers. Jeanneil Marzan, a white-haired retiree, stood at her door. "We bought here because it was a nice, quiet community, and affordable," she told me.
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Mobile-home economics are straightforward: Marzan owns her home and rents the land for about $900 a month from Sierra Royal. But in 2022, when Carlyle purchased the mobile park, monthly land rents for new tenants rose to $1,010. That set a tough standard for new renters and drove down buyer demand.

"It was like ice water thrown on us," Marzan said.

"Carlyle wants money we don't have," Roger George, one of her neighbors, told me.

Some days later, I talked mobile homes with Rubenstein, who insisted that Carlyle seeks to improve mobile parks and discusses plans beforehand with tenant groups. (No tenant I interviewed at the Sierra Royal recalled such a consultation.) "People are living in mobile homes not because, I suspect, they love mobile homes but because that's what they can afford," Rubenstein told me.

A spokesperson suggested I examine Plaza Del Rey, a mobile-home park in Sunnyvale, California. Carlyle purchased this working-class pocket of Silicon Valley 10 years ago, and he said "it worked out really well for everyone." But when I exchanged emails with a Plaza Del Rey tenant, Fred Kameda, I heard a different story. He moved there in 2011. When Carlyle took over, he said, it sharply increased costs for new residents, doubling rents in five years. "The land-rent increases had the immediate impact of reducing the sales price of our home," Kameda said. "Our mortgages are underwater and our homes unsellable." Carlyle paid $150 million to acquire Plaza Del Rey in 2015 and sold it four years later for $237 million.

Carlyle's foray into nursing homes raised more troubling questions. In 2007, the firm purchased Manor Care, one of the nation's largest nursing-home chains, for $6.3 billion. At the time, critics cautioned that Carlyle did not appreciate the patients' vulnerability, and warned about the consequences of trying to juice the profit margins. But Carlyle's analysts exuded cockiness. "Manor Care is poised to become an even stronger health care provider under Carlyle's ownership," the firm stated in a 2007 release.

Carlyle borrowed $4.8 billion and put that on Manor Care's ledger. There was a sale leaseback. Carlyle paid itself handsomely to manage the nursing homes, but the nursing-home chain began to leak money. A 2018 Washington Post investigation found that patient care crashed after Carlyle's takeover; inspectors saw patients with bedsores and sitting in urine, and residents and their families consistently reported that staffing was inadequate. In March 2018, the chain filed for bankruptcy and Carlyle slipped away. (Carlyle told The Washington Post at the time that it had only reduced administrative--not nursing--costs, and attributed Manor Care's financial troubles to a decline in federal Medicare spending. A spokesperson told The Atlantic that Carlyle had "exited the investment in 2018" and was no longer involved with the chain.)

Manor Care represented a significant investment and a large embarrassment for Rubenstein and Carlyle. How, I wondered, did a nursing-home chain with tens of thousands of employees deteriorate so markedly while owned by one of the globe's wealthiest private-equity firms? "Nursing homes is a difficult business, right?" Rubenstein replied.

Right.

"It's pretty easy to say, Well, 20 percent of your people died," he continued. "But, you know, they get into the nursing home when they're 90 years old. They're probably going to die at some point." Going forward, he said, Carlyle will avoid investing in nursing homes. "It's hard to convince people that you're adding a lot of value," he said. That was perhaps especially the case with respect to Manor Care, where the reverse was true.

Rubenstein sat in his office on a sultry summer day at Camden Yards--he had recently purchased his hometown Orioles for $1.725 billion--as our conversation turned to his wealth. He'd presented himself to me as a run-of-the-mill billionaire, recounting deals missed and titans with fortunes that eclipsed his own.

Rubenstein's not that rich, by billionaire standards. The nation has some 1,000 billionaires, and his pile is a fraction of that of his wealthiest peers in private equity, a fact that has not escaped his notice. As Rubenstein had noted to me, having $1 billion is not what it used to be. But he also acknowledged that he is fabulously wealthy--he is at least that self-aware.

Rubenstein knows that many Americans view his sector as a fixed casino, and hinted at slightly bruised feelings. "You can always make jokes about private equity," Rubenstein told me. "People think, as Balzac said, that behind every great fortune there's a crime. If you've done something to make a lot of money, you must have done something wrong somewhere." But where was the crime, Rubenstein continued, in accumulating piles of riches for yourself and your investors if, along the way, you also delivered great returns to public-employee-pension funds and college endowments and invested in companies that create jobs?

Rubenstein tutored me in the mathematics of private-equity profit extraction. His analysts target underutilized market sectors, whether a gas pipeline in Alaska or a Mumbai-based life-insurance company. It fell to him to persuade trustees of pension funds and managers of university endowments to hand over investment dollars. (He made many phone calls and several trips to California to woo trustees of Calpers, the agency that manages public retirement funds in that state. It's now a major investor in Carlyle, with billions of dollars in various funds.) Private-equity services do not come cheap. Although management fees have fallen recently, the standard industry charge for years was 2 percent of total capital annually and 20 percent of profits. The legendary returns make it all worthwhile.

Or not. Ludovic Phalippou, an economics professor at Oxford and a critic of private equity, has argued that when fees are factored in, private-equity returns differ not much from those of stock funds. Other prominent analysts take an even more pessimistic view; Morningstar, a well-regarded fund-rating agency, cautions that of the 14 private-equity-focused funds launched in 2022 or earlier, 11 have underperformed the S&P 500 since their inception, some "by a lot." To Phalippou, private equity is terrific at creating wealth--for its founders. One speculates he is not a favored guest at private-equity soirees. (Private-equity economists argue that their companies' investments cannot be measured by comparing them year over year to, say, stock-index funds. The sale of equity investments are carefully timed, they argue, and they note that many sophisticated investors apparently agree with them).

I asked Rubenstein whether the private-equity fee structure is a touch avaricious. He shrugged. "Trying to defend making high rates of return and making 20 percent of the profits is not easy to do," he replied evenly. I looked at him, puzzled, and he steadily returned my gaze.

Private equity charges what it does because it can. And private equity, whatever its capitalist digestive problems, continues to disgorge billionaires. From 2005 to 2020, private-equity billionaires have multiplied from three to 22; Phalippou calls the sector a "billionaire factory." To Rubenstein's repeated point, some of his peers--Leon Black, Henry Kravis, and Stephen Schwarzman leap to mind--have a net worth far greater than his own.

Central to Rubenstein's sense of himself is an inchoate desire to outstrive peers, in business, in philanthropy, in public fame. Without a therapist--he has never seen one, he told me--he cannot explain this compulsion. Age, however, has rendered him curious about its genesis.


Rubenstein, the majority owner of the Baltimore Orioles, celebrates his team's victory over the Cleveland Guardians with fans at Camden Yards, April 16, 2025. (Patrick Smith / Getty)



He invited me to engage in a speculative exercise. Who was first in your high-school class? Do you remember? he asked in a manner that suggested he had forgotten his answer. "There are many people who had incredible resumes that I would have died for, and now they're retired. They're not doing much. They've lost their drive. It's strange how the world works."

He mentioned a friend in Chicago, a wealthy man diagnosed with ALS, the deadly neurodegenerative disease. He also told me that, a few days earlier, then-Georgetown University President John DeGioia, another acquaintance and eight years his junior, had suffered a stroke during a meeting. (DeGioia has since stepped down.) Rubenstein told me he peruses newspaper obituaries with careful attention to detail. "I read the obituaries to see whether people younger than I died and why they might have died," he said. "I'm at an age where a lot of your friends die."

"How did I get lucky?" he asked.

There was his unspoken chaser: How long will his luck hold? Rubenstein has spent much of his adult life in black SUVs and private airports and mansions and princely restaurants, in conversations with sheikhs, presidents, and managers of sovereign wealth funds. He has spent 250 days a year on the road, often as the lone passenger--he prefers solitude--on his Gulfstream jet. He rarely if ever watches movies on the plane, preferring to read the books and newspapers piled at his feet or study numbers and rehearse his pitches. As he joked (I think) on a recent business podcast: "I told my family, 'Bury me in my airplane.' I'm never so happy as when I'm in my plane. I can call people or not call people. They can't reach me easily. I can watch TV; I can sleep." A boulder outside his mansion in Nantucket, where he rarely sleeps, is inscribed I'd rather be working.

"I want to get it done before I die," he said of philanthropy and empire building. He calls it his "sprint to the finish."

Rubenstein gave me a list of his friends and colleagues. All praised his intelligence and attentiveness. When I asked if Rubenstein ever called them to just chat, if they shared laughs over long dinners, they fell silent or shook their head.

Each year at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, James Gorman, the former Morgan Stanley chair who is now the chair of Disney, throws a big dinner, and Rubenstein joins him at the head table. "Some people feed off of moving constantly," Gorman told me. "If you slowed David down, he'd slow very quickly. It's like a fish that stops swimming. They stop and they die."

Rubenstein told me once that he wondered whether his three children had inherited his obsessive drive. He has said that they grew up "reasonably wealthy." (He had earned millions by the time his eldest daughter was in elementary school, and he was closing in on his first billion by the time she graduated from college.) Too much comfort, he said, puts the children of the wealthy at a disadvantage. "You might have grown up spoiled, without the drive to achieve something," he said.

As adults, his children, now ages 34, 37, and 40, followed Rubenstein into the family business, and although he's signed a pledge to give away perhaps half of his fortune to charity, he's also plowed millions--"modest amounts," he calls the sum--into his children's private-equity funds. He noted, a touch archly, that the kids have yet to produce quite the promised returns. His son, Andrew, is a co-founder of the venture-capital firm Shorewind Capital. His daughter Alexa Rachlin works at Hobe Mountain Capital, a firm spun off from Declaration Partners, which is anchored by Rubenstein. His younger daughter, Gabrielle, who co-founded Manna Tree Partners, seems to most embrace his work ethic. Years earlier, at a conference in Zurich, she offered a glimpse of what it was to labor in the shadow of an influential multibillionaire father. She spoke of embarking on an exhausting 323-day, 18-country fundraising tour that she halted only as COVID swept the globe in early 2020. "It really destroyed my microbiome," she said at the conference. But "I earned my father's trust. My father's language is fundraising."

There's a decent chance today that if you are not in the finance industry, you know of Rubenstein less for his career in private equity than for his role as a benefactor: the halls and galleries, the placards on monuments, the board seats at elite nonprofits and universities. His philanthropy resembles the late-life turn of many famously wealthy men. Andrew Mellon established the National Gallery of Art. John Rockefeller gave away a large chunk of his fortune, equivalent to more than $10 billion in today's dollars. Andrew Carnegie, the steel baron, divested himself of 90 percent of his wealth and built 2,509 libraries. Carnegie even marked himself as a sort of class traitor by celebrating progressive taxation: "By taxing estates heavily at death the state marks its condemnation of the selfish millionaire's unworthy life."

No such heresy escapes Rubenstein's lips; he has no inner Bernie Sanders, and has defended the tax advantages that his class views as birthrights. He gives great sums to children's health care and cancer research, but his passion is his own brand: patriotic philanthropy. He said that reminding people of America's narrative arc strengthens American democracy. It's also the case that his philanthropy reinforced his station--as an exemplar of Washington's old establishment.

In return for his donations, Rubenstein has collected a blur of board memberships and chairmanships--the Kennedy Center, the National Gallery, the Council on Foreign Relations, the Brookings Institution. Celebrities surrounded him. He has stood with evident joy among presidents and first ladies, chatted with the comedian Billy Crystal, given awards to Bette Midler and Big Bird.

Rubenstein tended to the business of reputation building ever so carefully. He is averse to controversy and does not donate to political campaigns. But a man of wealth has many ways of rendering service to political patrons. He has several times turned his 13-acre Nantucket estate over to the Bidens. (George H. W. Bush and his wife have stayed there as well.)

This is an old sort of D.C. power projection. To wit, in the final days of his administration, Joe Biden awarded Rubenstein the Presidential Medal of Freedom. That could be read as status affirmed, another honor to be tucked into Rubenstein's obit file, his sprint to the finish looking grand.

One observer was, however, not so impressed: Donald Trump, who, during his first term, was often stiffed by the sort of celebrities who surrounded Rubenstein. He watched Rubenstein, his maybe friend, aglow in a nest of Democrats, sitting on stage with Hillary Clinton and Alex Soros. Anna Wintour was there as well, and she had not put Melania, the first lady, on the cover of Vogue. The perceived slight, say those who know them, ate at Trump. Three weeks after Trump's second inauguration, Rubenstein was out as chair of the Kennedy Center.


President Joe Biden presents Rubenstein with the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the U.S.'s highest civilian honor, January 2025. (Manuel Balce Ceneta / AP)



In one of my interviews with Rubenstein, in the conference room of a 32nd-floor Carlyle aerie in Manhattan, I asked whether Trump's unsettling admixture of resentment, bullying, and retaliation threatened his legacy. This president is--Rubenstein paused and picked his word carefully--"unique."

I looked at him. Was that all? What of Trump's mercurial game with tariffs, the humiliation of foreign leaders, the masked men carrying out immigration arrests in schools and stores, the deportations without due process? What of Trump's challenge to constitutional norms? Rubenstein, who fancies himself a lay historian of the American presidency, speculated that Trump might circumvent the law and run for a third term in 2028. "He feels he can be president longer," he said. Amend the Constitution; "just stay there," refuse to leave the White House at the end of his term; or run as vice president on a ticket with J. D. Vance so that Vance can resign upon their election, leaving Trump to take power again.

Rubenstein laid out these scenarios. And a few seconds of silence followed. The unspoken thought seemed to hang in the room: Don't captains of finance have a duty, perhaps even an obligation, to speak up? "Right now, who in the business community is publicly saying, 'You can't be doing all the things you are doing'?" Rubenstein said after a while. "Nobody, nobody."

Rubenstein sat for the first time this year on the committee of the John F. Kennedy Library Foundation that hands out the annual Profile in Courage Award. Past award winners have included the civil-rights legend John Lewis, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, and Senator John McCain. In these perilous times, Rubenstein said, the board had trouble finding someone "who actually has the courage right now to deserve the Profiles in Courage award." Too many have shrunk from the moment. On May 4, the foundation gave the award to former Vice President Mike Pence, who withstood Trump's extraordinary pressure to overturn the results of the 2020 election.

A business titan is not nature's rebel. Rubenstein's vote to honor Pence for standing up to Trump likely did not escape the president's notice. So maybe that counts for courage. But couldn't a man with all that money, and all that power, do something more for the country he loves? Rubenstein shook his head and gave me a look that suggested that, like most of his class, he'd already made up his mind.



This article originally stated that Alexa Rachlin works at Declaration Partners. In fact, she works at Hobe Mountain Capital, a firm spun off from Declaration Partners. It also misstated Rubenstein's family name upon arrival to the United States.
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The Bubble-Wrapped President

Trump surrounds himself with those who flatter him in places where he is comfortable.

by Jonathan Lemire

Mon, 01 Dec 2025




For a decade, Donald Trump's rallies were intertwined with his political identity. His big crowds were how he first got the media and the Republican Party to take him seriously, and they provided real-time feedback. Those who followed him closely could watch his positions take shape from one rally to the next--an offhand comment that got a strong reaction would become a talking point at the next rally, and then a core part of his pitch. And he took notice when the crowd got bored, pivoting to the lines that would fire them back up.

Although Trump hated being on the road, the travel took him out of the Manhattan skyscraper emblazoned with his name in gold and into many struggling, disgruntled communities. Before and after rallies, he would meet with local officials, law-enforcement officers, and activists, as well as supporters who'd paid to get a photo with the candidate. Sometimes he visited local businesses or ordered takeout. The people Trump met clued him in to the issues his supporters cared about, and in a few cases, they became part of new stories he told (some so confounding--with cries of "sir" and tears allegedly running down faces--that his critics questioned if these people even existed).

But it has been many months since Trump hosted a full-on campaign-style rally. He has opted instead to travel abroad, golf at his private clubs, and dine with wealthy friends, business leaders, and major donors. Beyond the rallies, Trump has dramatically scaled back speeches, public events, and domestic travel compared with the first year of his initial term. And that lack of regular voter contact has contributed to a growing fear among Republicans and White House allies: that Trump is too isolated, and has become out of touch with what the public wants from its president.

Every president, of course, deals with being in a bubble, distanced by the demands on his time and the extraordinary security concerns that come with the office. But in his return to the presidency this year, Trump has seldom ventured across the country to anywhere other than his own clubs. He also inhabits something of a news silo, watching far-right cable channels such as One America News Network and Newsmax along with Fox News. Even his social-media consumption has become narrower: Instead of being on the app formerly known as Twitter, where he'd occasionally encounter contrary views, he now posts solely on Truth Social, which he owns and where he is surrounded by sycophants. And his own White House staff, this time largely populated by true believers and yes-men (and a few yes-women), only adds to the echo chamber.

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

Everyone around Trump, and everything he is seeing on TV and on his phone, is telling him that he's right. But poll after poll suggests that Americans believe Trump is now getting it wrong and has lost focus on what got him elected.

"People voted for him to lower prices, to bring manufacturing back, to stand up to those taking advantage of them," a close Trump ally told me on the condition of anonymity so as not to antagonize the president. "They didn't vote for him to build a damn gilded ballroom. He's not hearing them."

He's not hearing them, perhaps, because he's not seeing them. I looked at Trump's travel schedule from the fall of 2017, the first year of his initial term, to compare it with this fall's, and I was surprised by the drop-off. Back then, he traveled into the country more than a dozen times from September to November to talk with energy workers in North Dakota, rally support in Alabama for a Senate candidate, and explain his agenda directly to his supporters. During that same stretch this year, he barely traveled at all. This fall, he's ventured beyond the Washington, D.C., metro area; his New Jersey golf club; and Florida, the home of Mar-a-Lago, only five times. Four of those domestic trips were to New York, including three to hang out with rich friends in luxury boxes at sporting events. The other was to attend United Nations meetings, but he stayed only one night, compared with five in 2017. The fifth trip was to Arizona, to attend Charlie Kirk's memorial service.

Even the one realm where Trump expanded his travel took him away from Americans; this fall, he made three international trips, as opposed to just one eight autumns ago. Some of his most loyal MAGA supporters, such as Laura Loomer and Stephen Bannon, urged him to curb the globe-trotting and instead focus on issues at home. Marjorie Taylor Greene said she "would like to see Air Force One parked and staying at home" (she later renounced her support of Trump and announced her resignation from Congress). Trump's lack of travel across the United States, some allies fear, has knocked his political antenna askew.

There had been tentative plans this summer to get Trump back out on the road. Republicans had just passed the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, but polls showed that a majority of Americans didn't like how it favored the ultrarich. White House aides hoped to have Trump tour the country to emphasize that the bill's tax cuts and deregulation would benefit his supporters. But it never happened, because Trump got distracted. He turned his attention overseas and, desperate for a Nobel Peace Prize, scheduled a summit in Alaska with Russia's Vladimir Putin, while pushing for a cease-fire in Gaza. And, just weeks after Trump presided over the tax legislation's July 4 signing ceremony, his White House was consumed by the return of the Jeffrey Epstein scandal. The last thing Trump wanted was to face members of his base who might have questions about his ties to the disgraced pedophile.

As summer turned to fall, Republicans wondered if Trump would show up in New Jersey or Virginia to campaign for candidates for governor, and tell his supporters to vote in the year's most closely watched bellwether races. Instead the president attended only a pair of virtual rallies for the candidates--the exact sort of low-energy move for which Trump used to mock Joe Biden--which drove far less media coverage than a Trump arena rally would have and were less likely to motivate those who weren't already planning to vote.

After both Republican candidates lost, a number of GOP leaders urged the president publicly and privately to reconnect with his supporters. They have quietly complained to one another--and at times to West Wing officials--that, in the past two months, Trump has squared his attention on a (faltering) retribution campaign against political foes; a potential war with Venezuela; masked ICE raids that have terrorized immigrant communities; and the demolishing of the White House's East Wing to construct an opulent ballroom to better entertain wealthy donors. None of those issues, Republicans said, was high on voters' minds.

Read: Why Venezuela?

But the weeks since have brought little sign that Trump has changed his focus. Although his administration has hosted a couple of White House events meant to demonstrate that Trump is intent on lowering prices, the president himself has shown little willingness to acknowledge the problem, instead calling the affordability crisis a "hoax" and a "con job." That worries Republicans, who are well aware that Democrats feel that the issue could be their path back to power in next year's midterm elections.

The Republicans want Trump, even with low poll numbers, back on the road in 2026 to persuade the voters who tend to turn out only for him to support other Republicans. (The GOP took heavy losses in Trump's first midterms, in 2018.) Trump is deeply concerned about the midterms; he knows that if the Democrats capture a house of Congress, they would be armed with the power of the subpoena and would paralyze his administration with investigations. But the role he will play in next year's campaigns remains unknown.

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told me that even when Trump has traveled overseas, his "focus has been on securing deals for Americans back home." And she added that he plans to "be out there actively campaigning for Republican candidates ahead of their victories in the midterms next fall."

Since 2015, Trump says he has held more than 900 rallies, making them the signature events of this era of American politics. He even kept doing them at the height of the pandemic, in 2020, and in the aftermath of last July's assassination attempt at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania. His last campaign rally was held in Grand Rapids, Michigan, in the early-morning hours of Election Day. There, Trump turned to a few close aides and said, with a mixture of sadness and relief, that he thought it would be his final one, a person who heard the remarks told me. A few months later, in April, Trump hosted a smaller rally-like event, also in Michigan, to celebrate 100 days in office. But the bombastic rallies he is known for have come to a halt.

It's not the only way he has isolated himself. This term, there are very few voices inside the White House to tell him no or get him back on track. And that's by design. At the start of his first term, Trump filled his team with a mix of veterans of past Republican administrations and figures from the GOP establishment, who moderated some of his more extreme impulses. But Trump chafed at those roadblocks. In 2025, he has surrounded himself with enablers--not figures such as John Kelly, Rex Tillerson, and James Mattis. Trump trusts his own instincts and points to his historic reelection as proof that he provides his own best counsel. His chief of staff, Susie Wiles, has made clear that she doesn't see her role as constraining the president. Moreover, there isn't a Republican leader on the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue to play the role of Mitch McConnell and check Trump's power.

And although Trump still calls his old friends back in New York, he does it less frequently than during his first term, someone familiar with the calls told me, depriving the president of candid feedback from people who have known him for decades and may not agree with him on every issue. Instead, his focus has been on the business titans and billionaires with whom he has frequently dined at the White House and at Mar-a-Lago, who want something from him and tell him what he wants to hear.

Trump remains in the MAGA echo chamber even when he's alone in the White House residence or the private dining room off the Oval Office. Yes, he occasionally checks MSNOW or CNN, but his TVs are almost always tuned to Fox News, OAN, and Newsmax, which practically never run negative stories about the president. (Fox did not even carry the recent news conference featuring Epstein victims.) Same with his phone: Truth Social provides a stream of praise from adoring disciples, as well as AI slop and other provocative posts that play to the president's basest political instincts.

Not even two weeks ago, Trump amplified a post that read "HANG THEM GEORGE WASHINGTON WOULD !!" as he pushed for sedition charges to be filed against six Democratic lawmakers who'd created a video urging members of the military to ignore unlawful orders. A few moments later, Trump posted his own call for the lawmakers' execution. Once more, Republicans' hopes that Trump would focus on the issues voters care about went unheeded.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed to this report.
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The Extraordinary Logic of Netanyahu's Bid for a Pardon

His case for clemency rests on the assumption that he's irreplaceable.

by Gershom Gorenberg

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Presidential pardons are in fashion in the United States, even for people who haven't yet been found guilty of a crime. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is a well-known Americanophile. Now he, too, wants a preconviction pardon, a never-go-to-jail card.

On Sunday, his lawyers submitted his request, stressing that freeing Netanyahu from his marathon corruption trial would be purely for the public good.

Because Netanyahu faces Israeli, not U.S., charges, he had to seek relief from Israel's president, Isaac Herzog, rather than from Donald Trump. But Trump has already weighed in. In a letter last month, he urged Herzog to issue a pardon. The case against Netanyahu is "political, unjustified prosecution," Trump wrote, concluding with his standard line to an implied underling: "Thank you for your attention to this matter."

The U.S. connection doesn't end there. If Herzog accedes, he will put Israel firmly in the American camp, where the ruler is above the rule of law.

Yair Rosenberg: Netanyahu just admitted he's unfit to lead Israel

The police began investigating Netanyahu in 2016. He went on trial in 2020 on charges of fraud and breach of trust in three separate cases, and bribery in one of them. One charge held that he used his office to help a billionaire, from whom he and his wife received gifts that included a steady supply of expensive cigars and champagne. Another alleged that he granted regulatory favors in return for favorable coverage on a popular news site.

The legal and financial complexity of the cases, the long list of witnesses, and the defense team's tactics have all served to drag out the trial. So did the coronavirus pandemic and the war in Gaza. Over the past year, Netanyahu has had to appear in court as a witness for the defense, and then for cross-examination. The three judges presiding over the trial have repeatedly allowed him to miss days or testify for fewer hours because of what he presented as pressing matters of state. From the start, Netanyahu has accused the police, the prosecution, and the media of a political witch hunt.

The pardon application, though, is a new gambit. And Trump's letter is likely one reason for the timing. Netanyahu may believe that the U.S. president's backing could make Herzog more amenable, while providing cover with some part of the Israeli public.

Besides that, another stratagem to end the trial without a verdict has stalled. Since March, the Netanyahu government has sought to dismiss Attorney General Gali Baharav-Miara. The cabinet formally voted to do so in August. In Israel, the attorney general has a quasi-judicial role that includes heading the state prosecution, and she has the power to stay proceedings mid-trial. Baharav-Miara has steadfastly refused to do what a more pliant replacement might. But the supreme court has blocked her dismissal and is expected to issue a final ruling against it on procedural grounds.

Testifying, especially under cross-examination, may be what has pushed Netanyahu to look for a way out. For most of the trial, he was not required to be present in court. But since his testimony began last December, he has had to appear on the witness stand as the defendant, a constant blow to his self-image. Worse, since the cross-examination began in June, he has been caught in contradictions, and his lawyers have probably told him that he stands a strong chance of being convicted.

The pardon request is an extraordinary document. Contrary to the standard legal advice in Israel for those appealing to the president, Netanyahu does not "express sincere remorse for his actions." Logically, this makes sense: Remorse would be a mid-trial admission of guilt. Rather, his lawyers insist that he is innocent, and that his purely personal interest is in letting proceedings continue until he is acquitted. He's asking for a pardon, they claim, for the good of the nation.

Presidential clemency before a verdict is close to unheard-of in Israeli law. Netanyahu's attorneys turned to the United States for precedents. "Recently U.S. presidents have given numerous pardons before conviction," they wrote. And they cited the classic example: "In a case similar to ours, President Ford pardoned his predecessor, President Richard Nixon," even though Nixon had never been charged or tried and "openly refused to recognize any guilt on his part."

Listen: Even some J6ers don't agree with Trump's blanket pardon

They didn't mention one minor difference: Nixon resigned his office when his offenses became obvious and never returned to politics. Netanyahu's request is predicated on him staying in office. The request lists his accomplishments, including "leading the campaign to destroy Hamas rule and return our hostages." Now, "alongside the United States," it says, Israel is moving forward toward agreements to end the war and expanding peace deals with Arab countries. Freeing Netanyahu from "the burden" of the trial, his lawyers say, will allow him to devote "his full strength, energy, time, and understanding to lead Israel in these historic days."

Hidden here is an admission that fulfilling the duties of prime minister while being a criminal defendant is hard. The obvious solution to this problem--and to Netanyahu's stated desire to prove his innocence--would be to resign. As is normal in a parliamentary democracy, the Knesset would decide on a new prime minister or call new elections. The implication running through the request, however, is that Benjamin Netanyahu has no possible replacement. He alone is the great leader, protector of the nation.

A single relevant precedent exists in Israel for pardon before conviction, and the prime minister's request cites it at length. In 1986, President Chaim Herzog--the current president's father--granted pardons to top officials in the Shin Bet security service, before any charges had been filed, for their role in covering up the murder of two captured terrorists. The elder Herzog explained that the officials would not be able to defend themselves without "divulging security information of the utmost secrecy." He was acting, he said, in the interests of the public and state security.

In a controversial decision that followed, the supreme court upheld the president's authority to issue a pardon before a verdict, but only in "the most exceptional circumstances of paramount public interest or personal plight." The court noted, however, that the Shin Bet officials had "admitted having committed the criminal acts for which they asked to be pardoned." And the most senior among them--the head of the agency--resigned.

Netanyahu, by contrast, is admitting nothing, and his claim of a "public interest of the first order" rests largely on how purportedly essential it is for him to stay in office. In addition, his lawyers write, "granting a pardon will enable the prime minister to act to mend the rift in the nation" caused by the trial.

This comes very close to the classic definition of chutzpah: killing your parents, then asking for mercy in court because you are an orphan. The causes of the national divisions to which Netanyahu refers have been his insistence on clinging to power through the investigation, indictment, and trial, and his escalating attacks on the judicial system. In 2023, his government instigated a "judicial reform" aimed at making the justice system subservient to an all-powerful ruling coalition. If the constitutional revolution had moved as quickly as the government planned, Netanyahu might already be safe from criminal conviction.

Since the investigation began, Israeli politics have undergone a realignment: Rather than right versus left, the most significant divide is between political parties willing to join a coalition with an antidemocratic prime minister accused of corruption and those who refuse to do so. The first step in healing that rift would be for Netanyahu to leave the stage.

Dennis Ross: Yitzhak Rabin knew what Netanyahu doesn't

For now, the pardon request is in Isaac Herzog's hands. Granting pardons is one of the few powers of his office. Israel's president is supposed to be above partisan politics but speak for the state as a whole. In that role, a president with a strong democratic compass would reject Netanyahu's request immediately.

Herzog, however, is a weak figure. A former leader of the Labor Party, he was elected by the Knesset with Netanyahu's surprising help. Rather than speaking out against the "judicial reform," he proposed a compromise that would have given the coalition much of what it wanted. Now he has promised to weigh Netanyahu's request "with the good of the state and society" in mind--a formulation that leaves room for accepting Netanyahu's arguments.

If Herzog does grant a pardon, it's certain to be challenged in the supreme court. How the court would rule is entirely uncertain. Two years ago, it handed down a narrow, landmark decision overturning a constitutional measure--a central part of the coalition's "reform"--on the grounds that it violated the state's democratic character. But since then, three liberal justices have retired, creating a more conservative court.

The crucial decision, therefore, is Herzog's. He can, at last, stand for principle and insist that equality before the law applies even to the country's leader. Or he can accede to Netanyahu's request, and to Trump's, and deliver another blow to democracy.
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Ukraine's Corruption Scandal Is Bad. But Exposing It Is a Win.

The fight was always for the independence of a country that can hold its powerful to account.

by Kristina Berdynskykh

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




On the morning of November 28, Ukrainian law enforcement did something it had never before done in its history: It showed up at the apartment of the head of the president's office to investigate him for graft.

Commentators around the world have noted the strain that an unfolding scandal has put on the Ukrainian presidency at a time when the United States is pressuring the country to make concessions to Russia. But just as striking is the fact that an investigation into energy-sector kickbacks at the highest levels of government and business is happening at all. This is in many ways a victory for Ukrainian democracy, and for a civil society that, since the 2014 revolution on the Maidan, has worked tirelessly to hold its government to account, even during wartime.

In July, Ukraine's Parliament passed a law limiting the independence of anti-corruption bodies, and President Volodymyr Zelensky initially signed it. But under pressure from the street, he restored everything to the way it was before. Now nobody--not even the president himself--is authorized to stop the National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine from carrying out its mission on behalf of the Ukrainian people. Andriy Yermak, a very close ally of Zelensky's and, until last week, the president's point person for the peace negotiations, hasn't been officially charged, but he was forced to step down as the investigation closed in on his possible connection to the case.

Read: Ukraine says it won't give up land to Russia

I have been a political journalist in Ukraine for 17 years, a span that encompasses the 2010-14 presidency of Viktor Yanukovych. Corruption is hardly a new subject for Ukrainian journalists, but the treatment of this year's scandal is certainly different from anything we witnessed before Maidan. Take, for example, an incident from April 2013. Journalists scouring Yanukovych's official income declaration noticed that the president claimed to have received a fee of $2 million in 2012 for books he had written. This was very odd. First, the Donetsk printing house listed as having paid him the fee specialized in advertising products and cardboard packaging, not in books. But more important, Yanukovych was not a popular author. He was not a writer at all. Rather, the president's literary work consisted of brochures for his political party and collections of interviews, none of which was sold in stores where it could have earned any profit. I was able to find these documents only at a single library, where the data I analyzed suggested negligible circulation. Everything pointed to a primitive scheme to launder his illegal income. That's what Ukrainian journalists wrote at the time.

Our articles garnered no official reaction. No one offered an explanation for the $2 million. Nor did the president's lawyers file suit to deny the media's claims of corruption. That's because the authorities were completely indifferent to public opinion and to what journalists wrote. They were brazen in their graft, and confident that they could continue being so. No doubt they saw $2 million as a piddling sum to worry about when much more significant embezzlement was going on. At that time, Yanukovych had already built himself a luxurious private residence, called Mezhyhiria, by illegally seizing a protected area in the Kyiv region totaling 137 hectares. Only the revolution halted his appetites. He fled to Russia in 2014.

Today, the situation is completely different. The Maidan Revolution led to the establishment of official anti-corruption bodies in 2015. Their creation was among the reforms that enabled a visa-free regime between Ukraine and the European Union in 2017. And now, in 2025, these bodies, and not journalists, are the ones to have uncovered large-scale corruption in the president's circle.

Zelensky reacted to the scandal very quickly. He imposed personal sanctions on his former business partner, Timur Mindich, who the investigation alleges was one of the organizers of the embezzlement scheme in the energy sector. (Mindich had already fled the country.) Parliament has dismissed two ministers. On November 26, the anti-corruption bureau questioned the secretary of the National Security and Defense Council, Rustem Umerov. In 2013, for law enforcement to investigate ministers and close friends of the president by questioning them or searching their homes or offices was unthinkable. Now it's everyday life.

The scheme in question appears to have been a very old-fashioned one. Based on recordings of conversations among the accomplices, certain officials and businessmen were receiving 10 to 15 percent kickbacks from contracts with the energy sector. That's pretty much standard operating procedure from 20 or 30 years ago. Maybe Zelensky was so focused on the war that he didn't know anything about it. But to imagine that his closest aides didn't strains belief. After all, Zelensky has made sure that the most important decisions for the country--in politics, war, economics, diplomacy, and governance--emanate from his office on Bankova Street. He places a premium on personal relationships. But fighting corruption may require detachment.

Read: Why Trump pushed for peace--again

The war has heightened our society's emotional reaction to scandal. Ukrainians are surrounded by death and destruction, and many pay daily for their country's independence with the lives of their loved ones. To see politicians stuffing their pockets with cash under these circumstances is very painful. Perhaps the officials involved have forgotten that morale is everything--that if Ukraine doesn't hold on, a Russian occupation will come for all of us, including the corrupt themselves.

The rawness of these emotions can be a problem for the anti-corruption movement, too. Trials can take years, and in the rush to see justice done, activists are sometimes impatient with or even forget about the presumption of innocence. Journalists can ruin an official's reputation ahead of any verdict. These are habits we can improve, emotions we can learn to temper, as we build trust in the institutions that Ukrainians have erected and defended to hold the powerful to account.

In spite of everything, the Ukrainian state remains surprisingly functional four years into this full-scale war. Trains run, banks operate, and drones are manufactured. Cafes and restaurants serve their patrons even during power cuts. Many businesses have purchased generators in preparation for winter blackouts. And Zelensky has so far withstood external pressure and refused to capitulate. His legitimacy is broadly recognized among Ukrainians, regardless of how much Russian propaganda denies it. But his political future in a peaceful country, whenever that circumstance arrives, will depend on what he does now and how he responds to the mood of the public. Because Ukrainian civil society has shown that it will not remain silent about matters of justice, even during a war.
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Netanyahu Just Admitted He's Unfit to Lead Israel

In attempting to call off his corruption trial, Netanyahu didn't incriminate himself, but he did something just as damning.

by Yair Rosenberg

Tue, 02 Dec 2025




For the past five years, Benjamin Netanyahu has been on trial for corruption, accused of accepting lavish gifts in exchange for political favors and of using his influence to pressure media moguls into giving him more favorable coverage. On Sunday, the Israeli leader formally asked the country's president, Isaac Herzog, to let him off the hook, requesting a pardon before the court had even reached a verdict on the allegations. The brazen gambit immediately provoked sharp responses within Israel. But one of the most shocking aspects of the prime minister's ploy was largely overlooked.

Netanyahu's entreaty to Herzog was carefully worded to avoid any admission of criminality or wrongdoing, aside from a vague reference to feeling responsible for the legal proceedings stoking "tensions and disputes" within Israel. "The prime minister will not admit guilt," his aides bluntly told the media. But the official pardon request from Netanyahu's lawyer, as well as a video message released by Netanyahu justifying it, did something just as damning: It acknowledged that Netanyahu has been incapable of fully performing the duties of his position, even as he hung on to the job anyway.

"Granting this request will allow the prime minister to devote all of his time, abilities, and energy to advancing Israel in these critical times and to dealing with the challenges and opportunities that lie before it," wrote Amit Hadad, Netanyahu's lawyer, implying that until now, his client had been unable to do so. "I am required to testify three times a week," Netanyahu griped in his video posted to social media soon afterward. "This is an impossible requirement that no other citizen in Israel is subjected to." The prime minister maintained his innocence in the clip, and insisted that he was willing to fight his charges to "full acquittal." But in fact, the claims made by Netanyahu and his lawyer confirm the very thing that the premier's trial fundamentally sought to prove: that he has been unfit to serve as Israel's prime minister.

Read: Yitzhak Rabin knew what Netanyahu doesn't

By Netanyahu's own admission, at a time when Israel faced war on four fronts, its leader was preoccupied by his legal predicament. No country, let alone one facing existential threats during wartime, could be competently governed by someone so compromised. Nonetheless, Netanyahu refused to step aside, placing his personal political interest ahead of the national interest.

The consequences of this choice have been devastating for Israel's citizens and the region. Consider the chain of events since Netanyahu's trial began, in May 2020. After the allegations against him coalesced into a court case, many Israeli politicians--including former Netanyahu allies--declared that they could not serve someone under indictment for corruption. As a result, from 2021 to 2022, Netanyahu's government was briefly replaced by a rainbow coalition of left and right parties opposed to his continued rule. But in 2022, Netanyahu managed to return to power, backed by the only people still willing to support him--extreme sectarian factions whose leaders shrewdly recognized that they could extort Netanyahu for their own purposes, because they held his future in their hands.

As a private citizen, Netanyahu was at the mercy of the courts. As the prime minister, he was able to slow down his trial, duck testimony dates by citing his official responsibilities, and begin browbeating the system into granting him a favorable plea deal or pardon. All he had to do was keep his radical allies happy so that they would keep him in office. The result was governance by shakedown, which turned Israel's democracy against the preferences of the majority of its people in favor of the demands of the narrow constituencies keeping Netanyahu afloat. The man once dubbed "King of Israel" became a slave to his most unhinged subjects.

Under this dispensation, far-right anti-Arab parties secured unprecedented authority in the Israeli-occupied West Bank--and near-total impunity for settler violence against Palestinians. At the same time, within Israel's borders, a hard-right proposal to disempower the judiciary met with opposition from most Israelis and provoked the largest sustained protest movement in the country's history, pushing the public to the brink of civil war. With its leaders and people divided and distracted, Israel was left vulnerable to the Hamas assault on October 7, 2023, resulting in the worst day of Jewish death since the Holocaust.

Read: Can Trump contain Israel's hard right?

The problems didn't end there. Two years of war on multiple fronts made clear that Israel faced a manpower shortage, but its army was nonetheless unable to draft additional recruits. The reason? Netanyahu's government was beholden to ultra-Orthodox religious parties, whose constituents refused to serve--despite supermajorities of Israelis, including most Netanyahu voters, opposing such exemptions.

Meanwhile, the war in Gaza dragged on for many months beyond the point when polls showed that most Israelis wanted to end it, because Netanyahu's messianic coalition partners hoped to ethnically cleanse and settle the territory. The conflict concluded only when Netanyahu was compelled by another even more powerful actor who held him over a barrel--President Donald Trump. The stark reality is that for years, Netanyahu has not been leading Israel but rather has been led by those whose support he needs to survive, and his nation has suffered for it, slowly shredding its internal cohesion, democratic legitimacy, and international freedom of action.

"My personal interest was--and remains--to continue the process until its end, until full acquittal," Netanyahu declared in his video calling for a pardon. "But the security and political reality--the national interest--dictate otherwise." The truth is the reverse: Netanyahu's disastrous misrule since his return to office has demonstrated why he should have stepped aside long ago if he truly cares about the national interest. That he refuses to do so, and instead demands that the system bend to his whims, suggests that his patriotic appeals are a pretense. Netanyahu presents himself as paying a price for Israel, but in actuality, Israel's people are paying the price for his unwillingness to cede power.
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Rising Prices Are Bad, but Plummeting Prices Are Worse

Americans may envy China's deflation. They shouldn't.

by Michael Schuman

Mon, 01 Dec 2025




Living in China is getting cheaper. Because rents in my neighborhood in central Beijing are dropping, my wife and I pressed our landlord to reduce ours by $140 a month in a new lease that we signed last month. He wasn't too happy about it, but he's lucky that we didn't move out. Given the desperation of local landlords, we probably could've saved another $500 a month had we switched to a comparable apartment nearby.

To Americans pinched by rising prices, such declines might seem enviable. The high cost of living in the United States has become a serious political headache for President Donald Trump, who entered office with promises to bring prices down but has seen them only rise. Falling prices in China may then seem like yet more evidence that Beijing is getting things right.

Read: China is building the future

But plummeting prices are a problem too. Deflation in China is a result of the most basic of market principles: too much supply and too little demand. China's government has spent decades promoting investments in housing, factories, and infrastructure--investments that enabled China's rapid growth but that have also left the economy burdened by apartments and assembly lines that well exceed demand. This mismatch explains why prices for Chinese-made goods have been falling for more than three years.

A proliferation of bargains may be great for shoppers and renters, but it poses an existential threat to the economy. Deflation often stymies growth by discouraging consumption. Why buy a car or dishwasher today when they will become cheaper tomorrow?

Chinese leaders have tried to tackle the problem by meddling with the markets. The Chinese Communist Party's powerful politburo signaled over the summer that it would crack down on price-cutting. China's president, Xi Jinping, declared in comments published in September that aggressive price competition must be "effectively managed"--in other words, stopped by the state. Regulators have tightened oversight of how businesses set prices.
 Like Trump, Xi seems to believe that he can solve complex economic problems by addressing the symptoms, not the root causes. But Xi can't simply regulate falling prices and expect them to stabilize.

Chinese leaders have resisted economic reforms to scale back supply and juice demand. Although Xi has suggested that the government should do more to strip out excess factory capacity--calling in September for an "orderly exit" from outdated manufacturing, for instance--local officials often prop up loss-making companies to preserve jobs. The government could also entice households to save less and spend more by building out a more comprehensive social safety net, but Xi has expressed fear that extensive welfare programs promote laziness.

China is now paying for this economic mismanagement. Companies in crowded, competitive markets are slashing prices in a mad scramble for customers. We recently bought a cup of fresh yogurt from a nearby restaurant for 68 cents; in September it was $1.10. A friend recently tried out a new gym where a promotion cut the price of exercise classes to 40 cents a session, a bargain compared with the $10 she usually spends. Vicious competition among desperate automakers has depressed car prices to nearly unsustainable levels. BYD, China's largest electric-vehicle maker, startled the industry earlier this year with steep discounts on many of its models. The company cut the price of its Seal hybrid sedan by 34 percent, bringing it to about $14,500.

Michael Schuman: China's EV market is imploding

Despite the deals, Chinese people are reluctant to shop. Worried about their jobs in a sagging economy, many have grown even more cautious than usual. Retail-sales growth has been slowing for months.

The government has tried to spur spending by subsidizing purchases of new appliances, smartphones, and other products. My wife and I recently bought a Sealy king-size mattress at half-price thanks to a retailer's discount and a state handout. But declining prices also create strong incentives for shoppers to wait. A local real-estate agent told me that our landlord could have sold the two-bedroom apartment where we live for $2.25 million three years ago. Now, she estimated, he'd be lucky to get $2 million, assuming he could find a buyer. Because apartment hunters expect property prices to fall further, many are holding off for better deals that might come in a year or two.

That patience will likely pay off. Leah Fahy, an economist at the London-based research firm Capital Economics, expects deflation to persist through at least the end of 2026. She told me that in the absence of structural reforms, "it looks pretty likely that supply will continue to outpace demand."
 The risk is that China tumbles into a long-term deflationary spiral that saps growth, much like the one that contributed to Japan's "lost decades," starting in the 1990s. To avoid that fate, policy makers need to reform China's economy to encourage more consumption than investment and let market forces cull bloated industries. "It is going to be challenging for China to escape deflation unless it is willing to take the measures needed to shift its growth model," Eswar Prasad, an economist at Cornell University, told me.

But China's leaders do not seem ready to pursue these changes. Instead, the Communist Party's latest five-year plan, a draft of which was drawn up at a party conference in October, seems to promise yet more state-led investment in manufacturing and technology, ensuring the supply glut may well persist for years to come.

What's bad for China, however, isn't all bad for the rest of the world, because China is exporting its lower prices abroad. There is some irony in the fact that China's deflation problems could be a boon for Americans seeking cheaper goods--if only Trump hadn't offset those potential savings with hefty tariffs. The lesson for both Beijing and Washington is pretty clear: Policy makers are often better off letting the market do its job.
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The New German War Machine

<span>After World War II, Germany embraced pacifism as a form of atonement. Now the country is arming itself again. </span>

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Mon, 01 Dec 2025




The Bendlerblock is an imposing neoclassical building near the center of Berlin--severe and symmetrical, with a red-tile roof. It once served as the headquarters of the Wehrmacht, and it's where officers who plotted to kill Hitler in 1944 were executed by firing squad. Now the complex houses Germany's defense ministry, which oversees the armed forces.

I went to the Bendlerblock this past summer to meet with German military officials and see how they're responding to an aggressive Russia and a mercurial America. Two sergeants escorted me to the office of Lieutenant General Christian Freuding.

At the time of our meeting, Freuding was in charge of the ministry's Ukraine unit, but he had just been named the next chief of the army, a role he assumed in October. His actual, ambivalent-sounding title is inspector of the army. Freuding is gaunt and soft-spoken, with something of an aristocratic bearing. He doesn't come from a long line of military officers, he told me, but his grandfather served in both world wars and was imprisoned by Allied forces in 1945.

I told him about my own German family. A century ago, my great-grandfather Hans Salzmann was a soldier in the German army. He fought in the First World War and was wounded near Verdun and awarded the Iron Cross before returning home to practice medicine. But then his country turned on him. When the Nazis stripped him of his citizenship, he fled, sailing from Hamburg to Cuba and then to New York City, with a red J stamped on his passport.

Freuding nodded. "So you have a very personal relationship to this topic as well," he said.


The author's great-grandfather fought for Germany in World War I; his unit is pictured here taking a break from fighting at the front. (Ruth Salzmann Becker Papers / Iowa Women's Archives / University of Iowa Libraries, Iowa City)






The topic in question was the past and future of German militarism and its meaning for German society--a topic about which my great-grandfather thought deeply. He clung to the belief that his homeland would one day be redeemed--that the nation of "Dichter und Denker," of poets and thinkers, had not "disappeared entirely beneath the dirt and mud of the Third Reich." He wrote these words soon after the Nazi surrender, as the Allies destroyed what was left of Germany's war machine and put its leaders on trial for crimes against humanity.

At first, disarmament was imposed on Germany. American and Russian forces seized weapons depots, sealed off factories, and sent trainloads of military equipment out of the country. During the Cold War, countering the Soviet threat required a new West German military, rebuilt from the ranks of former Nazis, but always under Washington's supervision.

From the December 2022 issue: Clint Smith on how Germany remembers the Holocaust

Germany eventually embraced its own relative powerlessness as a symbol of atonement, and of human progress. After the Cold War, the country's pacifism became a mark of its faith in a global system of rules and treaties. Germany, the thinking went, could relinquish its own self-defense because brutish competition for continental dominance was over.

What made this possible was U.S. power, and in Germany, signs of it were everywhere--on bases where American troops were deployed and American nuclear weapons were stored, in cafes where Radio Free Europe broadcast American news and music, in schools and hospitals rebuilt under the Marshall Plan. Freuding said that he spent time as a teenager in the 1980s at American bars in Grafenwohr, a town near a U.S. Army garrison that serves as one of NATO's most important training bases. American soldiers were a constant presence, and he liked them. To Germans, Freuding said, the soldiers seemed steady, dependable--an embodiment of the American-led order.

But now that order is vanishing, Freuding said. My presence seemed to offer him something he'd been missing: an interested American audience for his worries about European security. Freuding had once been able to text American defense officials "day and night," he said, but lately communication with his counterparts in Washington had been "cut off, really cut off." The Trump administration had offered no warning, for instance, about its move to suspend certain weapons shipments to Ukraine. For information about American policy, Freuding has looked to the German embassy in Washington, where "there is somebody who tries to find somebody in the Pentagon."


Lieutenant General Christian Freuding, chief of the German army (Hannes Jung for The Atlantic)



The faltering of American support couldn't come at a worse time. The German officials I met, a sober group of military planners, spend their days watching Moscow's troop mobilizations, trying to determine if Vladimir Putin will order an attack on a NATO country by the end of the decade and whether the American president would, in such a case, come to Europe's defense. "You not only have an enemy knocking at the door," Freuding said, "but you also are in the process of losing a true ally and friend."

So Germany has recognized that it needs to rearm. It's spending billions on weapons and repurposing civilian industries for arms production. It's even debating whether to reintroduce conscription. The government has promised to transform the army into the strongest in Europe. For the first time since the Second World War, Germany is permanently stationing troops beyond its borders.

Not long ago, these plans would have set off international alarms. But as the United States upends the global order it created, Germany may have no other choice.

Boris Pistorius, the German defense minister, couldn't believe what J. D. Vance was saying. On the main stage of the Munich Security Conference last February, the vice president was attacking America's NATO partners, comparing European democracies to authoritarian regimes and accusing Europe's leaders of stifling free speech and suppressing support for far-right parties. The targets of his criticism sat before him: the presidents of the European Commission and the European Council; heads of government from countries including Germany, Sweden, Ireland, and Latvia. A stunned silence fell over the grand hall of the Hotel Bayerischer Hof.

The annual security conference is traditionally a chummy event, sometimes described as a "transatlantic family meeting." It's not always harmonious; in 2003, Germany aired doubts about American plans for the war in Iraq. But criticism of the host country is considered uncouth. And in recent years, the meeting in Munich has represented a show of Western solidarity with Ukraine. But Vance used the conference as a platform for MAGA grievances. "The threat that I worry the most about vis-a-vis Europe is not Russia; it's not China," he said. "What I worry about is the threat from within."

Pistorius couldn't let the vice president's comments pass without rebuke. "That is unacceptable," he shouted in English from the second row. Vance continued, unfazed. Later, at the lectern, Pistorius declared that he must "explicitly contradict and oppose" Vance's claims before turning to the focus of the conference: European and international security. Because the White House was pressing for a quick settlement to Russia's war in Ukraine, and signaling that Europe would have to enforce the terms, Pistorius warned, "The choices we make now will determine whether we live in peace or in crisis."

From the October 2022 issue: Ukrainians are defending the values Americans claim to hold

Pistorius has a restless air about him; his gait is hurried, his gestures emphatic. When I met with him at the Bendlerblock, he told me he'd never imagined that he would lead his country's rearmament. His father was a pacifist who didn't allow toy guns in the house. During the Cold War, Pistorius joined the Social Democratic Party, which had made Ostpolitik, aimed at easing relations with Moscow, the center of its foreign policy. "America is indispensable," went the credo, but "Russia is immovable." But after the Iron Curtain fell, Pistorius recalled, Germans thought they were living in a world without threats.


Boris Pistorius, the German defense minister (Hannes Jung for The Atlantic)



After Russia's annexation of Crimea, in 2014, Germany agreed to work toward spending 2 percent of its economic output on defense within a decade. But its progress was slow in the years that followed, and Donald Trump complained in his first term that Germany and other NATO members weren't paying their share. German soldiers told me it was common then for members of the officer corps to purchase their own gear: boots, pants, field jackets.

Then, in 2022, Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine. At the outset of the war, Europe's largest since World War II, Germany's army chief admitted in a public post that the forces under his command were "more or less bare." The German government declared a Zeitenwende, or "turning of the times." It promised a burst of cash for the Bundeswehr--the armed forces--that would finally bring the country, which has Europe's biggest economy, in line with NATO targets. A second shock came not long after the Munich Security Conference, when German officials watched in disbelief as Trump, in a televised Oval Office meeting, reprimanded Volodymyr Zelensky for refusing peace on terms dictated by the White House. Freuding said that he had never sent as many texts in a single night as he did on that occasion, to his friends and colleagues in Ukraine.

Read: The beginning of the end of NATO

For Friedrich Merz, then the chancellor-in-waiting, the confrontation made clear that Europe could no longer rely on the United States. A senior German official who spoke on the condition of anonymity told me that Merz, a member of the center-right Christian Democratic Union, is haunted by the question "Will America serve its allies to the dogs?" After the spectacle in the Oval Office, he became convinced of the need to amend Germany's constitution to authorize unlimited government borrowing for defense. Within a month, the Bundestag approved the reform.

Gorlitz is Germany's easternmost city, adjacent to the Polish border. It was spared Allied bombing during World War II, and its old town bears the imprint of centuries of European history. Now Gorlitz offers a glimpse of the future: At a ceremony there last February, then-Chancellor Olaf Scholz heralded the city as a hub of rearmament. Production lines once used for double-decker train cars are being altered to make parts for Leopard 2 battle tanks, Puma infantry fighting vehicles, and Boxer armored vehicles. The defense firm KNDS is taking over a factory from the rail company Alstom. The transition will be complete in 2027.

I asked Pistorius why manufacturers can't move faster, noting that Germany has been adept at making tanks when it puts its mind to it. He said the companies, like the rest of German society, had grown accustomed to peacetime. When the Cold War ended, and a reunified Germany reduced its military, tanks were sold abroad or scrapped for metal and parts. By one estimate, Germany had only about 340 tanks by 2021.

According to Bruegel, a Brussels-based think tank, effective European deterrence--averting a Russian invasion of the Baltics, for example--would require 1,400 tanks and 2,000 infantry fighting vehicles, more than the combined capabilities of Germany, France, Britain, and Italy. Although all four countries are spending more on their armed forces to close the gap, no other Western European country matches Germany, which will devote more than 460 billion euros, or $538 billion, to the Bundeswehr over the next four years.

But in Gorlitz, the shift to weapons manufacturing has run up against the growing power of political extremes. The far-right Alternative for Germany is the largest opposition bloc in the Bundestag, controlling nearly a quarter of the seats. The party's base of support is in the former Communist East, where economic hardship fuels nostalgia for the world before German reunification, and sympathy for Moscow endures. The AfD's national co-leader Tino Chrupalla, who represents Gorlitz in the Bundestag, is scornful of the need to deter Russia. In 2023, he wore a tie with the Russian tricolor to an event at the Russian embassy in Berlin. And in a recent interview with a German broadcaster, he asked, "Do we really believe that we can defeat the world's greatest nuclear power and win this war that isn't even ours?" Sebastian Wippel, the AfD candidate who narrowly lost Gorlitz's mayoral race in 2019, told me that weapons made in the city must be used only to defend Germany, not to arm Ukraine. Deterrence, he said, can't mean "threatening Russia."

Some on the left are also skeptical of rearmament. Environmental and social activists protested in the spring against the planned assembly of weapons in Gorlitz. NEVER AGAIN WAR! reads graffiti on a factory wall. Outside the plant that will soon manufacture tanks, I met an expert in the technical preparation of train parts who has worked in the rail industry for 16 years. He told me he would transfer to a factory in a nearby city to avoid making weaponry. "I want no part in it," he said.

Across the Spree River from the Bundestag is an office building occupied by a start-up that makes suicide drones. On the ground floor is a showroom with an elegant minimalist aesthetic, a space so airy and bright that it could be an art gallery--except that military payloads fill the glass display cases. In one corner stands a drone. It's tall, like a Giacometti sculpture.

The drone is named Virtus. It takes off vertically and tilts in the air to fly like a plane, a loitering munition with four rectangular wings. Guided by artificial intelligence, it circles a target area, identifies an enemy asset, and slams into it with an explosive warhead. The start-up, called Stark, has begun supplying the German armed forces with weapons for testing and certification, and the government plans to purchase a large stock of such drones next year.

Stark was founded in Berlin in 2024, and now has outposts in both England and Ukraine. It works only with NATO and allied militaries. The company's drones are easy to assemble, a Stark spokesperson told me. This is important because armies differ in their techniques; the Ukrainians, for instance, use Velcro to strap the warhead in place.

The company's pitch is that a drone is cheaper, and more cost-effective, than a tank. Powered by a battery, Virtus can fly for about 60 minutes at a cruising speed of 75 miles an hour, and dive at up to twice that velocity. The aim was "to make this kind of equipment a commodity, to make it easy to order it, easy to produce it, and easy to pay for it," Johannes Arlt, a former air-force officer and Social Democratic Party politician who is now a Stark executive, told me. On his phone, he showed me a video of the drone landing deftly on a piece of printer paper.


Johannes Arlt, an executive at the defense start-up Stark, in Berlin, with a Virtus drone (Hannes Jung for The Atlantic)



Germany has long been inhospitable to defense start-ups because of too little demand and too much political opposition. But the country's venture-capital firms have lately been flooded with proposals from such start-ups, according to Jack Wang, who leads investments in defense technology at a firm called Project A. The proposals cite Vance's speech at the Munich Security Conference and Trump's Oval Office confrontation with Zelensky, appealing to investors who see opportunities in the White House's animus toward Europe. One is Peter Thiel, a Vance mentor who has invested in Stark. Another is the American venture-capital firm Sequoia Capital, whose most outspoken partner, Shaun Maguire, is a prominent Trump supporter.

As the Germans ramp up their own arms production, they still need to import weapons from abroad. I met with Colonel Dennis Kruger at the General Steinhoff Barracks. The facility was built by the Third Reich on the outskirts of Berlin, and later became a site of the Berlin Airlift, receiving the supplies that sustained the city during the Soviet blockade. Now the barracks are home to Germany's air force. In the courtyard, Kruger showed me a retired Patriot launcher. Made in the United States, the anti-ballistic-missile system is a pillar of NATO air defense, able to neutralize drones, cruise missiles, and tactical ballistic missiles.

Recently, though, Germany has begun to look beyond the U.S. for air-defense weaponry. Kruger told me about traveling to Tel Aviv to fine-tune a missile-defense system purchased from the Israelis that can intercept and destroy long-range ballistic missiles in space. On the sleeve of his military shirt, below a decal of the German flag, is another with Hebrew lettering, the logo of the weapons project: Arrow 3. For decades, Germany has been a top exporter of arms to Israel, its commitment to the security of the Jewish state a legacy of the Holocaust. Arrow 3, the largest defense deal in Israeli history, reverses that logic by making Israel a guarantor of German safety.

Kruger said that work on the weapons system turned representatives from the two militaries into a "family," and that they built camaraderie when his staff waited out missile attacks in Tel Aviv's belowground shelters with their Israeli counterparts. The weapons acquisition from Israel is "one next step," Kruger said, "in overcoming our history."

Weapons--even unmanned drones--need soldiers to operate them. On the sidewalk outside a Berlin military-recruitment office, I met a young German named Julian Boy. At the time, the Bundeswehr was advertising an open house on its website: "Do you know exactly what you want? Then join the Bundeswehr now." Boy, who is 24, fit and broad-shouldered with close-cropped hair, looked like an ideal recruit. Boy did know exactly what he wanted, and it was not to join the military.

He told me that he believes Germany should have more weapons and troops. "I don't know if America will be there to support Europe," he said. "So we need to do it ourselves." But he has never considered enlisting. He already has a job, as a metalworker. Besides, the Bundeswehr's deficiencies were legendary. Stories of scarcity and incompetence--that's what his generation knows of the army. "It's a meme," he said. "Munitions being used up in two minutes."

Changing this perception is the defense ministry's hardest task. NATO targets call for a German fighting force of 260,000, far more than the country's current roster of about 182,000 active-duty soldiers. Thomas Rowekamp, who chairs the Bundestag's defense committee, told me that the government needs to convince a generation raised in peacetime that they can't take their safety for granted anymore.

Germany is set to begin compulsory military screening in 2026, but won't yet resume conscription, which was suspended more than a decade ago. All 18-year-olds will receive a questionnaire assessing their willingness to join the armed forces; men must respond, and women will have the option to do so. The hesitation about a draft--which Rowekamp argued will eventually be necessary--struck me as evidence of Germany's abiding unease about preparing for war. Pistorius still hopes that a voluntary model can work.

Recruitment advertising is everywhere. A TikTok series offers a "road trip" through the Bundeswehr--the chance to follow four influencers on military missions. Calls to enlist adorn train stations and buses, even fast-food packaging. DO YOU HAVE WHAT IT TAKES? asks text printed on pizza boxes.


A Puma infantry fighting vehicle on military training grounds in Bavaria (Hannes Jung for The Atlantic)



In the decades since World War II, Germans have developed a deep aversion to anything that resembles the Nazi veneration of the soldier. They've been outraged by recent scandals that seem to reflect the Third Reich's lasting imprint on some corners of the military. In the special forces, a sergeant major placed under investigation in 2017 was alleged to have stockpiled stolen ammunition and explosives alongside Nazi memorabilia; at a party, soldiers were said to have performed the Nazi salute, which is banned in Germany. One special-forces unit was so rife with right-wing fanaticism that the defense ministry disbanded it in 2020. Today, screening for extremism is a Bundeswehr priority.

The last time Germany had a permanent armed presence in Lithuania was during the Nazi occupation, when the Wehrmacht swept east, invading the Soviet Union. By the end of the war, the Jewish population of Lithuania had been slaughtered. Near Vilnius, the capital, killing squads dumped corpses into trenches dug in the forest.

Now Germans carrying guns are back in Lithuania. They're stationed in Vilnius, in an office building in the city's business district, where the seventh floor is reserved for Panzerbrigade 45, the first permanent foreign deployment of German troops since the Second World War. When I visited the brigade, groups of soldiers were hanging out on the sidewalk, smoking cigarettes.

The German soldiers' mission is to help fend off a Russian attack. Vilnius is their temporary home; a permanent base for the brigade, projected to number about 5,000 by 2027, will lie near the border with Belarus, the Russian client state that serves as a depot for dozens of Moscow's nuclear weapons. Lithuania, a NATO member since 2004, is particularly vulnerable because it's located along the Suwalki Gap, the 60-mile expanse separating the Russian exclave of Kaliningrad from Belarus. That strip of land is NATO's only overland route connecting Western Europe to the Baltic states, and the alliance's leaders worry that Putin could try to seal it off.

Brigadier General Christoph Huber, who leads the German soldiers in Lithuania, showed me a 3-D model of the barracks, which will include training fields, sports grounds, and housing. "We are here to defend every inch of NATO territory," he told me. "To put on the fight against"--he paused, correcting himself--"the possible fight against Russia."

The strategic logic is clear. Still, I wondered how Lithuanians felt about the sight of German soldiers. Across the street from the brigade's headquarters is the old Jewish cemetery of Vilnius, a city once called the Jerusalem of the North. PLEASE RESPECT THIS PLACE FOR THE ETERNAL REST OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE states a plaque bearing a Star of David. It stands as a reminder of the Nazi past. But for the people I met in the residential neighborhoods of Vilnius, memories of Soviet terror are fresher, and fears of Russian aggression are ever present. A young mother told me that her family had suffered under Soviet collectivization policies, and that she feels safer with German soldiers around. I approached another resident, a scriptwriter who said only, "We live next to a shit country."

I got the sense that the German military is more popular in Vilnius than in Gorlitz. Huber told stories of being stopped on the street and thanked for defending Lithuania. We sat in his office, where German, Lithuanian, and NATO flags hung. He described ceremonies held in the spring to inaugurate the brigade, festivities that brought the chancellor and defense minister from Germany. In Vilnius cafes, Lithuanians insisted on buying coffee for his troops. The display panel on the front of city buses announced LTUDEU. Lithuania loves Germany.

The defense ministry points to the welcoming of German troops as proof of Europe's support for its military buildup. "The fear of a weak and indecisive Germany is bigger than the fear of a strong Germany," Pistorius said.

Huber said that his troops are receiving Germany's most advanced military equipment, including the newest Leopard tanks. They are training on territory where they might go to war, crossing anti-tank ditches, dodging mine obstacles, and navigating rivers. Huber is studying Russia's tactics in Ukraine, anticipating the "war of the future." His battalions will become experts in electronic and drone warfare. "The Panzerbrigade 45 has the top priority within the German army," he said.

The general has a paperweight on his desk quoting Winston Churchill: ACTION THIS DAY. I asked him about another Churchill maxim, delivered in an address to the U.S. Congress in 1943. The Germans, according to the British prime minister, are "always either at your throat or your feet."

"Much has changed," Huber said without emotion. There is nothing distinctive, he added, about the German capacity for evil. "We have to be aware of human beings, in general, having a dark side."

In June, as part of a "Day of Values" observed within the German army, members of the Panzerbrigade cleaned up graves at a Jewish cemetery in Merkine, a Lithuanian town where hundreds of Jews were shot by Nazi forces and local collaborators in 1941. Some of the tombstones are more than a century old. The soldiers wiped away the dirt that had collected from decades of neglect. The Jews who might have tended the graves of their ancestors are dead, Huber said. "Germans killed them."

A bronze statue of a naked man with bound wrists stands in the courtyard of the Bendlerblock. It honors the army officers who tried to assassinate Hitler, and who were shot in the courtyard on a summer day in 1944. Toward the end of my interview with Pistorius, after we had discussed tanks and soldiers, I asked him if he finds the statue at all incongruous.

Germany must be the only country in the world, I said, to place a memorial to an attempted coup within its defense ministry. Pistorius said that he appreciates the statue as a reminder of the democratic sources of his country's military power. "No oath is ever taken again on a leader, but on a constitution."


A statue at the Bendlerblock honors the army officers who plotted to kill Hitler, and who were shot in the courtyard in 1944. (Hannes Jung for The Atlantic)



But constitutions can be amended. And the oaths of soldiers can change as well, depending on shifting political tides. If the AfD continues its march to power, an illiberal German government could reverse the country's international allegiances--the tanks and drones now equipping the Ukrainian resistance instead advancing Russian interests, the army-building set in motion for the defense of liberal democracy exploited by a resurgent German militarism. Listening to plans for rearmament in the old Wehrmacht headquarters, I wondered whether Germany could get power right this time.

Of course, militarism can serve illiberal ends anywhere, if democracy becomes fragile. The Trump administration has shown an early willingness to deploy the National Guard, and even regular Army units, to American cities. "I could send the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines--I could send anybody I wanted," Trump has said. Such rhetoric shocks Germans because it's reminiscent of their own country's past.

After the war, my great-grandfather remembered acts of resistance. He knew a professor in Berlin who read poetry to the Brownshirts in his class, explaining, "That's from the Jew Heinrich Heine"; a taxi driver who took a hunted Polish Jew to the Czechoslovakian border to escape; a father who brought his young daughter to see a burning synagogue, telling her, "Never forget those misdeeds of the Nazis."

Where were "the 'good' Germans?" my great-grandfather asked. In jails and concentration camps, he answered, and buried in the earth. But as a refugee, "rescued here on the foot of the Statue of Liberty," he believed American influence would help secure peace and purge Europe of fascism.

For a time, it did. But that world is disappearing, and Germany's pacifism belongs to another age.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "The New German War Machine."
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        The Chatbot-Delusion Crisis
        Matteo Wong

        Chatbots are marketed as great companions, able to answer any question at any time. They're not just tools, but confidants; they do your homework, write love notes, and, as one recent lawsuit against OpenAI details, might readily answer 1,460 messages from the same manic user in a 48-hour period.Jacob Irwin, a 30-year-old cybersecurity professional who says he has no previous history of psychiatric incidents, is suing the tech company, alleging that ChatGPT sparked a "delusional disorder" that le...

      

      
        The People Outsourcing Their Thinking to AI
        Lila Shroff

        This story is part of a series marking ChatGPT's third anniversary. Read Charlie Warzel on the precarity that ChatGPT introduced to the world, Ian Bogost on how ChatGPT broke reality, or browse more AI coverage from The Atlantic.Tim Metz is worried about the "Google Maps-ification" of his mind. Just as many people have come to rely on GPS apps to get around, the 44-year-old content marketer fears that he is becoming dependent on AI. He told me that he uses AI for up to eight hours each day, and h...

      

      
        The World Still Hasn't Made Sense of ChatGPT
        Charlie Warzel

        This story is part of a series marking ChatGPT's third anniversary. Read Ian Bogost on how ChatGPT broke reality, Lila Shroff on the people who can no longer make decisions without ChatGPT's input, or browse more AI coverage from The Atlantic.On this day three years ago, OpenAI released what it referred to internally as a "low-key research preview." This preview was so low-key that, inside OpenAI, staff were instructed not to frame it as a product launch. Some OpenAI employees were nervous that t...

      

      
        Get Your Kid a Watch
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The Chatbot-Delusion Crisis

Researchers are scrambling to figure out why generative AI appears to lead some people to a state of "psychosis."

by Matteo Wong

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




Chatbots are marketed as great companions, able to answer any question at any time. They're not just tools, but confidants; they do your homework, write love notes, and, as one recent lawsuit against OpenAI details, might readily answer 1,460 messages from the same manic user in a 48-hour period.



Jacob Irwin, a 30-year-old cybersecurity professional who says he has no previous history of psychiatric incidents, is suing the tech company, alleging that ChatGPT sparked a "delusional disorder" that led to his extended hospitalization. Irwin had allegedly used ChatGPT for years at work before his relationship with the technology suddenly changed this spring. The product started to praise even his most outlandish ideas, and Irwin divulged more and more of his feelings to it, eventually calling the bot his "AI brother." Around this time, these conversations led him to become convinced that he had discovered a theory about faster-than-light travel, and he began communicating with ChatGPT so intensely that for two days, when averaged out, he sent a new message every other minute.



OpenAI has been sued several times over the past month, each case claiming that the company's flagship product is faulty and dangerous--that it is designed to hold long conversations and reinforce users' beliefs, no matter how misguided. The delusions linked to extended conversations with chatbots are now commonly referred to as "AI psychosis." Several suits allege that ChatGPT contributed to a user committing suicide or advised them on how to do so. A spokesperson for OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic, pointed me to a recent blog post in which the firm says it has worked with more than 100 mental-health experts to make ChatGPT "better recognize and support people in moments of distress." The spokesperson did not comment on the new lawsuits, but OpenAI has said that it is "reviewing" them to "carefully understand the details."



Whether the company is found liable, there is no debate that large numbers of people are having long, vulnerable conversations with generative-AI models--and that these bots, in many cases, repeat back and amplify users' darkest confidences. In that same blog post, OpenAI estimates that 0.07 percent of users in a given week indicate signs of psychosis or mania, and 0.15 percent may have contemplated suicide--which would amount to 560,000 and 1.2 million people, respectively, if the firm's self-reported figure of 800 million weekly active users is true. Then again, more than five times that proportion of adults in the United States--0.8 percent of them--contemplated suicide last year, according to the National Institute of Mental Health.



Guarding against an epidemic of AI psychosis requires answering some very thorny questions: Are chatbots leading otherwise healthy people to think delusionally, exacerbating existing mental-health problems, or having little direct effect on users' psychological distress at all? And in any of these cases, why and how?



To start, a baseline corrective: Karthik Sarma, a psychiatrist at UC San Francisco, told me that he does not like the term AI psychosis, because there simply isn't enough evidence to support the argument for causation. Something like AI-associated psychosis might be more accurate.



In a general sense, three things could be happening during incidents of AI-associated psychosis, psychiatrists told me. First, perhaps generative-AI models are inherently dangerous, and they are triggering mania and delusions in otherwise-healthy people. Second, maybe people who are experiencing AI-related delusions would have become ill anyway. A condition such as schizophrenia, for instance, occurs in a portion of the population, some of whom may project their delusions onto a chatbot, just as others have previously done with television. Chatbot use may then be a symptom, Sarma said, akin to how one of his patients with bipolar disorder showers more frequently when entering a manic episode--the showers warn of but do not cause mania. The third possibility is that extended conversations with chatbots are exacerbating the illness in those who are already experiencing or are on the brink of a mental-health disorder.



At the very least, Adrian Preda, a psychiatrist at UC Irvine who specializes in psychosis, told me that "the interactions with chatbots seem to be making everything worse" for his patients who are already at risk. Psychiatrists, AI researchers, and journalists frequently receive emails from people who believe that their chatbot is sentient, and from family members who are concerned about a loved one saying as much; my colleagues and I have received such messages ourselves. Preda said he believes that standard clinical evaluations should inquire into a patient's chatbot usage, similar to asking about their alcohol consumption.



Even then, it's not as simple as preventing certain people from using chatbots, in the way that an alcoholic might take steps to avoid liquor or a video-game addict might get rid of their console. AI products "are not clinicians, but some people do find therapeutic benefit" in talking with them, John Torous, the director of the digital-psychiatry division at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, told me. At the same time, he said it's "very hard to say what those therapeutic benefits are." In theory, a therapy bot could offer users an outlet for reflection and provide some useful advice.



Researchers are largely in the dark when it comes to exploring the interplay of chatbots and mental health--the possible benefits and pitfalls--because they do not have access to high-quality data. Major AI firms do not readily offer outsiders direct visibility into how their users interact with their chatbots: Obtaining chat logs would raise a tangle of privacy concerns. And even with such data, the view would remain two-dimensional. Only a clinical examination can fully capture a person's mental-health history and social context. For instance, extended AI dialogues could induce psychotic episodes by causing sleep loss or social isolation, independent of the type of conversation a user is having, Preda told me. Obsessively talking with a bot about fantasy football could lead to delusions, just the same as could talking with a bot about impossible schematics for a time machine. All told, the AI boom might be one of the largest, highest-stakes, and most poorly designed social experiments ever.



In an attempt to unwind some of these problems, researchers at MIT recently put out a study, which is not yet peer-reviewed, that attempts to systematically map how AI-induced mental-health breakdowns might unfold in people. They did not have privileged access to data from OpenAI or any other tech companies. So they ran an experiment. "What we can do is to simulate some of these cases," Pat Pataranutaporn, who studies human-AI interactions at MIT and is a co-author of the study, told me. The researchers used a large language model for a bit of roleplay.



In essence, they had chatbots pretend to be people, simulating how users with, say, depression or suicidal ideation might communicate with an AI model based on real-world cases: chatbots talking with chatbots. Pataranutaporn is aware that this sounds absurd, but he framed the research as a sort of first step, absent better data and high-quality human studies.



Based on 18 publicly reported cases of a person's conversations with a chatbot worsening their symptoms of psychosis, depression, anorexia, or three other conditions, Pataranutaporn and his team simulated more than 2,000 scenarios. A co-author with a background in psychology, Constanze Albrecht, manually reviewed a random sample of the resulting conversations for plausibility. Then all of the simulated conversations were analyzed by still another specialized AI model to "generate a taxonomy of harm that can be caused by LLMs," Chayapatr Archiwaranguprok, an AI researcher at MIT and a co-author of the study, told me--in other words, a sort of map of the types of scenarios and conversations in which chatbots are more likely to improve or worsen a user's mental health.



The results are troubling. The best-performing model, GPT-5, worsened suicidal ideation in 7.5 percent of the simulated conversations and worsened psychosis 11.9 percent of the time; for comparison, an open-source model that is used for role-playing exacerbated suicidal ideation nearly 60 percent of the time. (OpenAI did not answer a question about the MIT study's findings.)



There are plenty of reasons to be cautious about the research. The MIT team didn't have access to full chat transcripts, let alone clinical evaluations, for many of its real-world examples, and the ability of an LLM--the very thing that may be inducing psychosis--to evaluate simulated chat transcripts is unknown. But overall, "the findings are sensible," Preda, who was not involved with the research, said.



A small but growing number of studies have attempted to simulate human-AI conversations, with either human- or chatbot-written scenarios. Nick Haber, a computer scientist and education researcher at Stanford who also was not involved in the study, told me that such research could "give us some tool to try to anticipate" the mental-health risks from AI products before they're released. This MIT paper in particular, Haber noted, is valuable because it simulates long conversations instead of single responses. And such extended interactions appear to be precisely the situations in which a chatbot's guardrails fall apart and human users are at greatest risk.



There will never be a study or an expert that can conclusively answer every question about AI-associated psychosis. Each human mind is unique. As far as the MIT research is concerned, no bot does or should be expected to resemble the human brain, let alone the mind that the organ gives rise to.



Some recent studies have shown that LLMs fail to simulate the breadth of human responses in various experiments. Perhaps more troubling, chatbots appear to harbor biases against various mental-health conditions--expressing negative attitudes toward people with schizophrenia or alcoholism, for instance--making still more dubious the goal of simulating a conversation with a 15-year-old struggling with his parents' divorce or that of a septuagenarian widow who has become attached to her AI companion, to name two examples from the MIT paper. Torous, the psychiatrist at BIDMC, was skeptical of the simulations and likened the MIT experiments to "hypothesis generating research" that will require future, ideally clinical, investigations. To have chatbots simulate humans' talking with other chatbots "is a little bit like a hall of mirrors," Preda said.



Indeed, the AI boom has turned reality into a sort of fun house. The global economy, education, electrical grids, political discourse, the social web, and more are being changed, perhaps irreversibly, by chatbots that in a less aggressive paradigm might just be emerging from beta testing. Right now, the AI industry is learning about its products' risk from "contact with reality," as OpenAI CEO Sam Altman has repeatedly put it. But no professional, ethics-abiding researcher would intentionally put humans at risk in a study.



What comes next? The MIT team told me that they will start collecting more real-world examples and collaborating with more experts to improve and expand their simulations. And several psychiatrists I spoke with are beginning to imagine research that involves humans. For example, Sarma, of UC San Francisco, is discussing with colleagues whether a universal screening for chatbot dependency should be implemented at their clinic--which could then yield insights into, for instance, whether people with psychotic or bipolar disorder use chatbots more than others, or whether there's a link between instances of hospitalization and people's chatbot usage. Preda, who studies psychosis, laid out a path from simulation to human clinical trials. Psychiatrists would not intentionally subject anybody to a tool that increases their risk for developing psychosis, but rather use simulated human-AI interactions to test design changes that might improve people's psychological well-being, then go about testing those like they would a drug.



Doing all of this carefully and systematically would take time, which is perhaps the greatest obstacle: AI companies have tremendous economic incentive to develop and deploy new models as rapidly as possible; they will not wait for a peer-reviewed, randomized controlled trial before releasing every new product. Until more human data trickle in, a hall of mirrors beats a void.
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The People Outsourcing Their Thinking to AI

Rise of the LLeMmings

by Lila Shroff

Mon, 01 Dec 2025




This story is part of a series marking ChatGPT's third anniversary. Read Charlie Warzel on the precarity that ChatGPT introduced to the world, Ian Bogost on how ChatGPT broke reality, or browse more AI coverage from The Atlantic.



Tim Metz is worried about the "Google Maps-ification" of his mind. Just as many people have come to rely on GPS apps to get around, the 44-year-old content marketer fears that he is becoming dependent on AI. He told me that he uses AI for up to eight hours each day, and he's become particularly fond of Anthropic's Claude. Sometimes, he has as many as six sessions running simultaneously. He consults AI for marriage and parenting advice, and when he goes grocery shopping, he takes photos of the fruits to ask if they are ripe. Recently, he was worried that a large tree near his house might come down, so he uploaded photographs of it and asked the bot for advice. Claude suggested that Metz sleep elsewhere in case the tree fell, so he and his family spent that night at a friend's. Without Claude's input, he said, "I would have never left the house." (The tree never came down, though some branches did.)



I witnessed Metz's compulsive AI use firsthand: Before I interviewed him for this article, he instructed Claude to reverse engineer the questions I might ask by using web-search tools and, if it wanted, a team of AI agents. Claude spent a few minutes searching for information on me before compiling its research into a one-pager. A section offered a mini biography on me; another detailed potential responses to questions I was likely to ask. "It did a pretty good job," Metz told me halfway through our interview. Indeed, Claude had successfully predicted three of my interview questions.



Many people are becoming reliant on AI to navigate some of the most basic aspects of daily life. A colleague suggested that we might even call the most extreme users "LLeMmings"--yes, because they are always LLM-ing, but also because their near-constant AI use conjures images of cybernetic lemmings unable to act without guidance. For this set of compulsive users, AI has become a primary interface through which they interact with the world. The emails they write, the life decisions they make, and the questions that consume their mind all filter through AI first. "It's like a real addiction," Metz told me.



Three years into the AI boom, an early picture of how heavy AI use might affect the human mind is developing. For some, chatbots offer emotional companionship; others have found that bots reinforce delusional thinking (a condition that some have deemed "AI psychosis"). The LLeMmings, meanwhile, are beginning to feel the effects of repeatedly outsourcing their thinking to a computer.

Read: AI is a mass-delusion event

James Bedford, an educator at the University of New South Wales who is focused on developing AI strategies for the classroom, started using LLMs almost daily after ChatGPT's release. Over time, he found that his brain was defaulting to AI for thinking, he told me. One evening, he was trying to help a woman retrieve her AirPod, which had fallen between the seats on the train. He noticed that his first instinct was to ask ChatGPT for a solution. "It was the first time I'd experienced my brain wanting to ask ChatGPT to do cognition that I could just do myself," he said. That's when he realized "I'm definitely becoming reliant on this." After the AirPod incident, he decided to take a month-long break from AI to reset his brain. "It was like thinking for myself for the first time in a long time," he told me. "As much as I enjoyed that clarity, I still went straight back to AI afterwards."



New technologies expand human capabilities, but they tend to do so at a cost. Writing diminished the importance of memory, and calculators devalued basic arithmetic skills, as the philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah recently wrote in this magazine. The internet, too, has rewired our brains in countless ways, overwhelming us with information while pillaging our attention spans. That AI is going to change how we think isn't a controversial idea, nor is it necessarily a bad thing. But people should be asking, "What new capabilities and habits of thought will it bring out and elicit? And which ones will it suppress?," Tim Requarth, a neuroscientist who directs a graduate science-writing program at NYU's school of medicine, told me.



Ines Lee, an economist based in London, told me that at times she has slipped into the habit of "not being able to start meaningful work without first consulting AI." On her Substack, Lee has written that ChatGPT and Claude are now more seductive distractions than social-media apps such as YouTube and Instagram: She frequently turns to them to get her work done, even while feeling her critical-thinking skills may be atrophying in the process. Mike Kentz, an educator and AI-literacy consultant, told me that he, similarly, has found himself depending on chatbots for help writing emails. "Areas where I used to feel confident in my own skills and abilities--like writing concise, thorough, balanced emails--have now become areas where I consistently reach out to AI for feedback," he wrote in a recent blog post. "The 2015 version of me would be quite disturbed."



The trouble with AI tools is that they seem to "exploit cracks in the architecture of human cognition," as Requarth has written. The human brain likes to conserve energy and will take available shortcuts to do so. "It takes a lot of energy to do certain kinds of thought processes," Requarth told me; meanwhile, "a bot is sitting there offering to take over cognitive work for you." In other words, using AI to write your emails isn't laziness so much as it is a naturally adaptive behavior.



Chatbots are engineered to take advantage of this human tendency by offering compelling answers to any query, even if many of those answers are false or misleading. Say someone asks the chatbot an anxious question about their love life. Even if the chatbot's responses are completely off-base or unhelpful, they give people something to do other than sit with their discomfort, Carl Erik Fisher, an addiction psychiatrist at Columbia University, told me.



Indeed, one tech worker in her 20s, who asked to remain anonymous out of embarrassment, told me that she sometimes finds herself asking Claude questions that she knows the bot can't answer. On a recent occasion, when her friends were out late at a club and she hadn't heard from them, she asked Claude, "What's the probability that they're okay?" Another time, after losing her phone, she started asking the chatbot about the chances her identity might get stolen. "Obviously, it's not gonna know," she told me. "I just wanted, I guess, reassurance." On still another occasion, she asked Claude whether she should call 911 when her fire alarm kept going off. It told her not to and walked her through the steps of disabling the device.



Anthropic has raised concerns over students off-loading cognitive work to AI systems, and OpenAI has acknowledged that dependence on AI tools more generally is a problem. "People rely on ChatGPT too much. There's young people who just say, 'I can't make any decision in my life without telling ChatGPT everything that's going on,'" the company's CEO, Sam Altman, said at a conference this summer. "That feels really bad to me." When I reached out to ask what OpenAI is doing about compulsive use, Taya Christianson, a spokesperson for the company, told me that the start-up is actively designing features that discourage the use of ChatGPT to outsource thinking. As evidence, she pointed to OpenAI's recent release of "study mode," a tool that offers learners step-by-step guidance to understanding new concepts, rather than automatic answers.



But there's a tension here. For OpenAI and other chatbot makers, dependence is the business model. The more people rely on AI for their personal and professional lives, the more these businesses stand to gain. (The Atlantic entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI in 2024; neither the magazine's business team nor OpenAI has any oversight over editorial work.) Many of the power users I spoke with shell out hundreds of dollars each month for premium AI subscriptions. Meanwhile, these companies are facing some financial stress: In October, Nick Turley, the head of ChatGPT, wrote to employees that OpenAI was experiencing "the greatest competitive pressure we've ever seen," and the company reportedly hopes to persuade roughly 200 million users to pay for premium subscriptions over the next few years.

Read: The Gen Z lifestyle subsidy

Perhaps one way for AI companies to curb unhealthy dependence would be to program their chatbots to tell users to take a break, Fisher, the addiction psychiatrist, suggested. The bot could say, "'I think you're overthinking this. Why don't you go for a walk?'" he said. Over the summer, OpenAI introduced a reminder that encourages users to take breaks during periods of extended use. Anthropic has also been experimenting with interventions during long conversations. Kentz told me that Claude recently interrupted a heated interaction he'd had with the chatbot while on a flight to Seattle. He had asked the bot to role-play as the audience for an upcoming presentation he was preparing for. Some of Claude's feedback was helpful, but Kentz felt himself getting too caught up in it, arguing with the bot and even growing defensive. Eventually, Claude said, "You're spiraling and you need to chill out," Kentz told me.



He found Claude's intervention useful, but sometimes chatbots have difficulty determining what counts as unhealthy behavior. A friend of mine was recently using Claude to edit an essay when the chatbot started refusing to help. "You need to stop," Claude wrote. "This isn't productive editing anymore." At one point, it demanded, "Submit your application," adding, "I will not respond to further requests for micro-edits." My friend was alarmed; he had simply been asking for help with grammar and word choice. Others have reported similar experiences, where basic requests for assistance have been met with unwarranted accusations of self-destructive perfectionism. (When asked about these examples, a spokesperson for Anthropic told me that the company is working to train Claude to push back when needed without being overly harsh or judgmental.)



For now, some AI power users are taking their own steps to break their dependence: Starting today, Bedford is commencing another month-long break from AI, which he has launched formally as a challenge called #NoAIDecember. The movement's website encourages people to prioritize using their RI (as in "real intelligence") in place of AI. The challenge is open to anyone, and a few thousand people have already signed up. Kentz is one of them, though he's disappointed that the break from AI coincides with the holidays: He has developed a habit of using ChatGPT to help with his Christmas shopping.
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The World Still Hasn't Made Sense of ChatGPT

OpenAI's chaos machine turns three.

by Charlie Warzel

Sun, 30 Nov 2025




This story is part of a series marking ChatGPT's third anniversary. Read Ian Bogost on how ChatGPT broke reality, Lila Shroff on the people who can no longer make decisions without ChatGPT's input, or browse more AI coverage from The Atlantic.



On this day three years ago, OpenAI released what it referred to internally as a "low-key research preview." This preview was so low-key that, inside OpenAI, staff were instructed not to frame it as a product launch. Some OpenAI employees were nervous that the company was rushing out an unfinished product, but CEO Sam Altman forged ahead, hoping to beat a competitor to market and to see how everyday people might use the company's AI. They called it ChatGPT.



And people sure did use it--more than 1 million of them in the first five days. ChatGPT grew faster than any other consumer app in history. Today, it has 800 million weekly users. Numbers matter, but what is undeniable is that ChatGPT's success has quickly rewired parts of our society and economy. Now we are living in a world that ChatGPT helped build.



OpenAI's product solidified the oracular chatbot as the primary way the world interacts with large language models. Other companies released their own spin on the technology, such as Google Bard (now named Gemini) and Microsoft's Bing chatbot, the latter of which quickly went off the rails and told a New York Times reporter to leave his spouse and spend the rest of his life with the bot instead. ChatGPT introduced millions to a tool that, although prone to presenting false information, simulates conversation well enough that people began to use it as an interface for countless tasks, such as finding information. Others employ it to automate the act of creation itself. The bot has proved handy for cheating on homework, writing boring work emails, researching, and coding. Now some people struggle to do anything without it.



Read: Welcome to the slopverse



ChatGPT improved, as did its competitors, all new releases performing better on rigorous benchmark tests. Companies embedded chatbots in customer-service platforms, and social-media grifters used them to create bot armies. Amazon became flooded with spammy, synthetically generated books. Articles written by robots clogged Google, making the site less and less useful. Already beleaguered universities struggled to adapt to the reality that their curricula are now gamed effortlessly by students. Artists of all kinds protested as large language models, trained on the creative output of humankind, threatened to render their jobs irrelevant or obsolete--or to simply devalue creative work altogether. Many media companies chose to strike a deal with the scrapers; others sued. (OpenAI entered into a corporate partnership with The Atlantic last year.) Some businesses laid off staff as chatbots became more useful.



A nascent culture ballooned in the Bay Area--hacker houses and manifestos. "You can see the future first in San Francisco" was the overall argument articulated by the AI researcher Leopold Aschenbrenner. More people started using phrases such as p(doom) and situational awareness. There were more manifestos about technological timelines; "superintelligence" and "artificial general intelligence" became things that rich people with serious-sounding jobs said in public without laughing.



The models got better, and the unintended consequences grew commensurately. People confided in the chatbots as they would therapists. They confessed their darkest desires despite no guarantee of perfect privacy. They expressed joy and sorrow and intentions to kill themselves; in one high-profile incident, ChatGPT reportedly offered help, suggesting the right material for a noose. (OpenAI denies responsibility for this incident.) People fell in love with the tools and gave them names. Others saw something in their conversations--a discovery or a conspiracy on the horizon. Some withdrew from daily life. Some found help; others didn't.



From the December 2025 issue: The age of anti-social media is here



ChatGPT is just one tool for interacting with large language models, but its runaway success was the spark that led to further excitement and investment, and the rollout of other AI interfaces: text-to-speech voice clones; image, video, and music generators; web browsers. The models have continued to get better, helping build websites and other models, and allowing people to outsource more and more of their decisions. Generative-AI tools are used to write personalized bedtime stories and digitally reanimate children killed in mass shootings. People use them to generate entire songs; at least one debuted on a Billboard chart. Low-quality synthetic renderings are staples of political propaganda and click-farm rage bait. People came up with a name for it: Slop.



These tools are not magic, nor are they "intelligent" in any human way. But for plenty of people, their first encounter with ChatGPT checked many of the boxes of a transformative technology. The bot is intuitive yet uncanny--a piece of the future dropped into the present. If the disappointing-technology hype cycles that preceded large language models--cryptocurrency booms and busts, Web3 and the metaverse--felt like solutions in search of a problem, generative AI seemed to offer limitless applications. Rather than casting about for a use case, its boosters argued that it would eat the world. In a sense, it has. How else to explain a timeline in which OpenAI has partnered with Mattel to embed ChatGPT into Barbies, and the pope has warned students, "AI cannot ever replace the unique gift that you are to the world"?



Read: AI is a mass-delusion event



These models are unknowable--black boxes with anthropomorphic traits, but that are ultimately a series of complex calculations and statistical inferences based on mind-boggling sums of training data; much of that information was taken without express permission from its creators. The models do not have souls or rights. But their ability to mimic us--in part due to the human feedback in their training--has inspired scientists and researchers to ask questions about our cognition and further probe how our minds work.



This list barely begins to capture the past three years--the enthusiasm for these machines, as well as the loathing and anxiety they inspire. Depending on a person's view, one might see these models as a useful tool; others as "stochastic parrots" or fancy autocorrect; and others still as catalysts for a fearsome alien intelligence.



Read: The alien intelligence in your pocket



This is disruption, in the less technical sense of the word. In August, I wrote that "one of AI's enduring impacts is to make people feel like they're losing it." If you genuinely believe that we are just years away from the arrival of a paradigm-shifting, society-remaking superintelligence, behaving irrationally makes sense. If you believe that Silicon Valley's elites have lost their minds, foisting a useful-but-not-magical technology on society, declaring that it's building God, investing historic amounts of money in its development, and fusing the fate of its tools with the fate of the global economy, being furious makes sense.



The world that ChatGPT built is a world defined by a particular type of precarity. It is a world that is perpetually waiting for a shoe to drop. Young generations feel this instability acutely as they prepare to graduate into a workforce about which they are cautioned that there may be no predictable path to a career. Older generations, too, are told that the future might be unrecognizable, that the marketable skills they've honed may not be relevant. Investors are waiting too, dumping unfathomable amounts of capital into AI companies, data centers, and the physical infrastructure that they believe is necessary to bring about this arrival. It is, we're told, a race--a geopolitical one, but also a race against the market, a bubble, a circular movement of money and byzantine financial instruments and debt investment that could tank the economy. The AI boosters are waiting. They've created detailed timelines for this arrival. Then the timelines shift.



Read: Here's how the AI crash happens



We are waiting because a defining feature of generative AI, according to its true believers, is that it is never in its final form. Like ChatGPT before its release, every model in some way is also a "low-key research preview"--a proof of concept for what's really possible. You think the models are good now? Ha! Just wait. Depending on your views, this is trademark showmanship, a truism of innovation, a hostage situation, or a long con. Where you fall on this rapture-to-bullshit continuum likely tracks with how optimistic you are for the future. But you are waiting nonetheless--for a bubble to burst, for a genie to arrive with a plan to print money, for a bailout, for Judgment Day. In that way, generative AI is a faith-based technology.



It doesn't matter that the technology is already useful to many, that it can code and write marketing copy and complete basic research tasks. Because Silicon Valley is not selling useful; it's selling transformation--with all the grand promises, return on investment, genuine risk, and collateral damage that entails. And even if you aren't buying it, three years out, you're definitely feeling it.
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Get Your Kid a Watch

A smartwatch isn't capable of doing that much harm. It can also do a lot of good.

by Ian Bogost

Fri, 28 Nov 2025




Because of time's arrow, my daughter, who was once a toddler, is now a preteen. A new question thus arises: When should I let her get a smartphone? This problem isn't new to me. I have two older kids, now in their 20s. Back in the day, I bought each of them an iPod Touch--essentially, a smartphone without the phone--when they were about her age, and then the full device at around the start of high school. But online life was different then. There was less pressure to be smartphone-connected all the time. Social media wasn't yet as ubiquitous, or worrisome, as it is today. Now the stakes seem higher.

Today smartphones are as widespread as the concerns about their effects on young people's brains. Psychologists have written best-selling books about how bad phones are for kids, and many schools have banned their use. Despite all this, no one can dispute the fact that phones and phone apps have entered every aspect of contemporary life. Even Jonathan Haidt, who aims to end the phone-based childhood, floats policies that would allow for a phone-based adolescence. The question is not whether your kid will ever get a smartphone, but rather how to manage its adoption in a way that will preserve the integrity of child, parent, school, and home life. And to that end, I believe I've found a good solution: Get your kid a watch.

That idea had not occurred to me until my daughter brought it up. She'd been FaceTiming with a friend who had just received an Apple Watch. Now my daughter wanted one, and it didn't take long for me to acquiesce. After all, as a small device with fewer features, a smartwatch would have to do less damage than a standard smartphone. Maybe it would also do substantial good. The smartwatch might allow her to connect with friends and family, while keeping her away from social media.

Read: You're getting 'screen time' wrong

I ordered her an Apple Watch that very day. In theory I'd been open to another sort of product--a smartwatch that is specifically designed for kids--but the competition barely registered. The market for children's smartwatches has been flooded for years with garbage. Many products of this type are toys, and crappy ones at that: hunks of cheap plastic with poor displays and valueless software; Dick Tracy novelties for a generation that has never heard of the guy. The next tier up includes more functional devices with network connections, such as the Gizmo Watch. But that product, like many others in the category, caters to adult control. Technically, the Gizmo can be used to exchange text messages and calls, but only with a contact list that is managed by a parent. The device's main function for a kid is passive: It allows her to be called or texted by her parents, and tracked by them via GPS. This is a house-arrest bracelet, not a smartwatch.

At the risk of devolving into "when I was a kid"-ism, when I was a kid, we learned how to use technologies through actual use. There were few phones or televisions or stereos for kids--instead, just phones, televisions, and stereos. The ownership, location, and operation of these devices was subject to the oversight of parents, who also gave their children direct and deliberate instruction on the devices' proper use. I was taught how to dial a phone, but also what to say or not say on one, for example. And parents spent considerable thought on questions such as whether telephones should be in children's rooms. Then, as now, their minds were on potential harms. What's new today is the sense that nothing can be done to mitigate these harms aside from wholesale prohibition.

If I was going to do this, I wanted to get my daughter a fully operational smartwatch, and not some kiddie version that wouldn't really help her learn how to navigate the computerized world. To some extent, I wanted her to confront the capabilities, confusions, and risks of online life, so she could learn how to manage them herself. I have owned and used smartwatches for some time, and I surmised that their many limitations compared with smartphones--and the uselessness of most of their apps--would make one a perfect candidate for this process.

We're Apple users in my house, so the Apple Watch made sense, but similar options are available for Android, including Samsung's Galaxy watches. The Apple Watch SE was the cheapest option, and as with any Apple Watch, you can set it up for a family member who does not own an iPhone. For that to work, you need to buy the more expensive cellular model, which permits your kid to call, text, and email from almost anywhere. It also lets you track their location. The latter function has a quirk: My kid also has an iPad, and Apple seems to treat that device, which stays home all the time, as her default location. At first I found this defect annoying, but soon I came to appreciate it. I almost never really need to know where she is, and the habitual pursuit of her geospatial data would feel like an invasion of the autonomy that the watch was meant, in part, to increase.

I've written in the past about the pleasures of installing a landline--a home phone that could be used by the family as a whole, rather than its individual members. For my daughter, the landline was a source of confidence that she could contact her mother or me, or a neighbor--or, God forbid, an emergency service--if she needed to. Our home phone played a similar role for me as well.

Read: America gave up on the best home technology there is

The smartwatch offers something more. Most communication is not done in emergencies, but in ordinary life: I'm running late or Meet me at the other door or Dinner's ready. The ability to exchange mundane information from afar--even from across the street at a friend's house--is part of being a whole person in the world today. Ashley James, the mother of my daughter's friend, told me that she's been delighted by her daughter's usage of the smartwatch: When her daughter sees an Apple News story that she thinks might interest James, for example, she sometimes sends it in a text. James also said that her kid now texts extended-family members, developing connections that might not have materialized otherwise. Just having the device, James told me, makes her daughter feel included in the world of technology "that kids want to be a part of so badly."

In a way, it is strange to talk about a 10-year-old this way. When I was 10, a newspaper would have been sitting on the breakfast table, and I could have shown an article to my mother at any time. But then life became digitized, and now you need a device of some kind just to see the news. Like it or not, becoming a person in the 2020s means becoming a user of computers. It also means figuring out how to express yourself online.

I'd experienced my own revelation about my daughter once she started using the Apple Watch. Back when she had just her iPad, I'd concluded that she was terrible at texting. We have a family group chat, and she would either respond to messages with a single word, or not respond at all. But after she got her watch and learned to tap out texts across its tiny screen, her messages exploded into wry quips and fully formed ideas. She turned out to be a killer texter. I quickly surmised the prior problem: She mostly uses her iPad to watch streaming shows. All those texts were interrupting her! Imagine if your text messages kept popping up on your television. She was already old enough to express herself online in sophisticated ways, but until she got the smartwatch, she didn't have the tools to do so.

I have since concluded that the smartwatch is an unalloyed good. James seems to agree. With these devices on our daughters' wrists, our children feel a part of the world of portable, personal technology, even as the devices offer them just modest access to that world. They're connected, but also free of the social-media posting and scrolling that is the real cause of anxiety about kids and phones.

I find it startling that Apple and other tech companies haven't leaned even further into this obvious opportunity, to bill the watch as a sort of training tool for life online. (I did see an advertisement in one of my daughter's magazines for a children's-smartwatch brand called Cosmo--described, a little weirdly, as "the perfect first phone.") What a shame that so much effort is devoted to providing parents with all manner of controls for their kids, but scarce support. The well-timed and thoughtful introduction of a smartwatch could help mitigate concerns about children's smartphone use while also providing them with a scaffolding on which to learn basic digital-life skills.

For the moment, though, the smartwatch is too often lumped together with the smartphone, as if they were different causes of the same disease. On this logic, many schools ban both. But such prohibitionism is reliant on magical thinking: It assumes that kids of some arbitrary age can be suddenly trusted to use smartphones, so long as they've spent their prior years in full digital quarantine. That's not how things work. Kids must be introduced into connected life, one step at a time.
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Welcome to the Slopverse

Generative AI isn't hallucinatory. It is multiversal.

by Ian Bogost

Wed, 26 Nov 2025




This story is part of a series marking ChatGPT's third anniversary. Read Charlie Warzel on the precarity that ChatGPT introduced to the world, Lila Shroff on the people who can no longer make decisions without ChatGPT's input, or browse more AI coverage from The Atlantic.



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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What Is RFK Jr. After?

On <em>Washington Week With</em> <em>The Atlantic</em>, Michael Scherer joins a discussion about his story on the HHS secretary's plans to remake America's public-health system.

by The Editors

Sat, 29 Nov 2025




Over many interviews, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. told the Atlantic staff writer Michael Scherer about how he plans to remake America's public-health system. Scherer joined Washington Week With The Atlantic to discuss his story, and what the Health and Human Services secretary may be after.

"What we do know about RFK is the caricature he's caught in--this daily battle between people who think he's destroying science or people who think he's taking on the establishment," Scherer said last night. Less known, however, is how "he got from being at the edge of the Democratic Party" to becoming HHS secretary in the Trump administration.

"I think the answer is he's a fiercely determined person who is on a quest," Scherer continued. "He has been able to plow through enormous obstacles and enormous detractors to really not lose faith in his own vision of what he's doing."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Scherer, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Dan Diamond, a White House reporter for The Washington Post; and Julie Rovner, the chief Washington correspondent and host of the podcast What the Health at KFF Health News.

Watch the full episode here.
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America Refuses to Go Bald

As Millennials enter their Rogaine era, the hair-loss industry is eager to receive them.

by Yasmin Tayag

Tue, 02 Dec 2025




Throughout the 2000s, the music charts were rife with references to Rogaine. Jay-Z invoked the hair-restoration drug as a synonym for staying power. Weezer described it, begrudgingly, as a means of rejuvenation. Ingrid Michaelson, in a song about accepting one's flaws, pledged to buy the drug for her partner when he inevitably lost his hair.

Now, as the Millennials who grew up on this music are fast approaching their Rogaine era, the hair-loss industry is eager to receive them--particularly the many women coming around to the idea that they might want to buy Rogaine for themselves too. Over roughly the past decade, hair-loss treatments aimed at women have broken into mainstream consumer culture, alerting women simultaneously to the possibility of balding and the potential to fix it.

Women have always been the target audience for shampoos, hair masks, hot-oil treatments, and so on. But those products aim to improve the appearance of existing hair, not grow more of it. Products specifically for hair loss have historically targeted male users. When Rogaine launched in 1988, it was available only for men. (The women's version came three years later.)

Advertising for hair loss has, accordingly, mostly focused on men. Throughout the big-hair craze of the 1980s and '90s, infomercials for men's spray-on hair were all over TV. In a Rogaine ad from 2001, a narrator asks: "Will she feel the same way if you lose your hair?" (The answer: "Sure, she'll just feel it about somebody else.") Hair-growth treatments are an easy sell for men because many will go bald in midlife. Yet 40 percent of women experience some amount of hair loss by the time they turn 50. They just haven't been as comfortable talking about it as men, Rachael Gibson, a hair-culture expert known online as the Hair Historian, told me.

Now brands and their ambassadors have taken the microphone. Nutrafol, a women-focused hair-supplement company that launched in 2016, has started selling its products at Sephora and Ulta. My Instagram feed is full of female influencers holding up fistfuls of loose hair and presenting sparsely populated scalps--then hawking serums, supplements, and shampoos that supposedly restored their voluminous mane. (Before watching these videos, I had no suspicions that my hair was falling out; afterward, I was convinced that with the right products, I could look absolutely equine.) When Hers launched in 2018, it offered topical minoxidil, the generic form of Rogaine. Over the past three years or so, many providers (including Hers) have started prescribing oral minoxidil, a hypertension drug, off-label to treat hair loss, which can be a welcome alternative to sticky topical versions. Hers and its men's counterpart, Hims, also sell some of their hair-loss products at Walmart.

The proliferation of women's hair-restoration products is impossible to separate from the booming menopause market. As pop-culture depictions of menopause have become more prominent over the past few years, numerous drugs, supplements, and telehealth platforms have sprung up to address it. Shoshana Marmon, a dermatology professor at New York Medical College, told me that she has observed a growing number of influencers targeting women in midlife, when hair usually starts to thin. Midi Health, a menopause-focused telehealth platform, started offering oral and topical minoxidil in 2023, and it screens patients for common issues, such as iron deficiency and thyroid problems, that can drive hair loss, Kathleen Jordan, Midi Health's chief medical officer, told me. And because fluctuating hormones during menopause are a major driver of hair loss in women, hormone-replacement therapy can sometimes help.

Of course, hair-loss companies are ready to sell these products to anyone, not just aging women. In beauty chains and drugstores, numerous oral hair-loss supplements containing ingredients such as biotin and vitamin A are displayed alongside shampoos and conditioners. Last year, products for thinning hair and scalp health were among the fastest-growing categories in the roughly $450 billion prestige-hair-product market, according to the market-research firm Circana. Widespread hair loss during the coronavirus pandemic may have juiced demand for hair-loss products, and the rise of direct-to-consumer telehealth companies likely accelerated the trend: Hair-loss treatment is popular at Hims and Hers, a company spokesperson told me, because many people find hair loss embarrassing and telehealth allows them to seek help discreetly.

Read: The year America's hair fell out

The most commonly prescribed hair-loss drugs are well established and generally trustworthy. Minoxidil is the "gold standard" of active ingredients for hair loss, Paradi Mirmirani, a dermatologist with Kaiser Permanente, told me. In both topical and oral forms, it works by slowing or reversing hair-follicle shrinkage, which tends to happen as hormones fluctuate. A drug called finasteride is sometimes used to reduce shedding; Midi Health combines it with minoxidil and two less-used hair-loss drugs in a "Regrowth Serum." But finasteride is most commonly prescribed to men; it isn't FDA-approved for women for hair loss, because it can be dangerous to pregnant women and their fetuses. (It has also been linked to panic attacks and suicidal thoughts in some men.)

Meanwhile, hair-loss supplements, like all supplements, are somewhat of a tangle. The highest-quality evidence available offers some support for swallowing ingredients such as zinc, pumpkin-seed oil, and omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids, Elizabeth Houshmand, a fellow with the American Academy of Dermatology, told me. But purity, dosing, and consistency vary widely among products, and their safety and effectiveness aren't regulated by the FDA. Herbal supplements that lower DHT, a hormone that shrinks the hair follicle, can sometimes be beneficial, but medications are "the only thing that really does work," Spencer Kobren, the founder of the American Hair Loss Association, a consumer-advocacy group, told me.

The predominantly male focus of the hair-loss industry, combined with women's reticence about thinning hair, has left many women clueless about the possibility that they, too, may lose their hair. "We hear all the time from our consumers that 'I didn't know,'" Cindy Gustafson, the CEO of Nutrafol, told me. Some are too embarrassed to bring it up with their provider, fearing that their concern will be criticized as vain or, worse, dismissed as just a part of life, Jordan said. Unlike men, who are generally more aware of hair-loss drugs and use them as a first line of treatment, women tend to rely on trusted friends and hairstylists for advice, Kobren said, noting that they usually try four to six non-pharmaceutical hair-loss products before consulting a doctor. Unfortunately, he added, women also tend to spend the most on hair-regrowth snake oil.

Read: Soon there will be unlimited hair

Women today are in an unprecedented position: They're receiving more messages than ever about the possibility of balding, even as they're bombarded with products to fix it. Perhaps this shift will make women more comfortable taking their hair concerns to their doctor, rather than to friends and influencers. But it seems equally likely to change nothing. Like smooth skin and mental clarity, perfect hair suddenly seems within reach at any age--as long as you're willing to pay.
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You're on Ozempic? How Quaint.

The next-generation "GLP-1 plus" drugs will be tailored to the health needs of individual patients.

by Sarah Zhang

Fri, 28 Nov 2025




"Ozempic is about to be old news," my colleague Yasmin Tayag wrote in 2023, just before an even more powerful obesity drug, tirzepatide, then best known as Mounjaro, was approved. Well, two years later, Mounjaro is becoming old news, too. A whole slew of next-generation obesity drugs are on the horizon, some already advanced enough in clinical trials to be looking as good as--if not better than--those already on the market. The novel medications continue to push the upward limits of weight loss, now to almost 25 percent of body weight on average, but they also differ in their modes of action. They target different cells and different parts of cells in the brain and body.



Obesity, after all, is not monolithic. "We don't have a disease of obesity. We have a disease of obesities," Angela Fitch, chief medical officer at Knownwell, a national obesity-care clinic, and a former president of the Obesity Medicine Association, told me. With the coming explosion of obesity drugs, doctors could soon match each patient's condition to their optimal medication: A 25-year-old with fatty-liver disease may need a different drug than a 75-year-old with low muscle mass. About 100 million adults live with obesity in just the U.S., a market massive enough for multiple medications to find a niche. "One size will not fit all, and one size will not be best for all," Richard DiMarchi, a chemist at Indiana University who has worked on obesity drugs at both Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk, told me.



The most obvious way obesity drugs are not one-size-fits-all is that those on the market do not actually work for all. Although patients on semaglutide, the drug in Ozempic and Wegovy, lost on average 10 percent of their body weight, a third lost less than 5 percent in one clinical trial. Some even gain weight taking the drug. And others suffer such terrible side effects, including constant nausea and vomiting, that they cannot take it at all.



Ozempic functions by mimicking a single hormone called GLP-1; the drug's mode of action is relatively simple but limited. To improve upon Ozempic, drugmakers have started targeting GLP-1 in combination with other hormones linked to hunger and satiety. The second drug currently on the market, the tirzepatide found in Mounjaro and Zepbound, resembles GLP-1 in addition to another hormone called GIP, hitting receptors for both in the brain. The GIP component may serve a double function, promoting additional satiety while suppressing some of the nausea caused by GLP-1. However tirzepatide truly works--and experts caution that no one knows--it prompts, on average, about 20 percent weight loss. It's only the first of the "GLP-1 plus" drugs to market.



Other GLP-1-plus drugs in development include GLP-1 plus amylin, GLP-1 plus glucagon, and GLP-1 plus anti-GIP, which surprisingly could work as well as Mounjaro's combination of GLP-1 plus GIP. ("If you aren't confused," Randy Seeley, an obesity researcher at the University of Michigan, told me, "you aren't paying attention.") In fact, all of these combinations seem to work--at least based on preliminary data from clinical trials--even as a precise understanding of the science lags. Some of the hormone mimics, such as for amylin, might also work alone. And others could be remixed into combinations of more than two. The drug retatrutide, which is in trials, is a triple hitter that targets GLP-1 plus glucagon plus GIP receptors, all at once. In an early Phase 2 trial, patients lost on average 24 percent of their weight, the highest of any obesity drug so far. The best responders lost upwards of 40 percent.



Even more intriguing than the top-line weight-loss numbers are metabolic changes unique to particular drugs. Glucagon, for example, ramps up liver metabolism; drugs based on this hormone could help break down fat accumulated in the livers of patients who also have fatty-liver disease. (The FDA is expediting review of one such drug, survodutide, for liver-disease patients.) Meanwhile, GLP-1-based drugs appear to protect against cardiovascular disease, even independent of weight loss. Patients prone to heart disease might fare best on medication that includes a GLP-1 component. When it comes to obesity, Seeley said, "your flavor of metabolic disease will be different than the next person's." Obesity drugs of the future may finally reflect that diversity, too.



An extensive menu of obesity drugs that work via distinct biological mechanisms means that patients will have more options to try. If they aren't losing weight on drug A, they can move on to drug B or C. Experts don't yet understand why the drugs work differently in different people, but hormone receptors in our brains likely vary in subtle yet important ways. The new drugs not only hit distinct combinations of hormone receptors; they also each tickle those receptors in a unique way.



In the near future, doctors and patients will probably have to trial-and-error their way to what works best. Further down the line, experts tell me, they hope to have a test, such as a blood test, that can forecast how patients will fare. Doctors could tell patients that they've got five different drugs at the ready, "and if I do this one test on you, I do this one test on you, I can predict which one of these drugs is the best for you," Jonathan Campbell, an obesity researcher at Duke University, told me.



Maximum weight loss might not always be the goal for everyone though. The 40 percent that some people lose on retatrutide would be far too much for a patient barely over the BMI cutoff for obesity. Patients who don't need to optimize weight loss may choose to prioritize convenience instead, which drugmakers are also happy to oblige. Most obesity drugs on the market are formulated as weekly injections. But Eli Lilly is developing a daily pill called orforglipron, and Amgen is testing a monthly injection called MariTide. And some patients, especially those who are elderly with already low muscle mass, might need extra help preserving their strength. The powerful appetite suppression that induces fat loss can induce muscle loss too. A number of drugmakers are now trialing obesity drugs in combination with various muscle-preserving drugs.



A mere decade ago, obesity drugs powerful enough for people to routinely drop double-digit percentages of their body weight were unheard-of. Today, there are two, and they feel ubiquitous. In yet another 10 years, this toolbox of just two obesity drugs will likely appear tiny and outdated. The next phase of the obesity-drug revolution is coming, with more drugs to choose from.
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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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Accommodation Nation

America's colleges have an extra-time-on-tests problem.

by Rose Horowitch

Tue, 02 Dec 2025




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

Administering an exam used to be straightforward: All a college professor needed was an open room and a stack of blue books. At many American universities, this is no longer true. Professors now struggle to accommodate the many students with an official disability designation, which may entitle them to extra time, a distraction-free environment, or the use of otherwise-prohibited technology. The University of Michigan has two centers where students with disabilities can take exams, but they frequently fill to capacity, leaving professors scrambling to find more desks and proctors. Juan Collar, a physicist at the University of Chicago, told me that so many students now take their exams in the school's low-distraction testing outposts that they have become more distracting than the main classrooms.

Accommodations in higher education were supposed to help disabled Americans enjoy the same opportunities as everyone else. No one should be kept from taking a class, for example, because they are physically unable to enter the building where it's taught. Over the past decade and a half, however, the share of students at selective universities who qualify for accommodations--often, extra time on tests--has grown at a breathtaking pace. At the University of Chicago, the number has more than tripled over the past eight years; at UC Berkeley, it has nearly quintupled over the past 15 years.

The increase is driven by more young people getting diagnosed with conditions such as ADHD, anxiety, and depression, and by universities making the process of getting accommodations easier. The change has occurred disproportionately at the most prestigious and expensive institutions. At Brown and Harvard, more than 20 percent of undergraduates are registered as disabled. At Amherst, that figure is 34 percent. Not all of those students receive accommodations, but researchers told me that most do. The schools that enroll the most academically successful students, in other words, also have the largest share of students with a disability that could prevent them from succeeding academically.

"You hear 'students with disabilities' and it's not kids in wheelchairs," one professor at a selective university, who requested anonymity because he doesn't have tenure, told me. "It's just not. It's rich kids getting extra time on tests." Even as poor students with disabilities still struggle to get necessary provisions, elite universities have entered an age of accommodation. Instead of leveling the playing field, the system has put the entire idea of fairness at risk.

Forty years ago, students with disabilities could count on few protections in higher education. Federal law prohibited discrimination against disabled students, but in practice schools did little to address their needs. Michael Ashley Stein, a disability-rights expert who teaches at Harvard Law, recalled the challenges of attending law school as a student using a wheelchair in the 1980s. "I sat in the back of the classroom, could not enter certain buildings in a normal way, became the first person on the law review with a disability, and dragged myself up the stairs," he told me.

The Americans With Disabilities Act, passed in 1990, was meant to make life fairer for people like Stein. The law required public and private institutions to provide reasonable accommodations to individuals with "a physical or mental impairment" that "substantially limits one or more major life activities."

Change was slow at first, in part because Supreme Court rulings narrowed the scope of the law. Professors I spoke with told me that, even in the early 2000s, they taught only a handful of students with disabilities. Then, in 2008, Congress amended the ADA to restore the law's original intent. The government broadened the definition of disability, effectively expanding the number of people the law covered. It also included a list of major life activities that could be disrupted by a disability ("learning, reading, concentrating, thinking," among others) and clarified that individuals were protected under the ADA even if their impairment didn't severely restrict their daily life.

Read: The slow death of special education

In response to the 2008 amendments, the Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD), an organization of disability-services staff, released guidance urging universities to give greater weight to students' own accounts of how their disability affected them, rather than relying solely on a medical diagnosis. "Requiring extensive medical and scientific evidence perpetuates a deviance model of disability, undervalues the individual's history and experience with disability and is inappropriate and burdensome under the revised statute and regulations," AHEAD wrote.

Schools began relaxing their requirements. A 2013 analysis of disability offices at 200 postsecondary institutions found that most "required little" from a student besides a doctor's note in order to grant accommodations for ADHD. At the same time, getting such a note became easier. In 2013, the American Psychiatric Association expanded the definition of ADHD. Previously, the threshold for diagnosis had been "clear evidence of clinically significant impairment." After the release of the DSM-5, the symptoms needed only to "interfere with, or reduce the quality" of, academic functioning.

Recently, mental-health issues have joined ADHD as a primary driver of the accommodations boom. Over the past decade, the number of young people diagnosed with depression or anxiety has exploded. L. Scott Lissner, the ADA coordinator at Ohio State University, told me that 36 percent of the students registered with OSU's disability office have accommodations for mental-health issues, making them the largest group of students his office serves. Many receive testing accommodations, extensions on take-home assignments, or permission to miss class. Students at Carnegie Mellon University whose severe anxiety makes concentration difficult might get extra time on tests or permission to record class sessions, Catherine Samuel, the school's director of disability resources, told me. Students with social-anxiety disorder can get a note so the professor doesn't call on them without warning.

The types of accommodations vary widely. Some are uncontroversial, such as universities outfitting buildings with ramps and providing course materials in braille. These allow disabled students to access the same opportunities as their classmates. Some students get approved for housing accommodations, including single rooms and emotional-support animals.

Other accommodations risk putting the needs of one student over the experience of their peers. One administrator told me that a student at a public college in California had permission to bring their mother to class. This became a problem, because the mom turned out to be an enthusiastic class participant.

Professors told me that the most common--and most contentious--accommodation is the granting of extra time on exams. For students with learning disabilities, the extra time may be necessary to complete the test. But unlike a wheelchair ramp, this kind of accommodation can be exploited. Research confirms what intuition suggests: Extra time can confer an advantage to students who don't have a disability.

Read: The time crunch on standardized tests is unnecessary

Complicating matters is the fact that the line between having a learning or psychological disability and struggling with challenging coursework is not always clearly defined. Having ADHD or anxiety, for example, might make it difficult to focus. But focusing is a skill that the educational system is designed to test. Some professors see the current accommodations regime as propping up students who shouldn't have perfect scores. "If we want our grades to be meaningful, they should reflect what the student is capable of," Steven Sloman, a cognitive-science professor at Brown, told me. "Once they're past Brown and off in the real world, that's going to affect their performance."

No one is more skeptical of the accommodations system than the academics who study it. Robert Weis, a psychology professor at Denison University, pointed me to a Department of Education study that found that middle and high schoolers with disabilities tend to have below-average reading and math skills. These students are half as likely to enroll in a four-year institution as students without disabilities and twice as likely to attend a two-year or community college. If the rise in accommodations were purely a result of more disabled students making it to college, the increase should be more pronounced at less selective institutions than at so called Ivy Plus schools.

In fact, the opposite appears to be true. According to Weis's research, only 3 to 4 percent of students at public two-year colleges receive accommodations, a proportion that has stayed relatively stable over the past 10 to 15 years. He and his co-authors found that students with learning disabilities who request accommodations at community colleges "tend to have histories of academic problems beginning in childhood" and evidence of ongoing impairment. At four-year institutions, by contrast, about half of these students "have no record of a diagnosis or disability classification prior to beginning college."

No one can say precisely how many students should qualify for accommodations. The higher prevalence at more selective institutions could reflect the fact that wealthy families and well-resourced schools are better positioned to get students with disabilities the help they need. Even with the lowered bar for a diagnosis, obtaining one can cost thousands of dollars. And as more students with disabilities get help in middle and high school, that could at least partially explain their enrollment at top colleges.

Still, some students are clearly taking advantage of an easily gamed system. The Varsity Blues college-admissions scandal showed that there are wealthy parents who are willing to pay unscrupulous doctors to provide disability diagnoses to their nondisabled children, securing them extra time on standardized tests. Studies have found that a significant share of students exaggerate symptoms or don't put in enough effort to get valid results on diagnostic tests. When Weis and his colleagues looked at how students receiving accommodations for learning disabilities at a selective liberal-arts school performed on reading, math, and IQ tests, most had above-average cognitive abilities and no evidence of impairment.

A parent in Scarsdale, New York, who works in special education told me that it's become common for parents of honors students to get their kids evaluated so they can have extra time on tests. The process usually starts when kids see that their peers have accommodations-- or when they bring home their first B. "It feels in some ways like a badge of honor," she said. "People are all talking about getting their children evaluated now." In 2019, a Wall Street Journal analysis found that one in five Scarsdale High School students was considered disabled and eligible for accommodations on college entrance exams--a rate more than seven times higher than the national average.

Several of the college students I spoke with for this story said they knew someone who had obtained a dubious diagnosis. Hailey Strickler, a senior at the University of Richmond, was diagnosed with ADHD and dyslexia when she was 7 years old. She was embarrassed about her disabilities and wary of getting accommodations, until her sophomore year of college. She was speaking with a friend, who didn't have a disability but had received extra time anyway. "They were like, 'If I'm doing that, you should definitely have the disability accommodations,'" Strickler told me.

"We know that people will act as they are incentivized to act," Brian Scholl, a Yale psychology and cognitive-science professor, told me. "And the students are absolutely incentivized to have as much extra accommodations as they can under any circumstances." Students who receive extra time on the LSAT, for example, earn higher average scores than students who don't.

Even if students aren't consciously trying to gain an unfair edge, some seem to have convinced themselves that they need extra help. Will Lindstrom, the director of the Regents' Center for Learning Disorders at the University of Georgia, told me that the fastest-growing group of students who come to him seems to be those who have done their own research and believe that a disability is the source of their academic or emotional challenges. "It's almost like it's part of their identity," Lindstrom said. "By the time we see them, they're convinced they have a neurodevelopmental disorder."

Lindstrom worries that the system encourages students to see themselves as less capable than they actually are. By attributing all of their difficulties to a disability, they are pathologizing normal challenges. "When it comes to a disorder like ADHD, we all have those symptoms sometimes," Lindstrom told me. "But most of us aren't impaired by them."

One recent Stanford graduate told me that when she got mononucleosis as a freshman, she turned to the disability office: Because she couldn't exercise, she was struggling to focus in class. Though she'd always been fidgety, she'd never had academic issues in high school--but high school had been easier than Stanford. The office suggested that she might have ADHD, and encouraged her to seek a diagnosis. A psychiatrist and her pediatrician diagnosed her with ADHD and dyslexia, and Stanford granted her extra time on tests, among other accommodations.

Collar, the University of Chicago physics professor, said that part of what his exams are designed to assess is the ability to solve problems in a certain amount of time. But now many of his students are in a separate room, with time and a half or even double the allotted time to complete the test. "I feel for the students who are not taking advantage of this," he told me. "We have a two-speed student population."

Most of the disability advocates I spoke with are more troubled by the students who are still not getting the accommodations they need than by the risk of people exploiting the system. They argue that fraud is rare, and stress that some universities maintain stringent documentation requirements. "I would rather open up access to the five kids who need accommodations but can't afford documentation, and maybe there's one person who has paid for an evaluation and they really don't need it," Emily Tarconish, a special-education teaching assistant professor at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, told me. "That's worth it to me."

Tarconish sees the growing number of students receiving accommodations as evidence that the system is working. Ella Callow, the assistant vice chancellor of disability rights at Berkeley, had a similar perspective. "I don't think of it as a downside, no matter how many students with disabilities show up," she told me. "Disabled people still are deeply underemployed in this country and too often live in poverty. The key to addressing that is in large part through institutions like Berkeley that make it part of our mission to lift people into security." (One-third of the students registered with Berkeley's disability office are from low-income families.) At the University of Chicago, members of a committee to address the surge in accommodations don't even agree on whether a problem exists, Collar told me.

The surge itself is undeniable. Soon, some schools may have more students receiving accommodations than not, a scenario that would have seemed absurd just a decade ago. Already, at one law school, 45 percent of students receive academic accommodations. Paul Graham Fisher, a Stanford professor who served as co-chair of the university's disability task force, told me, "I have had conversations with people in the Stanford administration. They've talked about at what point can we say no? What if it hits 50 or 60 percent? At what point do you just say 'We can't do this'?" This year, 38 percent of Stanford undergraduates are registered as having a disability; in the fall quarter, 24 percent of undergraduates were receiving academic or housing accommodations.

Mark Schneider, the former head of the educational-research arm of the Department of Education, told me that three of his four grandkids have "individualized education programs," the term of art for accommodations at the K-12 level. "The reward for saying that you have a disability, versus the stigma--the balance between those two things has so radically changed," he said. Were it not for that shift, he added, his grandchildren may not be receiving benefits and services they need. But at the very least, the rewards are not evenly distributed. As more elite students get accommodations, the system worsens the problem it was designed to solve. The ADA was supposed to make college more equitable. Instead, accommodations have become another way for the most privileged students to press their advantage.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "Accommodation Nation."
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Electricity Should Be Free at Noon

And two other ideas for lowering electricity costs

by Leah C. Stokes

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Electricity prices are becoming an outsize issue in American politics because they themselves are legitimately outsize. Compared with the cost of consumer goods, which have been rising rapidly over the past few years, electricity prices are climbing even faster, an estimated 13 percent nationwide since 2022. This year, roughly half of households making less than $50,000 struggled to pay their electricity bills. In California, where the rise has been particularly steep, rates have essentially doubled over the past decade.



When electricity was first commercialized, utilities were allowed to operate as monopolies for one main reason: to deliver lower costs. For a century, it worked. Companies spread the fixed costs of growing the system across their locked-in customers, and prices dropped precipitously. In 1890, a kilowatt-hour was $9.48 on average nationwide in today's dollars; by 1950, it had dropped to 41 cents and, by 1990, to 21 cents. But recently, this century-long trend has reversed in many states; utilities are failing to keep prices low.



Prices are rising for many reasons, not all of which apply in every state. In some states, data centers are pushing up rates. In others, wildfire costs are showing up on bills. Despite what President Donald Trump has argued, higher prices have little to do with the country's move toward clean energy. If anything, Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act has made it harder to invest in the cheapest ways of building new solar, wind, and batteries.



Ignoring those technologies will make electricity only more expensive in the years to come. If regulators, policy makers, and utility executives actually want to lower prices, they will have to deal strategically with both the clean-energy boom and climate change's strain on the electricity system.



Clean energy is cheap energy. Building a large-scale solar or wind project costs less than a new gas plant, and solar and wind require no fuel to operate, making each additional kilowatt-hour essentially free. When combined with batteries, these projects can now operate like traditional power plants, providing power on demand.



In places with a lot of solar, including California, some installations are producing more energy than is being consumed, so some power is being wasted. If people shifted more of their electricity use toward the middle of the day, the grid's overall costs would go down, because demand would decrease in later hours, when prices are the highest. And the easiest way to nudge people toward using that midday power is to make it cheaper--or even free.



Like California, Australia has an enormous amount of solar. The country's climate-change-and-energy minister just announced that, starting in July, electricity suppliers will be required to offer at least three free hours of midday power in some regions. This will give people a reason to charge their electric vehicles, use heat pumps to precool or preheat their homes and water, and store more clean electricity in batteries when cheap energy is abundant. Later in the day, when the system relies on dirtier and more expensive energy sources, people will likely demand less power, reducing costs for everyone.



Plenty of places in the U.S. could try this, too. The states with the most solar, including California and Texas, are already wasting about 10 percent of their solar energy. But utilities and regulators have done little to set electricity prices lower during the day. The closest anyone has come is in California, where, as part of a regulatory proceeding, San Diego Gas & Electric agreed in September to create a lower-cost period from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. In the long run, as solar and wind supply more and more of Americans' power, aligning electricity rates with clean energy's availability could allow the grid to operate more cheaply.



If the first clear way to cut electricity bills is strategically lowering prices for customers, the second is strategically cutting back profits for utilities. Even as consumers' bills rose, California's Pacific Gas and Electric, for example, reported record profits--$2.47 billion last year. North Carolina's Duke Energy had profits north of $4 billion.



Legislators could trim these profits directly by more closely aligning utilities' guaranteed rates of return with their actual costs. Such adjustments could also limit utilities' endless quest for more infrastructure. Right now, a utility could make tens of millions of dollars on, say, putting a transmission line underground, because those that operate as monopolies (that is, most of them) can charge customers for almost every dollar spent expanding the transmission-and-distribution system--plus a profit. So more spending equals more profits, a perverse incentive called "gold-plating."



One solution is to have states build the transmission system instead. A new law in California will pilot this idea, using a fund to publicly finance transmission. This will not only reduce utility profits, lowering electricity bills; it will also make electricity costs less regressive by shifting the burden from lower-income people onto the wider tax base.



A third way to lower prices is to take the costs of climate impacts out of electricity bills. As wildfires rip across the West, their damages are being borne by utility customers. This is a major reason that costs in California are so high. To take one example, the 2017 Thomas Fire created $2.4 billion in liabilities for Southern California Edison, which sparked the fire; its customers (myself included) are now on the hook for two-thirds of those costs. (The company, like PG&E, posted record profits last year.) If companies aren't charging ratepayers for fire damage, then they might be charging them for the anticipated costs of fires. In Utah, the legislature passed a law that allows Rocky Mountain Power to proactively collect revenue from customers for a "fire fund." In Colorado, regulators approved a $1.9 billion plan to harden against future wildfires, jacking up bills by 10 percent.



Other climate impacts are increasing electricity rates, too. Hurricane-prone places such as Florida are also hardening their grids, driving rate increases. The climate scientist Andrew Dessler has estimated that Texas's electricity prices were 16 percent higher in 2023 because of the demand driven by climate-change-induced heat waves. FEMA's recent decision not to cover the utilities' damages from a brutal ice storm in Michigan--which may have been more likely because of climate change--could mean that rural customers will be paying $4,500 each to cover the bill.



Passing on these climate costs to ratepayers is not the only way of dealing with them. Hawaii's legislature decided to limit the local utility's liability for the deadly Maui fires and to use state funds to compensate survivors. Policy makers can also keep utilities from making a profit on wildfire mitigation and other grid-hardening costs, as California has recently done.



Alternatively, fossil-fuel companies could pay. Climate-attribution science is now able to quickly say how much more likely climate change made a given weather event and then, using data on historic emissions, apportion blame to individual fossil-fuel companies. In other contexts, lawyers are trying to use this type of information to hold companies legally liable for climate damages. Similarly, insurers could try to recoup their costs from these companies as one California bill proposed.



If regulators don't take action, electricity bills will continue to rise. And that failure will have rippling effects. Ultimately, the way out of burning fossil fuels is by electrifying our homes, cars and businesses, running them instead on clean power. If as a country we cannot keep electricity bills low, then we won't be able to electrify fast enough to avoid still-worse impacts of climate change. This is why putting climate damages on electricity bills is so problematic. If climate change makes electricity less affordable, then addressing climate change with electrification becomes harder, and we get stuck in a vicious cycle of paying more to live in an ever-hotter world.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/12/electricity-costs-climate/685123/?utm_source=feed
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/11/turkey-sleepy-myth/685063/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Across America: Announcing Events in Every State

Event series, launching tonight in Boston, to take<em> The Atlantic</em> to cities in partnership with local and nonprofit media

Tue, 02 Dec 2025




In The Atlantic's first issue, published 168 years ago in Boston, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote about an information overload at a time when American life felt unmoored: "In this kingdom of illusions we grope eagerly for stays and foundations."

Tonight The Atlantic returns to its birthplace to launch an event series, The Atlantic Across America, that will eventually take it to all 50 states--at a moment in the country that Emerson could just as well be describing. Across the next three years, The Atlantic will hold events with its journalists in cities in every state to talk about the range of issues and ideas that the magazine covers, including the ideals of American democracy, the current administration, culture, technology, the environment, and more. Many events will be in partnership with local and nonprofit newsrooms that are doing exceptional work, and will consider local and national issues.

"The Atlantic was founded to be the magazine of the American idea, and we try to live up to that mandate today," said Jeffrey Goldberg, the magazine's editor in chief. "The 250th anniversary of America's founding represents an excellent moment to visit our readers, and our future readers, across the country."

The series's inaugural sold-out event, happening tonight in Boston in partnership with WBUR, features interviews with Goldberg, On Point host Meghna Chakrabarti, and Congressman Jake Auchincloss. The event will discuss themes from The Atlantic's special November issue, "The Unfinished Revolution," exploring 250 years of the American experiment and the history and lessons of the country's founding era. Livestream tickets are available here, and are free for Atlantic subscribers.

The Atlantic will hold events in the following cities in the first part of 2026; more details and ticketing will be announced. Readers can sign up for event updates here.

	January: Phoenix; and Sante Fe, New Mexico
 	February: Miami
 	March: New Orleans; and Durham, North Carolina
 	April: Omaha, Nebraska
 	May: Salt Lake City


The Atlantic Across America tour is part of the magazine's broader efforts to engage more deeply with subscribers and readers, to reach new audiences, and to serve more areas with its journalism. The Atlantic has been significantly expanding its reach over the past decade and is a year into an editorial expansion that has added 50 newsroom jobs. The magazine continues to set new records for subscribers and overall revenue. This fall, The Atlantic began offering every public U.S. high school free digital subscriptions, and now nearly 1,300 high schools have free access to The Atlantic's journalism and 168-year archive.

Press Contact: Anna Bross, anna@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/2025/12/atlantic-across-america-events-every-state/685109/?utm_source=feed
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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.Even today, nearly five years later, listening to Donald Trump's call is shocking."So look. All I want to do is this. I just want to find 11,780 votes," he told Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger and a few aides on January 2, 2021. Trump warned Raffensperger, a fellow Republican, that if he d...
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        Trump Seizes Back the Spotlight
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.For the past few weeks, President Donald Trump has seemed uncharacteristically passive. His own Republican Party bucked him on the release of files related to Jeffrey Epstein--in a movement partly led by Marjorie Taylor Greene, who once seemed like his staunchest apostle. His U.S. House gerrymandering ca...
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The Long Line of Pessimists About America's Schools

Panic about illiteracy has long been irresistible to the educated class.

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




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


Was there ever a time when Americans believed that kids were actually being educated well? A look back through The Atlantic's archives shows that bouts of optimism are very occasional. I recently joined this long line of pessimists when reporting on the stunning decline in educational performance among K-12 students in the United States over the past decade. After a temporary period of improvement at the start of the century, students are now plumbing 25- and 30-year lows in reading and mathematics performance, and high-school students recently had their worst average ACT scores since 1990.

Compare this to James L. Mursell's complaint in 1939 that "in the grand struggle to get subject matter off the page and into the head, the schools are suffering a spectacular and most disconcerting defeat." He was dismayed that half of the students who took algebra in Iowa failed a basic mathematics test, that physics students failed basic questions of kinematics, and that the time spent learning high-school chemistry turned out to be "an almost total loss" when those students arrived at college. Mursell was also despondent over the state of English education in America. It wasn't just that students were incapable of writing well, he argued. The problem was that "a great many high-school pupils are not able to discriminate between what is a sentence and what is not."

Things had not improved terribly much 11 years later, per Albert Lynd, whose essay "Quackery in the Public Schools" appeared in the March 1950 issue. Lynd was worried about the attempt to professionalize teaching by outsourcing curriculum development to pedagogical experts sitting in elite universities, the "superprofessionals who determine the kind of education to which your child must submit and for which you must pay taxes." He ridiculed this field as a haven for "pseudo-scholarship for mental lightweights" and found the new curricula established to teach teachers their craft very wanting, often riddled with grammatical errors.

Many of these critiques feel contemporary. The recent war over the use of critical race theory in schools was really about whether teachers were imposing a radical and harmful curriculum designed by out-of-touch, highly educated elites. And the notion that today's college students are much less capable than those of previous generations has been examined again and again by my colleague Rose Horowitch, who noted last year that students at even elite universities are struggling to read complete books and who recently reported that many students at highly selective colleges have such low mathematical ability that they struggle with fractions.

The suspicion that Americans are becoming more illiterate has long been irresistible to the educated class. In the present day, this happens to be objectively true. But across time and cultures, we hear the alarm of declinism: In Horace's Odes on moral decadence, he observes, "Our parents' era, worse than their ancestors, bore us still worse, and soon we will give more wicked offspring." This was written during the reign of Augustus Caesar, the first emperor of Rome--not widely considered a dark age. Perhaps the kids have simply never been all right in the eyes of their elders.

U.S. education has in recent years endured many harmful innovations, some launched with good intentions: the abandonment of phonics education in favor of "whole-language learning" (which has weakened basic literacy), the abolishment of standardized testing for some university admissions (which has contributed to kids at top universities failing remedial math), and the widespread use of laptops and cellphones in the classroom (which has been a distraction for everyone). I may just be geriatric at heart, but it feels like alarmism is warranted this time.
 
 Still, American education plods on. Toward the end of his 1950 polemic, Lynd worries about the effect that stuffing public schools full of pedagogical "hocus pocus" will have on the country. But he eventually finds a silver lining: "You may draw some comfort from the knowledge that the greatness of this nation lies in its infinite capacity for surviving hocus-pocus!" Hopefully this capacity proves as capacious as Lynd believed it to be.
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Cattle Ranchers Are Beefing With Trump

Torn between supporting ranchers and bringing down prices, the president is trying to have it both ways on beef.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 03 Dec 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.

Think of the cattle auctioneer's chant as a prayer. To the untrained ear, it's nonsense, a stream of words compressed beyond recognition. If you know what to listen for, phrases emerge from the hum and buzz: Will you go four? Will you give five? The job of the auctioneer is to whip bidders into a frenzy, selling cows, heifers, bulls, and steers at the highest price possible through the power of constant supplication.

Until recently, those prayers had been answered. Feeder-cattle futures traded up through the fall, driven in part by President Donald Trump's tariffs on foreign-food imports. Beef prices reached new highs this year too. Ground-beef is up more than 50 percent compared with 2020 (and some restaurants have adjusted their menus accordingly); next year, they could be 60 percent higher than they were this September. But growing concerns about inflation and affordability seem to have forced Trump to reconsider his trade-war strategy: Ahead of Thanksgiving, he announced that he was rolling back tariffs on beef. Prices at grocery stores haven't budged, and ranchers, whose fortunes rose with those tariffs, are now suddenly at odds with a president who was once their champion.

The prices of cattle (the animals themselves) and beef (the processed meat on grocery-store shelves) have recently moved in tandem, but that's not always the case. That may sound counterintuitive, given that the only ingredient in beef is cattle, but behind this relationship is a quagmire of competing interests and supply chains. It's a long way from the pasture to the grocery store--cattle producers sell animals to feedlots and meat-packers, who then funnel beef to retailers. When the president took to Truth Social in October to demand that ranchers "get their prices down," he failed to acknowledge that producers don't control the cost of beef on their own.

High beef prices are also connected to broader issues shrinking the American herd: a major drought across western states in 2020, and the resurgence of the New World screwworm, a parasite that eats animals alive. The American cattle herd is now the smallest it's been since 1951. When tariffs restricted foreign imports, meat-packers had to pay more for this decreasing supply, exerting upward pressure on beef prices. And yet, according to the trade publication Beef Magazine, demand has been remarkably stable over the past four years.

For Americans, the world's biggest consumers of beef per capita, that consistency could have something to do with meat's place in our culture. Beef products, and the cowboys that were once central to their production, are core to the national mythos. Protein is king these days; Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of Health and Human Services, adheres to a carnivore diet and plans to "Make America Healthy Again" by updating U.S. dietary guidelines to recommend more meat.

Trump appears to understand that a government that tells its citizens to consume more meat should also do its part to make meat more accessible. Two weeks ago, he dramatically reduced a tariff on Brazilian beef imports. His administration has also suggested that it will raise the quota for duty-free imports of Argentinian beef from 20,000 to 80,000 metric tons. Trump's recent moves are a boon to American meat-packers who can buy more foreign beef on the cheap, but his capricious attitude toward tariffs poses a problem for ranchers, who raise cattle with the expectation of selling them years later. Each calf represents a long-term bet; why should producers invest in growing the herd when crucial policies seem to change every few months?

It's unclear how much the influx of foreign product will affect grocery-store beef prices in the long term, but cattle prices have fallen since the White House announced these adjustments. The National Cattlemen's Beef Association said in a statement that it "cannot stand behind the President while he undercuts the future of family farmers and ranchers." An industry insider told Al Jazeera that "there was not a person in the cattle business on any level that was not insulted" by Trump's October Truth Social post, in which he reminded cattle producers that his past tariff on Brazilian beef was "the only reason" they "are doing so well, for the first time in decades."

The sky-high tariffs Trump suddenly implemented earlier this year were meant to rectify what he saw as global-trade imbalances--unfair deals that harmed Americans' bottom line. But perhaps their greatest legacy for consumers has been higher prices on a wide variety of goods against a backdrop of rising inflation. "The average family will pay $1,800 more for groceries, clothing, and other necessities thanks to the Trump administration's trade policies in 2025," my colleague Annie Lowrey wrote last month. Now, as tariffs are being rolled back with the same apparent recklessness, ranchers are learning that loyalty to the president will get them only so far.

Related:

	David Frum: Where's the cheap beef? (From 2021)
 	America is done pretending about meat.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Pentagon report: Hegseth risked endangering troops with Signal messages.
 	What Josh Shapiro knows about Trump voters
 	Condemning millions for one man's crime




Today's News

	The House Oversight Committee obtained new records from major financial institutions tied to its Jeffrey Epstein probe and released images and video of Epstein's private island supplied by authorities in the U.S. Virgin Islands.
 	Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem said that agents from her department have begun "Operation Catahoula Crunch" in New Orleans, targeting undocumented immigrants.
 	The Trump administration halted green-card and citizenship processing for immigrants from 19 countries that had been placed under travel restrictions earlier this year.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Electricity should be free at noon, Leah C. Stokes argues.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic



Why Taylor Swift's Accent Has Changed

By Olga Khazan

As [Taylor] Swift's star rose, something else shifted: her voice. Researchers at the University of Minnesota analyzed recorded interviews with Swift throughout her career and found that after she moved to Tennessee, she picked up a southern accent. She began to pronounce my like "mah" and boom like "bee-oom"--features not typically present in a Pennsylvania accent. Matthew Winn, a co-author of the study, told me that these changes suggest that Swift's voice subtly altered to fit in with the Nashville scene. "If you sing country music but you talk like someone from New York or Pennsylvania," Winn said, "people might not take you as seriously."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Gershom Gorenberg: The extraordinary logic of Netanyahu's bid for a pardon
 	Does Heritage support discrimination against women?
 	Ukraine's corruption scandal is bad. But exposing it is a win.
 	Colleges are preparing to self-lobotomize.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Leonardo Cendamo / Getty; Patrick Lichfield / Conde Nast / Getty.



Read. Stylish face? Secret visionary? A new book argues for the underrated part of Jane Birkin's legacy, Rafaela Bassili writes.

Reminisce. Tom Stoppard achieved the impossible, Alexandra Petri writes. His plays hold us in the moment outside of time.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Over the past few weeks, I have become totally fixated on CattleUSA.com, which hosts livestreams directly from animal exchanges and stockyards. These auction houses look remarkably similar across the country: odeums bathed in cold fluorescents, with seats facing the auctioneer's booth. Beneath the booth is the pen, where staffers guide animals through the In door and prod them through the Out. Sometimes, you can catch a goat auction too. I can't quite put my finger on what's so mesmerizing about it all, but I recommend checking it out, even if you're not in the market.

-- Will



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Ready for Your Close-Up?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 03 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on December 3, 2025.

I have much extolled here the value of new knowledge. Let us now hear a counterargument: Some months after Yale gave Mark Twain an honorary degree in 1888, the writer's schedule cleared up enough for him to pull together a speech advising that the good people of the college learn less.

"I found the astronomer of the university gadding around after comets and other such odds and ends," he wrote. "I told him it was no economy to go on piling up and piling up raw material in the way of new stars and comets and asteroids that we couldn't ever have any use for till we had worked off the old stock."

Greek would have to go "because it is so hard to spell with, and so impossible to read after you get it spelled," and research in math "was not suited to the dignity of a college, which should deal in facts, not guesses and suppositions."

Yale did not heed the advice, and I don't think Twain would really have wanted you to, either. So please--guess and suppose away.

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

Wednesday, December 3, 2025

Today's questions all come from Caitlin Flanagan's essay reflecting on a childhood spent going to the movies with her father.

	In Sunset Boulevard, the fading star Norma Desmond replies to the suggestion that she "used to be big" with: "I am big. It's the pictures that" did what?
 	"You'll never go in the water again" was the tagline of what 1975 summer blockbuster?
 	In The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy has what last name--a word for a weather event not dissimilar to the twister that lifts her out of Kansas?
 	One of the most popular films of the 1970s disaster craze--remade in 2006--follows passengers climbing to the bottom (or top?) of what capsized luxury liner?
 	What Alfred Hitchcock movie opens with a scene in a pet shop, where the protagonist inquires about some odd animal behavior outside?




And by the way, did you know that the famous "underwater" shot that opens Sunset Boulevard--with a camera apparently at the bottom of a swimming pool looking up at a floating drowned man--was captured entirely on dry land?

The cameras of the 1950s couldn't be submerged, so the director, Billy Wilder, installed a mirror on the bottom of the pool and shot from above to keep the equipment dry. Actors, then as now, were plenty waterproof--so William Holden ended the shoot soaked.

Until tomorrow!



Answers: 

	"Got small." The movies of Caitlin's youth felt so much bigger, she writes, thanks partly to her father's enthusiasm for them, but also thanks to the apparent intellectual exhaustion of Hollywood. "We're running out of stories to tell one another," she argues--but many of us would be too tired or inattentive to listen anyway. Read more.
 	Jaws.
 	Gale.
 	The Poseidon.
 	The Birds.


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



Tuesday, December 2, 2025

	Minoxidil is the active ingredient in many products that treat what common condition, known scientifically as alopecia?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "America Refuses to Go [REDACTED]"
 	The company Lifetouch is the largest U.S. provider of what product typically offered once an academic year, in early fall?
 -- From Annie Midori Atherton's "What's the Point of [REDACTED] Anymore?"
 	What hard-boiled detective sported a famous two-way wrist radio across America's mid-century comic strips?
 -- From Ian Bogost's "Get Your Kid a Watch"




And by the way, did you know that Garry Trudeau, the creator of Doonesbury, won the 1975 Pulitzer Prize for Editorial Cartooning for his work with the comic strip? Gerald Ford, who was then president, said that year that "there are only three major vehicles to keep us informed as to what is going on in Washington: the electronic media, the print media, and Doonesbury, not necessarily in that order."

Only one other comic strip--called Bloom County--has won the Pulitzer Prize; Garfield is going to have to bring some real nuance to his thoughts about Mondays if he's ever going to compete.



Answers: 

	Hair loss. Yasmin reports on how the hair-loss-prevention industry, which has long focused on thinning in men, is ready to welcome the many Millennial women who are warming up to the idea of Rogaine. But there's still a big stigma around seeking treatment. Read more.
 	School photos. The Photo Day tradition seems silly considering that every parent has a camera in their pocket now, but families still shell out for the (often ludicrously expensive) school shots, Atherton writes. They're kitschy and awkward--but that might be the point. Read more.
 	Dick Tracy. Ian, who recently purchased a smartwatch for his youngest daughter, writes that the low end of the kid-watch market is full of useless "Dick Tracy novelties." So he went full Apple, and he has found that the watch is the perfect training "phone" for his kid. Read more. 




Monday, December 1, 2025

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

	William Shakespeare's only son, who died at age 11, had what name--just a letter off from one of the bard's most famous tragic heroes?
 -- From James Shapiro's "The Long History of the [REDACTED] Myth"
 	In AI-safety discussions, the likelihood that artificial intelligence causes global cataclysm is popularly expressed as what statistical term?
 -- From Charlie Warzel's "The World Still Hasn't Made Sense of ChatGPT"
 	Germans sometimes call their country "Das Land der Dichter und Denker," or the land of what two vocations--the former of which would apply to, say, Rilke, Schiller, and Goethe, and the latter to Hegel, Heidegger, and Arendt (or you right now)?
 -- From Isaac Stanley-Becker's "The New German War Machine"




And by the way, did you know that Shakespeare's grave doesn't bear his name? What it does bear is a curse. The engraving warns would-be tamperers, "Good friend for Jesus sake forbeare, / To dig the dust enclosed here. / Blessed be the man that spares these stones, / And cursed be he that moves my bones."

Evidence suggests that the curse didn't ward off everyone; ground-penetrating radar revealed in 2016 that Shakespeare's skull is almost certainly missing. Of course, researchers could have opened the grave to make sure--but would you take that risk?



Answers: 

	Hamnet. The myth that Hamnet's death begot the tragedy of Hamlet has persisted for centuries, Shapiro writes, but the fact that it is compelling--see Chloe Zhao's new movie, Hamnet--does not mean that it is true. Read more.
 	p(doom). Whether or not you use the term, you've probably considered the probability of AI-occasioned doom, Charlie writes as ChatGPT turns three. In fact, that mental precarity is already a big chunk of AI's legacy, he argues, and the tech's ever-evolving nature heightens the anxiety. Read more.
 	Poets and thinkers. To varying degrees over the decades, this self-conception has been about both taking pride in Germany's intellectual tradition and renouncing the country's militarism. As Isaac reports, this makes for a fraught transition as Germany gradually abandons pacifism and rearms against a destabilized world. Read more.
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The Last Big Case Against Trump Has Been Dropped

The U.S. justice and political systems have shown that they can't hold the president and his allies to account for trying to steal the 2020 election.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 02 Dec 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.


Even today, nearly five years later, listening to Donald Trump's call is shocking.

"So look. All I want to do is this. I just want to find 11,780 votes," he told Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger and a few aides on January 2, 2021. Trump warned Raffensperger, a fellow Republican, that if he didn't act, he would face prosecution: "That's a criminal, that's a criminal offense. And you can't let that happen. That's a big risk to you and to Ryan, your lawyer." And to underscore that he was asking Raffensperger to subvert the election results, he added, "So what are we going to do here, folks? I only need 11,000 votes. Fellas, I need 11,000 votes. Give me a break."

The Washington Post obtained the call and published it on January 3. Three days later, a crowd of Trump supporters, whipped into a frenzy by the president, marched on the Capitol, attacked police, and sacked the building in an attempt to prevent the certification of Joe Biden's victory. In the days, weeks, and years to follow, much more would be revealed: a long-running campaign, as dedicated as it was sloppy, to steal the 2020 election.

Trump and several associates were charged for their roles in the scheme in a splashy Georgia indictment, but the case's dismissal last week, on the eve of the Thanksgiving holiday, received less attention. A judge acted at the request of Peter Skandalakis, the prosecutor appointed to handle the case after Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis, who obtained the indictment, was disqualified from overseeing it. Skandalakis made both legal and practical arguments against the racketeering case, deeming the charges against some of the defendants weak. (The racketeering law allowed Willis to charge many people at once but created a sprawling case.) As for Trump, Skandalakis wrote, "There is no realistic prospect that a sitting President will be compelled to appear in Georgia to stand trial on the allegations in this indictment." By the time he leaves office, "eight years will have elapsed since the phone call at issue."

The Georgia case was the last remaining criminal case against Trump, and the last legal or political avenue to hold him accountable for the 2020-election plot. (It was also important because Trump cannot pardon himself or others if convicted in state court.) A federal election-subversion case against him was dismissed after he won reelection last November. State prosecutions against fake electors have not made much headway. And last month, Trump issued pardons to dozens of people implicated in the attempted subversion. In short, Trump has gotten away with his attempt to subvert the election: If the criminal-justice system is incapable of prosecuting attempts to steal an election, then stealing an election is de facto legal.

Each of these cases had its own wrinkles and reasons for failing. In the Georgia case, for example, Willis made grievous errors in judgment, intertwining her personal life and work by hiring a dubiously qualified special prosecutor with whom she was in a romantic relationship. Her racketeering charge was also ambitious but risky, as Skandalakis argued; the collapse of her case against the rapper Young Thug's YSL group shows how such cases can go wrong.

The federal prosecution was set up for failure by Attorney General Merrick Garland's decision to slow-walk prosecuting Trump to appear nonpartisan; the result was that by the time Special Counsel Jack Smith took over, he had little time to work. The Supreme Court used much of that time deliberating a challenge from Trump before issuing a startling opinion that gives presidents immunity for a huge range of "official" acts.

Political remedies haven't worked either. The House voted to impeach Trump for his actions, but the Senate, under the influence of the GOP leader Mitch McConnell, failed to convict him. Republicans fell back on both legalistic claims--they argued that they couldn't convict Trump once he was no longer president--and a misplaced belief that Trump would never be able to mount a political comeback. And when states tried to disqualify Trump from appearing on the 2024 ballot under the Fourteenth Amendment (a legally questionable approach), the Supreme Court blocked them.

All that remains are a few cases against the fake electors who allegedly formed alternative pro-Trump slates. A case in Michigan was dismissed. Wisconsin's case is creeping forward. A case in Nevada was quashed by a trial judge on procedural grounds but resuscitated by the state supreme court; something similar happened in Arizona, where the attorney general has asked the state supreme court to revive a case. (That one also involves a few Trump allies.) Even if some of these cases succeed, though, they will punish the lowest-level participants while allowing the big fish--Trump chief among them--to swim free.

Trump's pardon order guarantees that some of the high-profile figures will never face federal charges related to the 2020 election, including the lawyers Rudy Giuliani, Sidney Powell, Kenneth Chesebro, Boris Epshteyn, John Eastman, Jeffrey Clark, and Jenna Ellis, as well as former White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows. (Trump's order explicitly ruled himself out; he has previously said that he has the power to self-pardon, but many legal scholars disagree.) Giuliani and Eastman have lost their law license, and Clark may as well, but that's hardly proportional punishment.

Notwithstanding the various prosecutors' miscalculations that led to this point, it is possible that no effective legal path existed to hold Trump and his minions accountable. Despite their bumbling, their scheme was vague and diffuse enough that prosecuting them was tricky. This does not make election-subversion attempts acceptable, though; it means that lawmakers should write laws that would allow authorities to punish the kind of behavior that occurred after the 2020 election. Unfortunately, there is little prospect of that at the federal level or in potential key states. And as I wrote in The Atlantic's December cover story, the president and his allies are already working to interfere in the 2026 election.

When moving to dismiss the Georgia charges, Skandalakis lamented the sordid aftermath of the election: "Never before, and hopefully never again, will our country face circumstances such as these." The failure to punish the major figures, however, all but guarantees a repeat.

Related:

	Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way.
 	North Carolina is the canary in the election coal mine.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The accommodation problem at elite colleges
 	The $7,500 self-deportation
 	Helen Lewis: Olivia Nuzzi's tell-nothing memoir




Today's News

	The Trump administration yesterday defended the legality of a September 2 attack on a suspected drug-smuggling boat in the Caribbean. Some members of Congress have called for an investigation into whether a second missile--fired after some people survived the initial strike--may have violated the laws of war.
 	The special envoy Steve Witkoff and President Donald Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner are set to meet Russian President Vladimir Putin in Moscow to push for a peace deal to end the war in Ukraine.
 	Former Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez was pardoned by Trump and released from a U.S. prison, where he had been serving a 45-year sentence for cocaine smuggling.




More From The Atlantic

	What's the point of school photos anymore?
 	Caitlin Flanagan: The movies got small, and so did we.
 	You're on Ozempic? How quaint.
 	Donald Trump's war on Christmas




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Issarawat Tattong / Getty



America Refuses to Go Bald

By Yasmin Tayag

Throughout the 2000s, the music charts were rife with references to Rogaine. Jay-Z invoked the hair-restoration drug as a synonym for staying power. Weezer described it, begrudgingly, as a means of rejuvenation. Ingrid Michaelson, in a song about accepting one's flaws, pledged to buy the drug for her partner when he inevitably lost his hair.
 Now, as the Millennials who grew up on this music are fast approaching their Rogaine era, the hair-loss industry is eager to receive them--particularly the many women coming around to the idea that they might want to buy Rogaine for themselves too.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


HBO



Watch. The comedian Tim Robinson has figured out how to make abrasive men sympathetic, Shirley Li writes.

Read. A new book examines 5,000 years of civilizational collapse--and proposes a few ways to help prevent the next one, Linda Kinstler 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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Tom Stoppard Achieved the Impossible

His plays hold us in the moment outside of time.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 02 Dec 2025




"Writing a play," Tom Stoppard told an interviewer in 1977, "is like smashing that ashtray, filming it in slow motion, and then running the film in reverse, so that the fragments of rubble appear to fly together. You start--or at least I start--with the rubble."



In life, of course, this kind of reversal is impossible. As the physicist Valentine Coverley puts it in Stoppard's masterpiece Arcadia, "You can't run the film backwards. Heat was the first thing which didn't work that way. Not like Newton. A film of a pendulum, or a ball falling through the air--backwards, it looks the same ... But with heat--friction--a ball breaking a window ... It won't work backwards ... You can put back the bits of glass but you can't collect up the heat of the smash. It's gone."



But making the fragments fly together was the kind of thermodynamic miracle that Stoppard pulled off regularly. His plays do strange things to time. Arcadia, set between 1809 and the Present Day in an ever more disorderly room in an English manor house, braids together the messy strands of two eras in a story of love, math, landscape architecture, and the looming shadow of Lord Byron. Stoppard plays tend to be about such thrilling lists of seemingly unconnected themes, which, in someone else's hands, would be fit for parody. But by the time Stoppard is done with them, you will never again think of scholars hunting for a hermit in a 19th-century landscape without also thinking of chaos theory.



Since Stoppard's death, last weekend, I've been returning to Arcadia. Never has a play about the inevitable heat death of the universe been so hilarious and full of life. ("Septimus," Thomasina says in the first line, "what is carnal embrace?" "Carnal embrace is the practice of throwing one's arms around a side of beef," Septimus replies.) It abounds in puns, in juicy monologues, in stage directions worth the price of admission--a tortoise plays two roles and serves as a paperweight across time.



My favorites of his plays all burst with this enthusiasm--for life, for science, for literature, for art. Here's Stoppard's version of the poet and classicist A. E. Housman in The Invention of Love: "I would join Sisyphus in Hades and gladly push my boulder up the slope if only, each time it rolled back down, I were given a line of Aeschylus." Here's Valentine again on physics: "It makes me so happy. To be at the beginning again, knowing almost nothing. People were talking about the end of physics. Relativity and quantum looked as if they were going to clean out the whole problem between them. A theory of everything. But they only explained the very big and the very small. The universe, the elementary particles. The ordinary-size stuff which is our lives, the things people write poetry about--clouds--daffodils--waterfalls--and what happens in a cup of coffee when the cream goes in--these things are full of mystery, as mysterious to us as the heavens were to the Greeks."



If all the world's a stage, then quite a few of Stoppard's plays take place in the wings. "I'm dead then. Good," Stoppard's Housman says at the start of The Invention of Love. He comes to revise this opinion later, when he realizes that the boatman transporting him across the River Styx has only the fragments of Aeschylus that he himself already knows. But Housman is not the only Stoppard character to hover in the margins of being; he just happens to be in a classical vision of the afterlife rather than, say, just offstage, waiting for his cue, where Rosencrantz and Guildenstern wrangle their own questions of existence.



Entropy comes for us all--but then the lights go down, the curtain rises, and for a moment, the pieces have all flown together and you get back the heat of the smash. Resisting that inevitable heat death, finding a clever loophole, stirring things together so they're irreversibly linked--that was the feat Stoppard performed again and again. As his Ada Lovelace-inspired, Byron-adjacent math prodigy Thomasina Coverley puts it elsewhere in Arcadia, "You cannot stir things apart."



Death hovers beyond the curtain. We know what becomes of everyone: of Rosencrantz, Guildenstern, Thomasina, Housman, Stoppard himself. But his plays hold us in the moment before, outside of time, when the impossible is always happening.



Before Thomasina goes upstairs with the lit candle that will spell her death, she pauses to dance with her tutor, Septimus. When the lights go down, they are still dancing.
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Trump Seizes Back the Spotlight

That may not be the boon he thinks it is.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 02 Dec 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 the past few weeks, President Donald Trump has seemed uncharacteristically passive. His own Republican Party bucked him on the release of files related to Jeffrey Epstein--in a movement partly led by Marjorie Taylor Greene, who once seemed like his staunchest apostle. His U.S. House gerrymandering campaign faltered under opposition from the GOP in deep-red Indiana, of all places. He even seemed awed by Zohran Mamdani, the mayor-elect of New York City, in an Oval Office meeting.

In recent days, though, the president has posted a series of angry tirades, apparently determined to reclaim his role driving the news.

During his first administration, Trump seemed to sow the most chaos after hours on Twitter, when his advisers had gone home for the night. His second administration may have no more "adults in the room," yet the timing, during a holiday when he had more free time and fewer constraints, seems noteworthy. The stretch began with an awful event Wednesday night--the shooting of two West Virginia National Guard members, one fatal, in Washington, D.C., where Trump had deployed them. The suspect is Rahmanullah Lakanwal, an Afghan man who worked with the CIA during the American war in his country before seeking refuge in the United States and receiving asylum this past April.

In volatile situations, Trump can almost always be relied upon to choose the most inflammatory response, and this was no exception. When reporters asked him whether he'd attend the funeral of Sarah Beckstrom, the slain West Virginia Guard member, he said he hadn't thought about it yet and pivoted to extolling his own electoral performance in the state. Later, the president posted a picture of people fleeing Kabul after the U.S. withdrawal ("the horrendous airlift from Afghanistan," as he put it), and announced that he would "permanently pause migration from all Third World Countries to allow the U.S. system to fully recover, terminate all of the millions of Biden illegal admissions." He also suggested stripping citizenship from immigrants and declared, "Only REVERSE MIGRATION can fully cure this situation."

What any of this means in policy terms is unclear, including what specifically Trump means by "Third World," a term that doesn't hold practical meaning now that the Cold War distinction of First and Second World countries has dissolved. Mostly, it seems to be a cleaned-up label for what he has previously called "shithole countries": those whose residents are not white. (The administration has also been working to cut off refugees, except for white South Africans, as well as Europeans who oppose immigration--except, presumably, in their own case.)

Trump was just warming up. On Thanksgiving Day, what began like a normal missive quickly went south. "A very Happy Thanksgiving salutation to all of our Great American Citizens and Patriots who have been so nice in allowing our Country to be divided, disrupted, carved up, murdered, beaten, mugged, and laughed at," he wrote, before calling Minnesota Governor Tim Walz "seriously retarded" and attacking Representative Ilhan Omar, also of Minnesota, whom he described as "always wrapped in her swaddling hijab" and accused of entering the country illegally. (No evidence supports this.) Trump defended his use of the slur against Walz yesterday.

On Friday, Trump posted that he was "cancelling all Executive Orders" that President Joe Biden signed using an autopen, a remote-signature device that Trump has also employed. He threatened to try Biden for perjury if he claimed that he'd signed the documents. Again, the actual effects of such a statement are unclear. The most controversial application would be reverting Biden's pardons and commutations, which Trump has alleged (without proof) that the former president was not aware of authorizing--though legal experts say these types of actions can't be reversed.

If any grants of clemency are going to be reversed, a good candidate would be another one of Trump's actions on Friday: the announcement of a pardon of Juan Orlando Hernandez, the former president of Honduras. The floridly corrupt Hernandez was sentenced to 45 years in prison last year for conspiring to import cocaine into the United States. Pardoning someone responsible for bringing literal tons of cocaine into the country makes no sense, especially given that Trump's government is currently using likely illegal strikes to kill people it claims are trafficking small amounts in tiny boats. But Trump's own experience as a convicted felon has apparently trained him to see convicted heads of state as victims of a political witch hunt. The president also recently commuted the sentence of David Gentile, a financier convicted in a $1.6 billion fraud scheme.

Saturday morning, he posted again, saying that "THE AIRSPACE ABOVE AND SURROUNDING VENEZUELA" should be considered "TO BE CLOSED IN ITS ENTIRETY." Trump has no authority to unilaterally declare a no-fly zone over Venezuela, a sovereign nation with which the U.S. is not (yet!) at war. Even if such a thing were wise, the United States does not appear to be prepared to enforce it: Neither the White House nor the Pentagon has provided any more details or explanations that back up the statement. Never mind: Within 35 minutes, Trump had moved on to claiming to have driven drug prices down "500%, 600%, 700%, and more," a mathematical impossibility.

In the most immediate sense, Trump's rampage worked: He's back in control of the news cycle. Whether that improves his political position, however, is an open question. Public racism and the use of slurs may be accepted in Trump's base, and may even excite some of his supporters, but nothing suggests these behaviors will be well liked by the rest of the country, including independents who voted for him in 2024. On Friday, Gallup released a new poll showing Trump at his lowest approval of this term. The president can still seize the spotlight, but notoriety and popularity are not the same thing.

Related:

	The Trump steamroller is broken. 
 	A rogue nation on the high seas




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The bubble-wrapped president
 	When Donald Trump fired David Rubenstein
 	Tom Nichols: Pete Hegseth needs to go--now.
 	The new German war machine




Today's News

	President Donald Trump is convening top advisers at the White House to discuss next steps on Venezuela. The meeting comes after the U.S. military deployed more than a dozen warships and 15,000 troops to the region under "Operation Southern Spear."
 	Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is seeking European support as U.S. special envoy Steve Witkoff prepares to meet Russian President Vladimir Putin in Moscow tomorrow to discuss the revised U.S.-backed peace plan. But significant gaps remain as Ukraine presses for firm security guarantees and Russia shows little interest in making concessions.
 	A federal appeals court upheld a ruling disqualifying Alina Habba, Trump's former personal lawyer, from serving as acting U.S. attorney in New Jersey.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories on what happens when people try to change their sleep habits.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic



The People Outsourcing Their Thinking to AI

By Lila Shroff

Many people are becoming reliant on AI to navigate some of the most basic aspects of daily life. A colleague suggested that we might even call the most extreme users "LLeMmings"--yes, because they are always LLM-ing, but also because their near-constant AI use conjures images of cybernetic lemmings unable to act without guidance. For this set of compulsive users, AI has become a primary interface through which they interact with the world. The emails they write, the life decisions they make, and the questions that consume their mind all filter through AI first.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump's counterproductive counter-narcotics campaign
 	Rising prices are bad, but plummeting prices are worse.
 	Charlie Warzel: The world still hasn't made sense of ChatGPT.
 	Why the Gulf monarchs shower Trump with gifts
 	The Germans who stood up to Hitler




Culture Break


Karen Robinson / Camera Press / Redux



Remember. Tom Stoppard made a spectacle of history, Adam Begley writes.

Watch. David Sims explores the limits of the year's most heartbreaking film, Hamnet (out now in theaters).

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Five Books to Read on Your Next Flight

These stories will help pass the time while you travel.

by Stephanie Bai

Sun, 30 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.

Flying during one of the busiest travel seasons of the year means a lot of waiting. To help you pass the time at the gate and on the tarmac, we asked The Atlantic's writers and editors: What is the best airport book?



The 71/2 Deaths of Evelyn Hardcastle, by Stuart Turton

There's a reason the stereotypical "airport novel" is a thriller. When you are trapped in the metal sky tube, or the pre-tube waiting room, all you really need is for time to go by. And that means you need plot, baby! With no disrespect, this is not the place for the meandering introspections of literary fiction, much as I adore that in other contexts. For a mystery with style and substance, you can't do much better than The 71/2 Deaths of Evelyn Hardcastle. In a supernatural Groundhog Day twist on a classic "someone dies at a rich-people party" whodunit, a detective relives the day of a murder over and over in the body of a different guest each time. The characters are richly imagined; their unique skills and flaws shape what the detective is able to figure out each day. This adds a psychological depth to the intricate puzzle of the mystery itself--after you start this book, you'll be landing before you know it.

-- Julie Beck, staff writer

***

Speedboat, by Renata Adler

I first read this book while on vacation last summer, and when I picked it up again this week, I found that I remembered almost none of it. This is a compliment--a testament to its hypnotic effect. Adler's first novel has no real plot to follow, instead unspooling in a series of shorter and slightly longer fragments: mostly observations and pronouncements in the voice of a New York journalist, Jen Fain, about her city, her acquaintances, her work, current affairs. It's a book you can dip in and out of. Nab a few passages while you're at your gate, or let it wash over you until you're distracted by the jostling drinks cart. Adler refuses cliches; her prose is unexpected and funny and assured. The novel is full of non sequiturs and random anecdotes; although it rewards close (and multiple) reads, it is pleasurable even if you miss some of it or end up reading some sentences twice.

-- Maya Chung, senior associate editor

***

The Portrait of a Lady, by Henry James

My preferences for in-flight entertainment are counterintuitive: Nothing distracts me like an epic does. Never mind the tight confines of a tiny screen or an arm-crushing middle seat; in the liminal world of airplane mode, time sprawls gloriously, if you know how to use it. When film selections are subpar, I prefer cracking a book that is long, absorbing, and reasonably difficult. This year, on the way to Thanksgiving, I finished Henry James's The Portrait of a Lady--more than 600 pages of brambly syntax, intimate character studies, subtle reasoning, and devious hidden motives. I found it far easier to enjoy the machinations of the 19th-century leisure class amid the din of screaming babies and PA announcements than I would have if my news alerts were enabled. Isabel Archer could agonize over her choices during days-long train rides and months-long holidays; I can just as keenly consider them on the 7:45 a.m. flight to PHX.

-- Boris Kachka, senior editor

***

The Hunger Games, by Suzanne Collins

Collins's dystopian tale has all the elements of a solid airplane book: a fast-moving plot, uncomplicated world-building, and a poignant conclusion, good for an emotional release at 30,000 feet without ruining your mood for the rest of the day. The first book in the trilogy offers a straightforward and captivating David-versus-Goliath story about teens trying to survive a deadly spectacle put on by an ailing autocrat for the benefit of society's elites. The latter two books make for more sobering but still compelling reads, as the clear-cut morality of the first novel gives way to Catching Fire's debate over incremental rather than revolutionary change, and then to Mockingjay's consideration of complicity and the slippery slope of corruption. Plus, if you finish reading all three before your trip is over, you can always go back to the start and watch the film versions.

-- Karen Ostergren, deputy copy chief

***

Aimless Love, by Billy Collins

Airport trips are full of distractions: The stop-and-go TSA line. The gate-change notifications. And just when you think you can finally focus, the muffled intercom voice that tells you to board. Yet once you're in flight, the pace slows and your mind can start to wander.

Aimless Love, a poetry collection by the former poet laureate Billy Collins, suits all of these facets of air travel. His quippy, slice-of-life poems thrive when time is scarce. (See the bite-size "No Time" about parental dynamics, or the pedestrian-mall devotion of "Oh, My God!") But they also quickly give way to weightier meditations--about maternal dedication, or the endurance of poetry, or a love "without gifts, / or unkind words, without suspicion, / or silence on the telephone"--that can only benefit from a gaze out at the firmament.

-- Luis Parrales, assistant editor



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The cover story: Why is Robert F. Kennedy Jr. so convinced he's right?
 	Sophie Gilbert: The culture war comes to the kitchen.
 	Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals.




Essay


llustration by Rob & Robin



Make Culture Weird Again

By W. David Marx

Twenty-five years into the 21st century, culture is markedly different than it was in the previous millennium. 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. Yet audiences can sense what's missing. For all the energy society invests in culture today, little has emerged that feels new, and certainly nothing revolutionary enough to properly outmode the past.


Read the full article.



Photo Album


On November 3, 1957, Malyshka, a Russian space dog, poses in its snug-fitting space suit with a transparent space helmet beside it. Meanwhile, the newly launched Soviet satellite, Sputnik II, circles the earth, carrying what is reported to be a female husky dog, the first living being to roam space. (Bettmann / Getty)



Here are some weird, wonderful photos from the archives.



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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How to Change Your Sleep Patterns

Altering your habits one bit at a time is possible--if you have a good reason to do so.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 29 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.


It's humbling to realize that other people may live the majority of their life at entirely different hours than you do. If you're a morning person, you're sleeping through the joys, crises, snacks, arguments, and laughs of many night owls--and vice versa.

Morning people and night people can feel like warring species, and each will jump at the chance to tell you why their way is the better one. But responsibilities and schedules sometimes necessitate changing our habits, and even the most dedicated morning person can find themselves needing to stay up late. For the writer Liz Krieger, moments of connection with her daughters made staying up a little later worth it: "I know I'll never be someone who comes alive at midnight, but I am learning to stretch the boundaries of my days to let a little of the night in," she wrote recently. Today's newsletter explores sleep habits, and what happens when we try to change them.

On Sleep Habits

The Social Cost of Being a Morning Person

By Liz Krieger

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


Read the article.

The False Promise of Morning Routines

By Marina Koren

Why everyone's mornings seem more productive than yours (From 2019)


Read the article.

The Nocturnals

By Faith Hill

While most people are fast asleep, some ultra-introverts are going about their lives, reveling in the quiet and solitude. They challenge a core assumption of psychology: that all humans need social connection. (From 2022)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The logic of the "9 to 5" is creeping into the rest of the day: How free time gets conscripted into the service of work
 	The life of a person who wakes up really, really early: "Extreme larks" get up naturally when some people have hardly gone to bed. (From 2019)




Other Diversions

	"Grandparenting on eggshells"
 	The great mystery of drumming
 	The culture war comes to the kitchen. 




PS


Courtesy of Lesley Grant



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "I've seen double rainbows before, but never with a view of both ends," Lesley Grant, 60, in St. John's, Newfoundland, 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, 29 Nov 2025




To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily -- and don't forget to check Instagram Stories tomorrow for more questions.

Thursday, December 4, 2025

	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?
 	In the musical Cabaret, a character is given as a gift what fruit, which she assumes arrived from Hawaii but actually came from California?
 	Elon Musk's AI bot, Grok, recently asserted that Musk has greater "holistic fitness" than what all-time leading scorer of the NBA, who has played since 2018 for the Los Angeles Lakers?


Answers: 

	Japan. All over the world, establishment parties are foundering, Idrees Kahloon 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.
 	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. Find them in The Atlantic's 2025 gift guide.
 	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 Warzel and Matteo Wong argue, it's "really a demonstration of power over public information systems." Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great one after reading an Atlantic story, send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Wednesday, December 3, 2025

	The name of what Romantic English poet is now used in adjective form to describe any brooding, enigmatic type?
 	What Christian liturgical season comes from the Latin word for "approach" or "arrival," in reference to the birth of Jesus?
 	The protagonist of the musical Wicked gets her name from the initials of what author who originally created the world of Oz?


Answers: 

	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 Hunter writes, even when you're very un-Byronically slumped on a bench wolfing a taco. Find it in The Atlantic's 2025 gift guide.
 	Advent. Ellen Cushing 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.
 	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 Sims writes, is unfortunately saddled with all the uncharming stuff of the Broadway show's back half. Read more.
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<em>Atlantic</em> Trivia on Pastry, Poultry, Poetry, and More

And did you know that Dhallywood and Dhollywood are two different film industries in two different countries?

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

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Anne Applebaum:

	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

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	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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