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        How to Be Happy Like Thomas Aquinas
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.If you are a regular reader of this column or have studied the science of happiness elsewhere, you'll know that getting happier requires three kinds of effort: using your intellect to understand your emotions and impulses, building conscious habits that create well-being, and sticking to these habits, notwithstanding your short-term urges. Another way of saying this is that you need to pay attent...

      

      
        Looking for Signs of a Black Hole
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA & CSA, A. Adamo, and the FEAST JWST teamDay 11 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Looking for Signs of a Black Hole. Spiral galaxy M83, also known as the Southern Pinwheel, lies about 15 million light-years away from Earth. Recent observations by the James Webb Space Telescope revealed the presence of highly ionized neon gas--evidence that suggests the presence of a long-sought supermassive black hole at the heart of the galaxy.See the full advent calendar here, where a ...

      

      
        A Different Kind of Materialism
        Lily Meyer

        Broccoli stems don't tend to rouse strong emotions. Most home cooks toss them in the trash or compost without a second thought. But when I threw out some broccoli stalks--tough and woody ones, let it be known--while cooking dinner recently, guilt overcame me. I could have pickled those stalks; I could have boiled them and turned them into pesto. Instead, I had turned them into landfill.Waste is endemic to American cooking and eating. The Department of Agriculture estimates that the country loses or...

      

      
        When Did the Job Market Get So Rude?
        Franklin Schneider

        Recently, I'm ashamed to admit, I received an email that initially made me feel warm, human, even grateful: a rejection for a job I'd applied to. But my thankful feelings quickly curdled into self-loathing--the nausea one gets when looking back over pathetic, paragraphs-long texts to an ex, whose monosyllabic responses suggested they'd clearly moved on. The rejection was a form letter, not even a late-round, personalized "we gave you serious consideration but ultimately decided to hire a VP's neph...

      

      
        The Return of MAGA's Favorite Forbidden Book
        Idrees Kahloon

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Not long ago, a book party like this would have been unthinkable: a Washington celebration of one of the most notorious French novels ever written. But on a frigid December night, some 50 people crammed into Butterworth's, a Capitol Hill restaurant favored by the MAGA elite, to celebrate the rerelease of The Camp of the Saints, which had gone out of print in English decades ago. The dystopian novel by the Fre...

      

      
        Why Indiana Republicans Are Standing Up to Trump
        Russell Berman

        The Indiana legislature does not keep its constituents at a great distance. As lawmakers convened in Indianapolis on Monday to consider a bill backed by President Donald Trump to redraw the state's congressional map, all that separated them from protesters who had gathered in a corridor just outside the capitol chamber was a series of glass windows. Inside the room, chants of "Just vote no!" and "We want fair maps!" could be heard as clearly as the legislative debate.In an era when politicians ty...

      

      
        Banning AI Regulation Would Be a Disaster
        Chuck Hagel

        On Monday, Donald Trump announced on Truth Social that he would soon sign an executive order prohibiting states from regulating AI. "You can't expect a company to get 50 Approvals every time they want to do something," the president wrote. "THAT WILL NEVER WORK!" This followed an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to slip sweeping preemption language into the National Defense Authorization Act, which would have nullified existing state laws regulating the sector.Proponents of AI preemption equate co...

      

      
        So This Is What 'America First' Looks Like
        Nancy A. Youssef

        Somalia, where two terror groups are locked in a long-standing battle, should have been an ideal place for President Donald Trump to showcase his "America First" commitment to international disengagement. The country is 8,000 miles away, and its conflicts pose no obvious near-term threat to national security. Interventions in Somalia have already cost the United States hundreds of millions of dollars in the past decade--and even so, the security of Mogadishu, the capital, remains tenuous at best.T...

      

      
        He's Undocumented. She's Not.
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThere are an estimated 14 million people living in the U.S. illegally, and only so many ways to find them. Even with ICE's roughly $28 billion annual budget, even with a massive recruitment campaign and the rapid deployment of Border Patrol, the Trump administration may not be able to accomplish its goal of 1 million deportations every year. So the administration has started to lean more heavily on a different strategy: a...

      

      
        The Media CEOs Jockeying for Trump's Support
        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.The president isn't picking sides in the battle to own Warner Bros. Discovery--at least not yet. On Friday, the company announced that Netflix would acquire it for $83 billion. A day later, Paramount Skydance launched a roughly $108 billion hostile-takeover bid, backed in part by Donald Trump's son-in-la...

      

      
        How to Stop Trump's Plan to Steal the 2026 Elections
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTubeOn this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the absurd Peace Prize awarded to Donald Trump by FIFA. David discusses how the invented prize reflects what FIFA understands about our president--that he's the kind of leader who can be won over with shiny trinkets and fancy ceremonies.Then, David is joined by Michael Waldman from the Brennan Center for Justice to discuss how the Trump administratio...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Brain Rot Is So Last Year
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 3:50 p.m. ET on December 10, 2025.You've been waiting to build that dream place of yours, there in the spot you picked out a few years back, between the pons and the frontal lobe. Maybe you want to crib some designs from your friend Steve's place; it's got space for the first 115 digits of pi and the names of all 266 popes. But is now really the time for a new memory palace? Look at all the palaces sitting empty now, built by the folks who turned over their thinking ...

      

      
        The New Allowance
        Michael Waters

        Around the 1920s, a certain class of parents--those with enough money to indulge their kids from time to time--started to panic. Toy companies and trinket manufacturers were buffeting kids with ads, and children were pestering their parents for gifts. Many parents wanted their kids to have these new luxuries, but they also wanted them to understand that money had limits.Parenting magazines suggested an intervention: small weekly payments, called allowances, that kids could squirrel away and use to ...

      

      
        Something Ominous Is Happening in the AI Economy
        Roge Karma

        A company that most people have never heard of is among the year's best-performing technology firms--and a symbol of the complex, interconnected, and potentially catastrophic ways in which AI companies do business these days.CoreWeave's IPO in March was the largest of any tech start-up since 2021, and the company's share price has subsequently more than doubled, outperforming even the "Magnificent Seven" tech stocks. On Wall Street, CoreWeave is regularly referred to as one of the most important c...

      

      
        The Apocalyptic Potential of the Netflix-Warner Bros. Deal
        David Sims

        For months, Hollywood has fretted about the possible acquisition of Warner Bros. Discovery, home to one of the industry's most storied studios. The likeliest buyer seemed to be one of its chief rivals, Paramount, a legacy movie company suddenly flush with cash and power under its new owner, David Ellison. The son of the tech billionaire Larry Ellison seemingly has his eyes set on controlling as much of American filmmaking as possible, and was rumored to be plotting a big maneuver to merge the two studios;...

      

      
        Ukraine's Latest Attacks Showcase Its Desperation
        Jonathan Lemire

        On a warm night in August 2023, Oleksandr Kubrakov, then a senior minister in Ukraine's wartime government, had just settled into a sleeper car on the eastbound train from Lviv to Kyiv when he got a call from the country's main intelligence agency, the SBU. Its agents had deployed a set of naval drones in the Black Sea, and they had come upon an interesting target: a massive oil tanker near the Russian port of Novorossiysk. They asked for permission to sink it."I told them, 'Hang on,'" Kubrakov t...

      

      
        A Cosmic Tornado
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, STScIDay 10 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Cosmic Tornado. The James Webb Space Telescope captured this image of Herbig-Haro 49/50, about 630 light-years from Earth. Energetic jets from a nearby newly-forming star are plowing into a region of dense gas and dust, heating it up and creating an almost tornado-like shape in the night sky. The object visible at the "tip" of the tornado is actually a much more distant spiral galaxy, unrelated to the closer Herbig-Haro ob...

      

      
        What Explains Trump's Aggression Toward Venezuela? Who Knows.
        Jonathan Chait

        Updated at 11:13 a.m. ET on December 11, 2025After campaigning on promises to end American entanglements overseas, Donald Trump announced a mere month after winning the 2024 presidential election that the United States' "ownership and control of Greenland is an absolute necessity" for "National Security and Freedom throughout the World." In his inaugural address, weeks later, he delivered a casus belli against Panama, accusing the country of mistreating the United States: "China is operating the ...

      

      
        The Star Who Represents Iran's Golden Age--And Its Future
        Arash Azizi

        Publicity material for Googoosh: A Sinful Voice, a new memoir by the Iranian singer in exile, calls her a predecessor to Beyonce and Madonna--a comparison that might seem over-the-top to American readers but in fact sells her short. Googoosh, born Faegheh Atashin, is indeed the greatest pop star in Iranian history, but for her compatriots, she has long represented something more: In a country highly polarized over politics, religion, and education, she straddles all divides. Shiite clerics, Baluch...

      

      
        John Roberts's Dream Is Finally Coming True
        David Daley

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In 1982, when the Voting Rights Act was up for reauthorization, the Reagan Justice Department had a goal: preserve the VRA in name only, while rendering it unenforceable in practice. A young John Roberts was the architect of that campaign. He may soon get to finish what he started.Last month, at the oral argument in Louisiana v. Callais, a majority of the conservative justices seemed to signal their willingne...

      

      
        The Most Impractical Tool in My Kitchen
        Tyler Austin Harper

        My relationship with carbon-steel knives began with a lie. When I was in graduate school a few years ago, I walked into a schmancy New York City knife shop, determined to buy a lithe 210-millimeter Suisin Gyuto. But the clerk didn't want to sell it to me. The poor man had quite evidently been traumatized by prior customers who had bought (and presumably returned) high-maintenance knives that they were not prepared to take care of. He seemed desperate to get me to buy a stainless-steel one instead...

      

      
        Trump's New Imperialism
        Adam Serwer

        Donald Trump hates the neocons. He'll tell you so himself.In a speech in Saudi Arabia in May, Trump criticized past American presidents for being "afflicted with the notion that it's our job to look into the souls of foreign leaders and use U.S. policy to dispense justice for their sins," mocking "so-called nation-builders, neocons, or liberal nonprofits" as useless. He has long ridiculed the Republican establishment for its management of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan--though more in the tone o...

      

      
        2025 in Photos: Wrapping Up the Year
        Alan Taylor

        Stacey Wescott / Chicago Tribune / Tribune News Service / GettyCurtis Evans, of Evanston, carries an American flag through gas that was deployed by federal officers as they cleared protesters from the entrance of the ICE facility in Broadview, Illinois, on September 19, 2025. Evans said he was a Marine during President Ronald Reagan's term.Paula Bronstein / GettyStudents rest in a shelter at the Kyiv State Music Lyceum M.V Lysenko school on the second day of classes, during an air alert that last...

      

      
        The Enfeebling of the President
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The president of the United States can expect to face tough questions, but one that ABC's Rachel Scott asked Monday wasn't among them. In fact, it was nothing more than a recitation of his own words. "You said you would have no problem with releasing the full video of that strike on September 2 off the ...

      

      
        OpenAI Is in Trouble
        Matteo Wong

        For nearly three years, Marc Benioff, the CEO of Salesforce, was a ChatGPT devotee. Then, late last month, he abruptly converted to Google's chatbot, Gemini. "Holy shit," he wrote on X. "I've used ChatGPT every day for 3 years. Just spent 2 hours on Gemini 3. I'm not going back. The leap is insane."When Gemini 3 was released in mid-November, it appeared to crush OpenAI's top model on a suite of evaluations shared by Google. The bot has since received widespread praise from the tech industry. One ...
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How to Be Happy Like Thomas Aquinas

Modern social science finds that the 13th-century theologian's recipe for "imperfect happiness" turns out to be perfect.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




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

If you are a regular reader of this column or have studied the science of happiness elsewhere, you'll know that getting happier requires three kinds of effort: using your intellect to understand your emotions and impulses, building conscious habits that create well-being, and sticking to these habits, notwithstanding your short-term urges. Another way of saying this is that you need to pay attention to your passions, intellect, and will.

That might seem a fairly modern insight, but it isn't at all. Arguably, it was devised by the medieval philosopher Thomas Aquinas, who died in 1274. Aquinas was a monk of the Dominican Order and a polymath who spread the works of Aristotle to medieval audiences. Aquinas was so prolific in his scholarship that he is said to have dictated multiple books simultaneously to his fellow monks. Among his many subjects was human happiness.

Aquinas wrote that "the final happiness of man does not consist in anything short of the contemplation of God"--a belief you might expect from a Catholic friar, that true and perfect contentment comes only when you die, go to heaven, and meet the creator. But Aquinas recognized that humans care about their life on Earth too, and he spent a lot of time thinking and writing about the "imperfect happiness" that we should strive for in the here and now. What he came up with--part of a body of insights known as Thomism--is as fresh and useful today as it was all those centuries ago. And this turns out to be all the more salient because his wisdom accords so well with modern science.

Aquinas had a monastic penchant for understatement. "In the present life," he wrote, "we fall short of perfect happiness." Latter-day researchers have verified this in many ways. Three scholars showed in 2015 that, on average, people judged their emotional state as positive 41 percent of the time, negative 16 percent of the time, and mixed 33 percent of the time (for the remaining 10 percent, their emotions could not be identified). Negative emotions, which militate against "perfect happiness," are in fact perfectly normal and part of a healthy, functioning limbic system.

Arthur C. Brooks: What monastic mystics got right about life

The key to realizing greater happiness is not to try to eliminate one's suffering but to manage it within reasonable levels and accentuate the many positive aspects of life. Aquinas devised a formula for achieving this, part of which includes "an operation of the practical intellect directing human actions and passions." In everyday terms, that means developing a conscious understanding of what he called "appetitive" impulses: our animal urges and strong emotions.

Aquinas did not argue that these cravings and passions are bad. No gnostic or puritan, he believed that God created our passions. Rather, Aquinas suggested that we should govern our appetites instead of being governed by them. Doing so isn't simple or easy, because we have powerful hedonic drives and potent feelings. But behavioral scientists have shown that simple conscious awareness and acknowledgment of these impulses can help with impulse control. This may make our short-term urges (smoking a cigarette, say) less likely to inhibit progress toward a long-term goal (achieving better health).

In other words, passions can benefit happiness as long as they are under the scrutiny of Aquinas's second ingredient for earthly happiness: intellect. This is not simply a one-way relationship: When we use reason to manage our passions and cultivate them to accentuate their positive effect, they can stimulate the intellect as well. The process is interdependent, as Aquinas writes: "The operation of the intellect demands a previous operation of the senses." Centuries later, this mechanism was found to be empirically true. In one 2025 study of Chinese and Iranian college students, positive emotions such as hope, pride, and enjoyment predicted greater academic engagement (measured by vigor, dedication, and absorption).

The relationship between passion and intellect involves being aware of one's feelings and urges, and using that consciousness to decide to favor the positive, generative passions. This challenging course--take it from a former smoker--leads to the third element of Aquinas's formula: will. This determination is the governing force that says: Choose this good thing that leads to what I want in the long run, not that bad thing that I crave in this instant. Our Dominican friend believed that humans are endowed by God with a "supernatural gift" to select what their intellect--properly directed by what Aquinas called "understanding"--has identified as the better option.

Whether willpower is supernatural or not, it can certainly be fostered and strengthened through practice, to enhance self-control. Social-science experiments show that when people strive to meet long-term goals, their willpower increases. In addition, people with greater willpower to get happier do, indeed, become happier. Not for nothing a professor at the University of Paris, Aquinas was spot on.

You might imagine that the professor was a bit of an elitist, what with his emphasis on intellect. But no, he defined intellect not as the capacity to ace the SATs but as the willingness and ability to contemplate and appreciate divine truth independently of our mortal brainpower. Aquinas thought that a person of any intelligence level could attain this kind of intellect.

Aquinas's strategy for happiness on Earth--imperfect as that happiness may be--provides a remarkably clear blueprint for living, one that follows the best modern behavioral science. Here are three things to keep in mind as you adopt a Thomistic happiness strategy.

1. Knowledge is power.
 Our modern world tends to valorize emotional spontaneity and authenticity, indulging our every limbic whim. Some people celebrate this, but it would have shocked Aquinas, who strongly advocated for temperance and modesty. He was not an advocate of being a repressed individual or maintaining a stiff-upper-lip approach to life, but he did believe in acquiring a serious self-understanding (what I have previously described as "metacognition"). Become a student of yourself: your habits, desires, drives, and emotional tendencies. Many meditation and prayer techniques help with this study of self, as does journaling and some forms of therapy. Know thyself well.

2. Not all passions are equal.
 Once you know yourself or are getting to know yourself, you will find that some passions are morally and practically superior to others. You don't want to become as coolly dispassionate as Mr. Spock on Star Trek; you want to be someone who is discriminating about their own tendencies, encouraging some and discouraging others. For example, you might see your natural curiosity and penchant for learning as something to be strongly encouraged to roam freely, whereas your urge to, say, shoplift might be something to try hard to avoid. Make an inventory of your passions, and decide which is which.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to stop self-obsessing and be happier

3. Use your willpower for positive change.
 The last step is to deploy your self-control strategically based on this inventory. Psychologists have demonstrated in experiments that willpower is like a muscle: Although it can be strengthened over time, in the short run, it can be easily depleted. So you need to spend your resources of willpower on the highest-priority targets. These should be your most positive and most negative passions, and you should aim to increase the former and avoid the latter.

For Aquinas, this strategy for imperfect happiness was not just theoretical. We all have our passions and impulses, and he himself was no exception. As a young man, he faced a true dilemma: whether to seek prestige or piety. The decision he made offers a master class in passion subordinated to the intellect and governed by the will.

The son of Count Landulf VI of Aquino, Aquinas grew up in the family's castle in the Central Italian town of Roccasecca. As was the custom for younger sons of nobility, Aquinas was expected to enter the Benedictine order of monks, where he would follow his uncle's example and become the abbot. As tempting as this highly prestigious post was, Aquinas elected instead to join the Dominicans, a recently created order of mendicant monks who were dedicated to poverty and itinerant preaching. His family was firmly against this choice and even imprisoned him for a year while they tried to talk him out of his folly and into accepting the illustrious position.

When Aquinas's brothers tried to corrupt him by hiring a prostitute, he chased her out of the castle with a poker he seized from the fireplace. Firm in his intellectual conviction, Aquinas rallied his passions in service of the better choice. Eventually, the family relented and accepted his decision. By all accounts, the life of Aquinas was one of great imperfect happiness and, later, perhaps perfect happiness as well: After all, today he has been canonized as Saint Thomas Aquinas.
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Looking for Signs of a Black Hole

Day 11 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Day 11 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Looking for Signs of a Black Hole. Spiral galaxy M83, also known as the Southern Pinwheel, lies about 15 million light-years away from Earth. Recent observations by the James Webb Space Telescope revealed the presence of highly ionized neon gas--evidence that suggests the presence of a long-sought supermassive black hole at the heart of the galaxy.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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A Different Kind of Materialism

Tamar Adler's food writing doubles as a philosophy of kitchen scraps.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Broccoli stems don't tend to rouse strong emotions. Most home cooks toss them in the trash or compost without a second thought. But when I threw out some broccoli stalks--tough and woody ones, let it be known--while cooking dinner recently, guilt overcame me. I could have pickled those stalks; I could have boiled them and turned them into pesto. Instead, I had turned them into landfill.

Waste is endemic to American cooking and eating. The Department of Agriculture estimates that the country loses or throws away 30 to 40 percent of its food supply. But my stem shame didn't come solely from this staggering fact, or from environmental consciousness. Though I was alone in my kitchen, I said quietly, "Sorry, Tamar."

Tamar is Tamar Adler, a former chef who has made a career of writing about humble ingredients, especially leftovers and scraps. Her 2011 book, An Everlasting Meal, an elegant manifesto urging readers to use every single thing that enters their kitchens, is the only reason pickling a stem has ever crossed my mind. Adler's goal isn't to guilt her audience: She wants to get cooks excited about kitchen refuse, to help them see cast-offs as ingredients in their own right. She wrote An Everlasting Meal, she told me recently, to convince people that when you throw usable food scraps away, "you're just creating an extra problem for yourself--a dual problem." Not only do you have more garbage to deal with, you also have to go buy more food.

Beneath that pragmatic language lies a fundamentally spiritual approach to the problem of waste. Adler is concerned with both the environmental toll of trash and the prevalence of food insecurity in the United States--"We're talking about aesthetics for the rich people and hunger for the poor," she said angrily--but, as befits somebody who describes herself as "pretty woo-woo," she also empathizes with the scraps. In her latest book, a kitchen diary called Feast on Your Life, Adler describes an audience member at an event who asked why Adler cared so deeply about leftovers. She writes, "I answered that it was because I love things so much. Because I am, most of the time, seized by a love for everything, awash in the tireless function of creation, the relentlessness of the world's making. When you feel that, it is hard to throw anything away."

In general, Adler approaches her work more like a philosopher poet than a food writer. Her prose is distinctive and beautiful, with a slight but discernible theological bent. At the start of An Everlasting Meal, she notes that cooking with leftovers mirrors the behavior of nature, and she urges readers to "imagine if the world had to begin from scratch each dawn: a tree would never grow, nor would we ever get to see the etchings of gentle rings on a clamshell." Shortly after, she interrupts her instructions on boiling--start potatoes and eggs in cold water, but drop leafy vegetables "at the last second into a bubble as big as your fist"--to remind her audience that "ecclesiastical writers on the subject point out that in the beginning there was water, all life proceeded from water, there was water in Eden."

Read: Foodie culture as we know it is over

This is not the sort of writing that accompanies most recipes. It's odd and earnest, impractical in that it doesn't contain clear instructions and is not designed to awaken readers' appetites for a specific dish. Rather, the book is meant to make its audience want to cook something, anything, everything. Adler's existential intensity is such that An Everlasting Meal reminds me less of culinarily similar cookbooks such as Salt, Fat, Acid, Heat, by her fellow Chez Panisse alum, Samin Nosrat, than of more sweeping pronouncements such as Rainer Maria Rilke's Letters to a Young Poet and Wendell Berry's The Unsettling of America, which offer grand philosophical approaches to poetry and farming, respectively. Berry, in fact, is an inspiration to Adler; she said that reading his work helped her articulate and embrace her sense that there's an "innate holiness to all things." This belief is the ethos of her books. It's the reason she can make a waste-avoidance strategy like core-and-stem pesto sound delicious, even luxurious. I've learned that it can be, despite the effort, which sometimes overwhelms me.

I asked Adler whether she, too, grows overwhelmed by her philosophy, or struggles to live by it every day. Surely she tosses out the occasional scrap--composts it, at least--when no readers are looking. But no, she said: She saves everything, no matter how tired she is. She was cleaning mushrooms the night before we spoke, and "there were all these little bits that I couldn't really put into the pan because they were going to get burned, and they had a lot of dirt and pine needles stuck on them," she said. "I really tried to force myself to just throw them out, and I couldn't do it. I put them in a plastic bag. They're in the freezer." Someday, I'd wager, they will emerge to flavor beans or soup.

To Adler, this practice is neither a compulsion nor a burden. ("Only for my husband," she cracked when I asked about the latter.) Yet she understands--sort of--that not all readers will want to follow every bit of her advice. Anything that's "stressing you out and feeling like a chore," she said, you just shouldn't do, even if that means the only practice you take from her books is using cheese rinds, which can sit ignored for months without danger, to later season a slow-cooking meal. She denies having ever been a purist, but when she wrote An Everlasting Meal, she was certainly more of an evangelist than she is now. She was coming straight from Chez Panisse, a restaurant famous for doing things by hand as an expression of reverence for its ingredients; she also hadn't yet had a child. Only such a person could write, as she does in that book, "Unless you are an aspiring laser beam, your microwave won't teach you anything. Use yours as a bookshelf, or to store gadgets you don't use." Now she sees that as "a little bit preachy." She's less interested in converting her audience to cooking her precise way than in sharing the habits and tendencies that allow her to cook good food easily, which to her means cooking without using hard-to-get ingredients or fussy techniques. (Also, she's got a microwave in her new apartment, and she loves how quickly it lets her thaw food.)

Ease seems to have become central to Adler's thinking in the years between An Everlasting Meal and Feast on Your Life, though she understands it quite differently than many home cooks. In 2023, exhausted from writing that year's scrap-use encyclopedia An Everlasting Meal Cookbook, she "went through a glorious period of just throwing things out." She recalled a jar of chili crisp that "was empty; all the chili crisp was out of it. But instead of keeping it, and then cracking an egg into it to then put in fried rice, I rinsed out the jar and recycled it." She's remembered that jar for two years--which is to say she's spent two years remembering the egg she could've made. It would have been a good egg.

This reveals Adler's true understanding of ease. For her, scrap saving is the single easiest way to produce flavorful food: The more bits of mushroom you can toss in your broth, the better that broth will be. This will certainly be true once you're in the habit of freezing those mushroom bits--and yet it works only for a person with time to make broth at home. While An Everlasting Meal seemed not to remember the other sorts of people, Feast on Your Life shows glimmers of idiosyncratic anger on their behalf. An insulated mug that she borrows from her brother throws Adler into "internal disarray at a good invention--double-wall insulation--pressed into the service of constant productivity." This, she told me, came from an entirely different place than her earlier reaction to the microwave: not a lack of comprehension of rushing, but a fury at "the structures that make us have to rush."

Read: The culture war comes to the kitchen

Feast on Your Life also reveals a deep exasperation with fussy cooking, which Adler sees as both a cause of waste and an enemy of home-cooking ease. All she does, to borrow a phrase she uses in her newsletter, is turn things "from raw to cooked"; early in the book, she describes a simple farro soup that "tasted like water, beans, grains, vegetables. Why do we make eating complicated? Here, says Creation: Eat this! What should we say but, Thank you!" In reading this line, with its explicitly spiritual appreciation of simplicity, I registered the resemblance between Adler's work and the prayers that observant Jews say to thank God for creating the ingredients of every meal they eat. Adler was raised Jewish, but she spent many years feeling distant from the religion because, pre-meal blessings aside, it tends to be grounded far more in interpreting scripture than in the physical world. Food and cooking, she said, "provided me an alternative, a material path." It delivered her to something close to kitchen animism: a world in which ingredients come to life. When she tells readers of An Everlasting Meal about prepping their greens, she suggests that they just "wash everyone together."

This spirituality can sometimes verge on preciousness. I asked Adler whether she worries about this, and she said yes--or almost yes. Her dedication to saving every scrap "sounds ridiculous when I say it," she conceded. But she sees that issue as a "style problem": a failure of her writing, not a sign that her approach goes too far. My impression is that she's far more interested in respecting resources--which to her always means maximizing them--than she is in sounding grounded or accessible. This conviction is the steel core of her books. It makes her writing, beneath its flights of verbal and metaphysical fancy, insistent and unembarrassed, willing to go too far (as with the microwave) in the service of what are, really, not so much habits as ideals. It also enables her to evolve (again, the microwave).

Adler seems to believe more deeply in enjoying her meals than I think I believe in anything. Far more than any culinary trick or skill I've gathered from reading her over the years, this dedication is what brings me back to her work. Its frank strangeness, whether or not it converts you to stem saving, is a prime example of what I consider her books' greatest pleasure: They let you visit lives and minds--and, in this case, kitchens--that may be nothing like your own.
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When Did the Job Market Get So Rude?

Employer ghosting is on the rise. Now candidates are punching back.

by Franklin Schneider

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Recently, I'm ashamed to admit, I received an email that initially made me feel warm, human, even grateful: a rejection for a job I'd applied to. But my thankful feelings quickly curdled into self-loathing--the nausea one gets when looking back over pathetic, paragraphs-long texts to an ex, whose monosyllabic responses suggested they'd clearly moved on. The rejection was a form letter, not even a late-round, personalized "we gave you serious consideration but ultimately decided to hire a VP's nephew" message. I was so accustomed to being treated with indifference, I realized, that the barest acknowledgment of my existence felt like a win.

Putting aside the question of whether the job market itself is in good or bad shape right now (it's bad), the code of what behavior is and isn't acceptable seems to have broken down. Ghosting has become more rampant not just by employers but also by job seekers. In 2024, candidates reviewing employers on the website Glassdoor used the term ghosting nearly three times as much as they did in 2020. And a 2023 Indeed survey of job seekers found that 62 percent of respondents planned to ghost a prospective employer in a future job search, compared with only 37 percent in 2019. The disappearing act is not just in the early rounds, either. Employers routinely ask applicants to do multiple interviews and time-consuming test work, and are never heard from again; a survey this year from Greenhouse, a recruiting-software company, found that nearly two out of every three candidates in the United States had been ghosted after an interview. Meanwhile, some applicants who make it through the onerous hiring process and accept jobs never show up for their first day. One California recruiter told me that some of the candidates who ditched had even signed offers for positions that paid six-figure salaries. Today, many people on both sides of the hiring equation--whether because of convenience, self-protection, or resentment--have abandoned even the pretense of courtesy, resulting in a job market that's as rude as it is dysfunctional.

Read: The great ghosting paradox

It might sound glib to blame a simple loss of manners for employment woes. The way cultural norms tell people to comport themselves can seem silly--like empty formality (Smile even if you don't mean it) or even hypocrisy, because this behavior often hides the way people actually feel or what they actually want to say. But try going a single day telling a boss or a landlord, an employee or a co-worker, what you really think, and why everybody obscures their true opinions all the time would quickly become apparent.

Manners, it turns out, have long been smoothing over a lot of rough edges in the hiring process, hiding the uglier realities that can emerge from the unequal relationship between employers and the employed. In a society where many workers have little power, the fig leaf of societal niceties is often the only difference between a functioning system built on trust and a polarized one roiled by humiliation, disgust, and retribution.



Before a code of conduct was something that HR had you read and initial when you started a job, it was the main deterrent against open class warfare. Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, in Europe and America, manners essentially boiled down to "Good fences make good neighbors." People avoided class conflict mainly by avoiding each other; associating outside your class was strongly discouraged, according to Informalization, a history of manners by the sociologist Cas Wouters. When "class mixing" was necessary, people maintained psychological distance by acting with extreme formality, often making elaborate shows of haughty superiority or craven deference. When people clashed, norms dictated that the privileged classes were afforded the prerogative of violence; retribution from lower classes tended to be penalized. An 1859 guide to courtesy, The Habits of Good Society, for instance, advised that if a gentleman were confronted with a "dishonest cabman," then "one well-dealt blow settles the whole matter." The author goes on to specify that violence is only for punishing a "man of a class beneath your own." (This may partly explain why they had so many revolutions back then.)

Read: The job market is hell

In the late 19th century, class mobilization and urban density increased, and people of different backgrounds had to live and work in close proximity to one another. Courtesy slowly evolved into a system of "self-regulation," Wouters writes. In other words, the upper class had to start acting like it tolerated the lower ones when they interacted. The main goal of acting with these manners, according to Wouters, was to eliminate the kind of gross "displays of superiority" that could inflame social conflicts. Etiquette manuals from this period are filled with reminders that "social inferiors" are human beings, though the reluctant and heavily qualified tone of the writing often suggested that the author was convincing themselves as much as the reader (and notably, race was not explicitly mentioned in the manuals for many years).

Still, the new rules of social conduct codified the notion that no matter people's social class, they were, at least in theory, entitled to being treated with decency. As these changes took hold, complementary displays of superiority and deference died out; talk of social "superiors" and "inferiors" disappeared even from etiquette manuals. But it was mostly an aesthetic change. Differences in status remained, dictated by class but also by factors such as race, gender, and age. In the economist and sociologist Thorstein Veblen's book The Theory of the Leisure Class, he points out that expressions of superiority became less direct--people demonstrated their status more with the sort of clothes and goods they bought than by, say, beating a cabman with a cane.

In the modern workplace, under the new self-regulatory form of manners, a boss "asked" an employee to do something even though they weren't really asking, and the employee said "sure" when they both knew he didn't have a choice. Or, to fast-forward to the more recent past, these internalized norms are the reason HR might send a form rejection email stating that the company "gave your application very careful consideration," when in fact the resume was in the first tranche of 2,000 auto-deletions. They're also why a rejected applicant might reply "Appreciate the opportunity; thanks for your time" when they actually mean "I hope there is a catastrophic natural-gas leak in your office."

Read: The decline of etiquette and the rise of 'boundaries'

But this style of courtesy, like a callus on your heel, is maintained by constant friction, and with the rise of 21st-century technology, many interactions that might have once happened face-to-face now take place via a screen. Tech has essentially allowed society to revert to the 18th-century style of avoidance, the British etiquette expert William Hanson told me. "A screen gives people the illusion of distance and, with it, a sense of moral exemption," Hanson said. "If I can't see you wince, then perhaps I haven't hurt you." People still avoided one another in the past, of course--but there were more layers of formality to cushion the blow, at least for the upper classes. They sent calling cards ahead to announce their arrival, Hanson explained, and a butler could always convey that you were "not at home" in a pinch. Contemporary avoidance is a merciless absence. "We've confused convenience with civility," Hanson said. "The truth is, good manners demand effort, and effort is precisely what technology has generally been designed to remove."



Any display of discourtesy is an assertion of power, and those with more power tend to be more prone to abuse it. In the case of the job market, employers are typically the ones with most of the control. Besides ghosting, multiple researchers told me, employers engage in all sorts of behavior that might mislead applicants, such as reposting positions despite already having promising candidates. Fake jobs, which employers sometimes use to mine data from the applicant pool, are so common now as to have the nickname "ghost-job postings"; a survey that polled more than 750 U.S. recruiters found that 81 percent of them said their employers had posted roles that were either already filled or never existed. The situation has gotten so bad that lawmakers in Ontario, Canada, recently made employer ghosting illegal. "When courtesy declines," Hanson said, "the edges of status reappear, sharper and more visible." No wonder that applying for a job today can feel like feeding both one's resume and one's dignity into a wood chipper.

The connection between bad manners and a lopsided power dynamic is visible in the job data, if you look close enough. Although employer ghosting happens to people of all ages, it's significantly more common for young people, who are more likely to be just starting their career. The Greenhouse survey from this year found that 78 percent of the Gen Zers surveyed in the U.S. had been ghosted by a prospective employer, compared with 65 percent of Millennials and 55 percent of Baby Boomers.

Ghosting behavior by applicants, then, might have a simple explanation: "fair play," Risa Mish, a professor at Cornell University's business school, told me. One person I spoke with, Claire, who recently accepted two job offers with the intention of showing up to only one, told me that months of a demoralizing job hunt--hundreds of applications with no response, calls to her references in which the hiring manager had been rude, a stint living in her car in 112-degree desert heat--convinced her that one of the only forms of control she had was to ghost prospective employers herself. "The company itself only cares about its bottom line," said Claire, who asked to go only by her middle name to avoid retaliation by future employers. "I need to operate in the same manner." And just as Gen Zers are the most likely to be ghosted, they're also more likely to ghost back, according to the same Greenhouse survey. Half of all the surveyed candidates in America said they'd vanished on a prospective employer, but 73 percent of the Gen Z ones admitted to doing it themselves. "Basic trust assumptions have broken down," Mish said. A February report from the background-checking company Checkr found that 83 percent of surveyed job seekers agreed that poor employer behavior such as ghosting had created an "extreme lack of trust." For the job seeker, rudeness is a power, too, though it's the impotent reproach of the vandal, the rock thrower--the most any one person can really hope to do is deface and annoy.

Read: The future of labor

That imbalance is why equating applicant ghosting with employer ghosting is disingenuous. An employer whose new hire ghosts before onboarding is inconvenienced; an applicant who's ghosted by prospective employers over and over again can end up sleeping in their car. This disparity also illuminates the low bar of courtesy that many employers are failing to meet. Even when American workers had more trust and confidence in the job market, they generally understood that they weren't guaranteed a job, and that when they did have one, they usually could be fired at any point. Reading between the lines of the complaints about employer ghosting, the anger seems to be not so much about failing to get the role as about the display of cruelty that they feel the ghosting represents. One of the few things these job seekers thought they could trust, it seems, was that prospective employers wouldn't flaunt their power--that if they weren't going to get what they wanted, they would at least be treated courteously.

Looking at the exasperation of these job seekers, it's worth considering what their relationship to work itself might be. Perhaps pre-tech manners and the past few decades of workplace proselytizing about "teamwork" and "family" and "values" were almost too effective at camouflaging the power dynamic between employer and employee. In a way, many Americans had come to view work life through a sentimental lens, almost as a variation on romantic life---a benevolent process of relationship-building based on mutual desire. In good times, when cheap cash is sloshing around and companies can afford to keep packing new hires into cubicles, this illusion can hold.

But when the fake smiles and form rejections went away, the truth that was always there reappeared. A mutual agreement that some employees thought was based at least in part on affinity was purely financial all along. In light of that basic fact, doesn't it seem a little naive to complain about not receiving a form email that begins "Dear [INSERT APPLICANT NAME HERE], we regret to inform you ..."? Even the American workers who are lamenting the loss of a certain type of courtesy may not be fully reckoning with the brute reality of what that loss has revealed: They never had much power in the first place.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Return of MAGA's Favorite Forbidden Book

What an apocalyptic French novel about a migrant invasion reveals about the worldview of nationalist conservatives

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Not long ago, a book party like this would have been unthinkable: a Washington celebration of one of the most notorious French novels ever written. But on a frigid December night, some 50 people crammed into Butterworth's, a Capitol Hill restaurant favored by the MAGA elite, to celebrate the rerelease of The Camp of the Saints, which had gone out of print in English decades ago. The dystopian novel by the French author Jean Raspail depicts the destruction of European civilization by barbaric migrant hordes that arrive, uninvited, by boat. It has been mostly reviled since its publication, in 1973. But prominent figures of the French right have hailed it as prophetic, including Marine Le Pen, who first read it at 18 and keeps a signed first edition in her office. The novel has also influenced two architects of Donald Trump's immigration policies: Stephen Miller, the current deputy chief of staff, recommended it in emails to Breitbart News reporters, and Steve Bannon, the president's former consigliere, makes frequent reference to it.

Until its retranslation and republication in September by a new publishing house called Vauban Books, The Camp of the Saints had been like samizdat. Worn English-language editions circulated among many hands. When Bannon suggested a few years ago that I read it, I realized that a print copy could cost $200 or more. My new edition cost $25 from Barnes & Noble. And now here it was, being handed out at the party at Butterworth's put on by the publishing house to guests sampling beef tartare on crostini.

As they sipped their cocktails, Ethan Rundell, who translated the novel and is the editor in chief of Vauban Books, read from a 2011 essay in which Raspail reflected on his novel's notoriety and relevance. Raspail thought that Europe had not heeded his warning, and predicted that come 2050, "there will be but hermit crabs living in France, of all different origins, all living in the shells cast off by the representatives of a species forever vanished but once known as the French." But, Raspail continued, there was hope among the so-called isolates, resisters who insisted on the preservation of European culture. "There is another hypothesis: that these last isolates resist so far as to engage in a sort of Reconquista." The guests juggled their drinks and hors d'oeuvres in order to applaud. Despite the pleasantness of the surroundings--perhaps because of it--the hollow disquiet I'd had since I finally read The Camp of the Saints for myself started to feel even worse.

From the December 1994 issue: Must it be the rest against the West?

I do not believe in suppressing books, this one included. The Camp of the Saints is not a good novel, but it is an important one. Dystopian fiction helps structure political myth; political myth helps structure policy. In the same way that The Handmaid's Tale looms over abortion politics, or The Terminator lurks over artificial intelligence, The Camp of the Saints hangs over immigration politics--for a small but important stratum of right-wing thinkers and politicians. It illuminates much about the worldview of nationalist conservatives who are ascendant in America, France, and many other democracies. The problem is what that light shows: the profound fear that European-American civilization, which in this view is inseparable from whiteness, faces an existential threat from migration--and that extraordinary measures can be justified in response.

The Camp of the Saints is an apocalypse story. Its title is borrowed from the Book of Revelation in verses about Gog and Magog, the satanic hordes who arrive at the end of days. Their "number is as the sand of the sea"; they "went up on the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city." In the novel, the camp of the saints is Europe; Gog and Magog is a migrant fleet, 1 million strong, that sets sail from India. The novel's infamy is due to its description of this horde as a mindless mass and as "the beast"; it does not have young but "monster children"; it reeks of excrement for miles ("the emigrating Ganges stunk, as never had carnal India stunk before"); its members are shameless people packed so closely together that "over the bodies, between breasts, buttocks, thighs, lips, fingers, ran streams of sperm." The mass has essentially one speaking member, the "coprophage" (literally "shit-eater"), who leads the fleet while his demonic and deformed monster child sits on his shoulder. "It was thus that, in shit and lust--but also hope--the Last Chance Armada pushed on towards the West," Raspail writes. He affords the foreigners no humanity whatsoever. They are on par with zombies or space aliens.

Raspail, who died in 2020, was a writer mostly of travelogues who won some of France's most prestigious literary prizes. By his account, the idea for the novel came to him when he was staying in a large villa overlooking the Mediterranean and an unshakable question occurred to him: "And what if they came?" His defenders say his critics are too obsessed with his grotesque descriptions of the horde. "The novel isn't directed against migrants; it's directed against French people," Rundell told me. "They were almost generic threats that appeared in the horizon." The book, he said, is "not about the fall of the West, because the West has already fallen. It just doesn't know it. It's a revealing."

Read: What to do with the most dangerous book in America

Raspail does indeed spend most of his novel skewering French elites. They are so addled by aspirations to universal humanitarianism, by guilt over colonization, even by Catholic social teaching about immigration, that they invite their own destruction. They cannot see that the migrants already in France are a fifth column that will aid the invaders in their quest. In the novel, the country's hapless president notes that "there will still be genocide, but we're the ones who will disappear." One of Raspail's heroes replies in the affirmative: "We'll die slowly, eaten away from the inside by millions of microbes injected into our body." The French army, thoroughly rotted from within by self-hatred, abandons its mission and deserts rather than open fire on the migrants.

What people say they admire about Raspail is his prescience. The Atlantic's 1994 cover story about global demographic trends opened with a discussion of The Camp of the Saints, "a controversial and nowadays hard-to-obtain novel." Eric Zemmour, the right-wing French pundit and former presidential candidate, called Raspail a Cassandra who "foresaw the 'Great Replacement' of Europe's peoples by their counterparts from the Global South." In 2022, Viktor Orban, the prime minister of Hungary, gave a speech recommending The Camp of the Saints "to anyone who wants to understand the spiritual developments underlying the West's inability to defend itself." Over the past decade, uninvited mass migrations of people to Europe, many of them by boat, and to America via the southern border have prompted debates that Raspail anticipated: Some humanitarians think that borders should be effectively opened to all who desire asylum; policy makers in the European Union and in the Biden administration dithered in dealing with mass migration.

Raspail was wrong, however, in his suggestion that "the servants of the beast" would have made migration uncontroversial. In the novel, he says that "France greedily swallowed the anesthetic: when the time came to cut off both her legs, she would be good and ready for the operation." In reality, migration and cultural anxieties have become the new fault line of politics in the West. Ordinary people recoil at images of border chaos, here and in Europe; they lodge protest votes against the politicians responsible for the mismanagement and force them out of office. At the same time, many millions of people have assimilated through ordinary channels without heralding the end-time--including, I think, myself, a son of Pakistani immigrants to America.

From the April 2019 issue: White nationalism's deep American roots

Raspail's dehumanizing depiction of migrants is impossible to set aside. "It's very powerful for its imagery, so one cannot unsee those images once one has imagined them," Corina Stan, a Duke University comparative-literature professor who has written about The Camp of the Saints, told me. The invasion novel was an established genre when Raspail wrote, but his, according to Stan, "offered a vision of migration that evoked a powerful emotional response. It inspired fear, and that fear could be used for political purposes."

The novel's influence has grown in spite of its aesthetic qualities. Even the French characters, who are granted humanity and the power of speech, are thinly constructed: They are either loathsome liars or right-minded dissidents. The heroes of the novel seem to be Raspail in various costumes--here a literature professor or a naval captain, there a junior minister or a duke--all of whom happen to have had some centuries-old ancestor who battled the Ottomans or other invaders. Many of the villains are self-deceiving clergymen, politicians, and journalists who refuse to recognize their impending doom until it is too late. Most of them meet horrific, violent deaths; their female partners are typically raped before being killed.

The dissidents are unable to forestall the apocalypse but usually achieve some catharsis by killing migrants or collaborationists. One hero, the captain of a cargo boat, plows through Indian migrants whose boat capsizes, killing 1,000 of them. "I feel very confident as a professor of French literature that this is not a good novel," the Stanford scholar Cecile Alduy told me. "From a literary standpoint, the narration is not well organized, the style drags you down, the metaphors are completely outlandish." The impending apocalypse swamps all other novelistic considerations. "There's no interiority; there's no character development; there's no narrative arc except this invasion," Alduy said.

One of the oddest characters is a Monsieur Hamadura, a man whom Raspail describes in a separate essay as "a native of Poducherry of the most beautiful Dravidian black," who despises his fellow people of India, kills many of the invading migrants, and is welcomed by the last-stand colony at the end of the novel after observing, "In my opinion, being white is not a question of skin color. It's a state of mind." This is a destabilizing idea: If civilization is a state of mind attainable by the dark-skinned, then migration is not a prelude to disintegration.

Yet any such suggestion is explicitly contradicted by virtually everything else in the novel. At one point, Raspail writes that those cheering miscegenation "were speaking in the name of death. Only a white woman can bring a white baby into the world." The bombs fall, and the heroes are annihilated. France is the first domino to fall; by the novel's conclusion, the death of the civilized world is imminent.

Rundell, the translator of the new edition, told me that the book had been unfairly caricatured during the years when it was largely unavailable. "This profoundly dishonest, anti-literary sleight of hand--drive a book out of print, assign it a deeply discrediting reputation, and then use it to score political points against your enemies--was among the reasons we thought it important to give this book a second life." For those who were especially motivated, the book had gained influence even before copies were easy to come by. A recent New Yorker profile of Curtis Yarvin, the far-right, pro-dictatorship thinker admired by J. D. Vance and Peter Thiel, recounts a conversation between Yarvin and Renaud Camus, the French author of the influential pamphlet The Great Replacement. Yarvin broke down crying while discussing The Camp of the Saints, saying, "I want my children to die in the twenty-second century. I don't want them to experience some kind of insane postcolonial Holocaust."

The president of the United States employs similarly apocalyptic language about migration; Trump calls for repelling an invasion by immigrants who are "poisoning the blood of our country"; ICE is luring new recruits for the president's deportation campaign with the slogan "Defend the homeland."

The Camp of the Saints is just one way that the nativist Francophone right has influenced its American counterpart. The American right may not know Renaud Camus by name, but they are certainly well versed in his arguments that a great replacement of natives is under way. One of the administration's first executive attacks was an attempt to abolish birthright citizenship, despite its guarantee by the Fourteenth Amendment. After an Afghan national allegedly shot two National Guard members in Washington, D.C., last month, killing one, Trump called for "reverse migration," a borrowing of the French concept of remigration (an idea that is also attractive to German nationalists in the AfD party).

Read: Migrants are heading south

This haunting image of immigrant-induced Armageddon is influencing not just America's domestic politics but its foreign policy too. On December 4, the Trump administration published its National Security Strategy, which glossed over great-power competitors such as Russia and China but trained its ire on Europe. The continent's "economic decline is eclipsed by the real and more stark prospect of civilizational erasure" because of "cratering birthrates," "migration policies that are transforming the continent and creating strife," and "loss of national identities and self-confidence." The administration fears that "the continent will be unrecognizable in 20 years or less," and calls upon "Europe to remain European, to regain its civilizational self-confidence."

These declarations have consequences. Secretary of State Marco Rubio has instructed American diplomats abroad to agitate for more restrictive immigration policies in the countries hosting them, according to The New York Times. The Trump administration is not isolationist; rather, it wants Europe to be on its side in what it sees as a new clash of civilizations.

There are deeper difficulties with the importation of this European style of blood-and-soil nationalism. America is a much newer country, an accretion of various mass migrations. There was widespread and occasionally violent opposition to migration of Germans, of the Irish, of Eastern Europeans, of Catholics--all of whom were eventually integrated into the body politic. You can see this reflected in the leaders of the Republican Party. Trump is himself the grandson of a German and the son of a Scottish mother; two of his three wives (who gave birth to four out of his five children) were born in Eastern Europe. Rubio is the son of Cuban migrants. Vance is proud to be a Scots-Irish hillbilly whose family has been buried in a cemetery plot in eastern Kentucky for five generations. His wife, Usha, the mother of his three children, was born in California to highly educated migrants from Andhra Pradesh, in India. Because of that simple fact (and notwithstanding her own educational and legal accomplishments), she has been subject to vicious attacks by white supremacists such as Nick Fuentes. The point is not that the Trumps, Rubios, and Vances are not really authentic Americans. The point is that they all are--whatever the devotees of The Camp of the Saints might say about their genealogy.
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Why Indiana Republicans Are Standing Up to Trump

Small-<em>c</em> conservatism is still a point of pride in the state.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




The Indiana legislature does not keep its constituents at a great distance. As lawmakers convened in Indianapolis on Monday to consider a bill backed by President Donald Trump to redraw the state's congressional map, all that separated them from protesters who had gathered in a corridor just outside the capitol chamber was a series of glass windows. Inside the room, chants of "Just vote no!" and "We want fair maps!" could be heard as clearly as the legislative debate.

In an era when politicians typically operate at arm's length from their voters, the public's easy access to elected representatives is refreshing. In Indiana this week, it's also a bit jarring. The state Senate is meeting under threat. Trump and his allies have vowed to target Republican lawmakers who vote against a redistricting plan that could wipe out the state's Democratic congressional representation, protecting the U.S. House GOP majority. Over the past several weeks, Republican state legislators have faced a wave of "swatting" incidents, bomb threats, and other anonymous acts of intimidation, leading some to worry about their personal safety. The current climate of fear in Indiana, lawmakers in both parties told me, is without modern precedent in the state.

"We can have an argument and still be nice," Mike Gaskill, the Republican chair of the senate's elections committee, said as he opened a hearing on the redistricting bill. It was a plea as much as a declaration.

Indiana Republicans have been targeted because a number of them have done something that few others in the party, either in Washington, D.C., or in state capitals across the country, have dared to do: They have stood up to Trump. The administration launched its redistricting campaign over the summer in Texas, where GOP legislators quickly signed on to a plan to gerrymander the state's congressional map to flip as many as five Democratic U.S. House seats. Republicans in Missouri and North Carolina acceded to similar White House demands.

In Indiana, the GOP holds the governorship and a supermajority in both chambers of the legislature. But from the outset, Republicans in the state Senate have resisted the president's push. Two visits from Vice President J. D. Vance failed to secure enough support, and last month, the Senate voted to reject Governor Mike Braun's call to hold a special session this month to consider a redistricting proposal.

Under intense pressure from the White House--Trump has singled out Indiana legislators by name in Truth Social posts--the state Senate president pro tempore, Rodric Bray, reversed course shortly before Thanksgiving and announced that the chamber would return to Indianapolis this week to consider a redistricting bill passed by the state House. Whether the president's threats of retribution ultimately succeed should become clear today, when the Indiana Senate holds a final vote on a new congressional map drawn to give Republicans all nine seats--they currently hold seven--in the state's U.S. House delegation.

Read: The fear taking hold among Indiana Republicans

The outcome is a mystery even to the highest-ranking Republicans in Indiana. Senators whose votes could be decisive have kept quiet, seeking to buy as much time as possible and avoid making themselves the target of even more harassment. When the elections committee approved the bill on Monday, teeing it up for today's floor vote, three of the Republicans who supported the proposed map cautioned that they were pushing it forward only "for additional vetting" and that they could change their minds. "I'm going to continue listening to my constituents," one of those Republicans, Linda Rogers, told me afterward. She said public opinion in her district, along the state's northern border, was split "pretty equal" between supporters and opponents. Top Republicans in Washington, including House Speaker Mike Johnson and James Blair, the White House deputy chief of staff, have been calling and texting Indiana holdouts this week in hopes of flipping their votes.

The committee vote followed a marathon hearing in which senators heard four hours of testimony from more than 100 members of the public, the large majority of whom urged Republicans to stand strong and defeat the redistricting bill. "It's not just politics. It's a calculated assault on fair representation," Ethan Hatcher, a local radio host who said that he voted for Trump in each of the past two presidential elections, told the committee as cheers erupted from the demonstrators listening outside the chamber.

In the hearing's closing moments, Senator Greg Walker, a Republican, described the harassment he received after declaring his early opposition to redistricting, including an unsolicited pizza delivery and a separate incident in which heavily armed police responded to a false emergency call to his home. He said he was fortunate, because unlike other Republicans subjected to such swatting attempts, he did not have small children who might have been traumatized by the scene. "I refuse to be intimidated," Walker said, reaffirming his intent to vote no. Through tears, he described having held a friend's newborn the night before and worrying about the world the child would inherit. "I fear for this institution," Walker said. "I fear for the state of Indiana. And I fear for all states if we allow threats and intimidation to become the norm."

Over the past few days, I've asked both Republicans and Democrats here to explain why Indiana has become the new hotbed of GOP resistance to Trump. It is not the only state to rebuff the president's redistricting demands; Kansas Republicans also have been unable to muster the votes for gerrymandering, and success in Florida is not assured. But no state has faced the White House-directed onslaught that Indiana has.

I received several answers. Most, however, said that the push for mid-decade redistricting simply ran afoul of the small-c conservatism on which many Indiana Republican legislators still pride themselves. "Midwesterners being midwestern," one anti-redistricting advocate replied with a shrug outside the senate chamber. Republicans told me that state Senate opponents of redrawing the maps tended to be more institutionalist than MAGA, echoing a divide that still crops up among the party's lawmakers in Washington. "I'm such a rule follower, it's not even funny," Walker said during his committee speech on Monday.

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans'

Democrats told me that many Republican senators in Indiana remained far more pragmatic than their counterparts in Congress have become during the Trump era. In this, they have more in common with Indiana Republicans from an earlier era, such as former Governor Mitch Daniels (a public opponent of redistricting) and the late Senator Richard Lugar, who was known for his friendship with President Barack Obama. Senators have clashed with Republican governors (including former Vice President Mike Pence) over other national flash-point issues such as abortion and gay rights. Most of what they debate, however, draws little interest from the president and his allies. "A lot of these people are not die-hard partisans," Nick Roberts, a 25-year-old member of the Indianapolis city council, told me. Roberts has spoken out against the redistricting plan and is the only Democrat known to have received threats as a result.

The debate on Monday was notably more collegial than the acrimonious exchanges that have proliferated in Congress. Democrats are largely powerless in the Indiana legislature, holding just 10 out of the senate's 50 seats. But they effusively praised Gaskill, a redistricting supporter and staunch Trump backer, for his handling of the hearing even as they encouraged their colleagues to continue bucking the president. "He does not care about Republicans in Indiana. He does not care about Republican senators," Senator Fady Qaddoura, a Democrat representing part of Indianapolis, said of Trump during the hearing. "And if you stand in his way, he will destroy you." Then he said to Republicans: "I pray for you. I pray for your safety."

In the lead-up to Thanksgiving, opponents of redistricting believed that the pressure campaign was fading. A significant bloc of Republicans had joined with Democrats to reject a special legislative session demanded by Trump and called by the governor. But then Bray announced that, indeed, the state Senate would return this month to vote on any redistricting bill passed by the state House, where GOP support for the proposal has been stronger. "Getting that call was a call no one wanted to get," Shelli Yoder, Indiana's Senate Democratic leader, told me. "We really wanted to turn that page."

The lobbying intensified once again. Turning Point Action, a political arm of the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA, declared that it would help raise more than $10 million to spend in primaries against GOP legislators in Indiana who vote against redistricting. As Republicans filed into the chamber yesterday to continue debating the bill, Senator Dan Dernulc told a colleague that he had received a bomb threat to his home the night before. In a brief interview, he would not say how he planned to vote today but declared that the threat would not move him. "I'm going to do what's right and let the chips fall where they may," Dernulc said.

Senator Sue Glick, a Republican opponent of redistricting, received a text from Blair, the senior Trump aide, shortly before the floor debate began yesterday, she told me. Earlier this week, she answered a call that she thought was coming from one of her aides. "Hello, Jim," she said. "No," the caller replied, "this is Mike Johnson from Washington." Perplexed, Glick asked him, "And who are you with?" He replied that he was the speaker of the House. "You know," Glick joked to me, "I'm from the sticks."

Glick said that she and Johnson had a cordial conversation, but she would not back the bill. "There's no good reason for this," she said, commenting that it was "ridiculous" that Indiana had been dragged into a Washington fight that the state did not want. Glick said emails and phone calls from her constituents were running overwhelmingly against the redistricting plan. Backers of the bill have accused Democrats of orchestrating a public outcry--a charge Glick dismissed. In her district, she said, a meeting of the Democratic county committee could be held "in the phone booth behind the courthouse. There's not that many Democrats." When I asked her about Trump's threats to launch a primary challenge against Republicans such as her, she replied: "That's fine. I trust the people to make the right decision."

Read: The Trump steamroller is broken

There were other signs that the White House's strong-arm tactics were backfiring. After Trump used a slur demeaning people with disabilities late last month against the governor of Minnesota, State Senator Mike Bohacek, a Republican who has a daughter with Down syndrome, called out the president and reaffirmed his opposition to the proposal. A rally held last week by Turning Point Action at the statehouse in Indianapolis drew a paltry crowd compared with demonstrations organized by redistricting opponents.

Threats of primary challenges are more potent in Indiana state House races, where lawmakers are up for reelection every two years and will face a filing deadline early next year. Only half of the senators will be on the ballot next year, and a number of Republicans in the chamber have already announced their retirement. GOP senators also have reason to doubt that either Trump or his allies will follow through on promised spending in the coming years, particularly for those whose next election isn't until 2028. "The idea that Trump would be spending political capital not just four months from now, but two and a- half years from now, individually targeting Indiana senators who defied them on one vote? Just crazy," Roberts said. By 2028, "they will have bigger fish to fry."

As the week wore on, opponents of redistricting grew cautiously optimistic that the state Senate would defeat the bill. One Republican critic told me that they were confident the legislation would fail, but added: "I don't want to say anything that's going to jeopardize the vote." Another, speaking on the condition of anonymity because of how sensitive the debate had become, told me that "if anything," the heavy-handed tactics had made Republican senators "dig in their heels a little bit." The senator, who opposes redistricting, said that as he was driving to Indianapolis on Monday, he was worried about how many "no" votes would flip to "yes." But as he began talking with his colleagues, he realized they were holding firm. Later today, he and the rest of the country will find out exactly how much arm-twisting Indiana Republicans can withstand.
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Banning AI Regulation Would Be a Disaster

The United States should not be lobbied out of protecting its own future.

by Chuck Hagel

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




On Monday, Donald Trump announced on Truth Social that he would soon sign an executive order prohibiting states from regulating AI. "You can't expect a company to get 50 Approvals every time they want to do something," the president wrote. "THAT WILL NEVER WORK!" This followed an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to slip sweeping preemption language into the National Defense Authorization Act, which would have nullified existing state laws regulating the sector.

Proponents of AI preemption equate competitiveness with deregulation, arguing that state-level guardrails hamper innovation and weaken the United States in its technological competition with China. The reality is the opposite. Today's most serious national-security vulnerabilities involving AI stem not from too much oversight, but from the absence of it. AI systems already underpin essential functions across our economy and national-security apparatus, including airport routing, energy-grid forecasting, fraud-detection systems, real-time battlefield data integration, and an expanding range of defense-industrial-base operations. These systems create extraordinary operational advantages, but they also present concentrated, high-impact failure points.

Every one of these points is an attractive target. Adversaries know that when crucial infrastructure depends on opaque, unregulated algorithms, a single manipulated output can shut down power in an entire region, destabilize financial markets, or degrade military readiness in ways that are extremely difficult to detect in real time. The Pentagon has repeatedly warned that state-of-the-art models remain acutely vulnerable to manipulation through tactics such as data poisoning, when hostile actors corrupt the information used to train a system, or adversarial prompting, where carefully crafted inputs bypass safeguards and force models into dangerous behavior. According to U.S. intelligence reporting, China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea are investing heavily in model theft, insider recruitment, and targeted penetration of AI-development pipelines precisely because the United States has left this terrain largely undefended.

The same actors are already conducting AI-enabled disinformation and cognitive-warfare campaigns designed to distort elections, fracture alliances, and erode civic trust. In 2024 alone, foreign adversaries pushed more than 160 distinct false narratives to Americans across websites and social-media platforms, many reinforced with convincing synthetic video and audio. These campaigns thrive on gaps created by inconsistent testing and the absence of enforceable security standards.

Matteo Wong: Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals

The threat is now moving from influence operations into active cyber conflict. In just the past several weeks, Google disclosed that hackers had used AI-powered malware in an active cyberattack, and Anthropic reported that its models had been used by Chinese state-backed actors to orchestrate a large-scale espionage operation with minimal human intervention. The greatest challenges facing the United States do not come from overregulation but from deploying ever more powerful AI systems without minimum requirements for safety and transparency.

Yet instead of confronting these harms, major technology companies are spending unprecedented sums on a coordinated lobbying campaign to avoid or overturn the very safeguards that would prevent foreseeable harms. Their strategy is straightforward: secure broad federal preemption that immobilizes the states, then delay and weaken meaningful regulation at the federal level.

This is a tragically myopic approach. Contrary to the narrative promoted by a small number of dominant firms, regulation does not have to slow innovation. Clear rules would foster growth by hardening systems against attack, reducing misuse, and ensuring that the models integrated into defense systems and public-facing platforms are robust and secure before deployment at scale.

Critics of oversight are correct that a patchwork of poorly designed laws can impede that mission. But they miss two essential points. First, competitive AI policy cannot be cordoned off from the broader systems that shape U.S. stability and resilience. The sorts of issues that state legislators are trying to tackle--scams, deepfake impersonation of public officials and candidates, AI-driven cyberattacks, whistleblower protections--are not "social issues" separate from national defense; they are integral components of it. Weaknesses in any of these areas create soft targets that foreign actors can use to disrupt essential services and destabilize institutions. These pressures accumulate over time, degrading the shared national identity and operational readiness that underpin American power. Treating these domains as disconnected from a national-security-oriented AI strategy reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of how modern competition works.

Matteo Wong: Donald Trump is fairy-godmothering AI

Second, states remain the country's most effective laboratories for developing and refining policy on complex, fast-moving technologies, especially in the persistent vacuum of federal action. Congress has held scores of hearings, launched a task force, and introduced more than a hundred AI-related bills, yet has failed to pass anything approaching a comprehensive framework.

In the meantime, states are filling the void: testing approaches, debating policies, and producing real-world evidence far more quickly than Congress can. This iterative, decentralized process is exactly how the United States has historically advanced both innovation and security. Companies can choose to collaborate constructively--or, if they prefer, decide not to operate in a given state. That tension is productive. What is not productive is a top-down preemption regime written to freeze state experimentation before any federal standards exist. Federal preemption without federal action is not strategy; it is self-inflicted paralysis.

The solution to AI's risks is not to dismantle oversight but to design the right oversight. American leadership in artificial intelligence will not be secured by weakening the few guardrails that exist. It will be secured the same way we have protected every crucial technology touching the safety, stability, and credibility of the nation: with serious rules built to withstand real adversaries operating in the real world. The United States should not be lobbied out of protecting its own future.
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So This Is What 'America First' Looks Like

The practical application of Trump's isolationism is hardly the big break he promised.

by Nancy A. Youssef

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Somalia, where two terror groups are locked in a long-standing battle, should have been an ideal place for President Donald Trump to showcase his "America First" commitment to international disengagement. The country is 8,000 miles away, and its conflicts pose no obvious near-term threat to national security. Interventions in Somalia have already cost the United States hundreds of millions of dollars in the past decade--and even so, the security of Mogadishu, the capital, remains tenuous at best.

Trump himself has suggested that now is the time to get out. Speaking in September before hundreds of generals and admirals gathered at Marine Corps Base Quantico, he cited Somalia as a place politicians have wrongly thought they should police "while America is under invasion from within." Earlier this month, Trump was even more disdainful, saying that Somalia "stinks" and the country is "no good for a reason."

Yet just one week earlier, according to local media, dozens of U.S. Special Forces soldiers in northeast Somalia killed at least five suspected members of ISIS-Somalia, an Islamic State affiliate, during an hours-long gunfight. (United States Africa Command, which is responsible for U.S. military operations on the continent, has not publicly confirmed its forces were there.) That was on top of the more than 100 U.S. missile strikes in Somalia so far this year, a much higher pace of attacks than either the 51 strikes during the entire Biden administration or the 219 strikes over the four years of Trump's first term, most of which targeted ISIS-Somalia's rival al-Qaeda affiliate, al-Shabaab. President Barack Obama launched 48 strikes in the country during his two terms, according to statistics from New America, a think tank based in Washington, D.C.

Trump has said that his "America First" approach to foreign policy includes employing transactional diplomacy to benefit the U.S., stopping other nations from "taking advantage" of American support, and using force to defend the Western Hemisphere. But events in Somalia suggest that "America First" often looks very different in practice, especially when it comes to the use of the military. Trump may have avoided sending large numbers of troops to war in operations oriented around nation-building. But he has aggressively intervened in conflicts around the world, typically with a torrent of expensive air strikes launched from out of harm's way or with the deployment of small groups of Special Forces.

The missions are couched as defending the homeland, but their precise goals and results are rarely explained. Starting in April, the U.S. stopped releasing initial estimates of casualties in Somalia, either saying that no civilians were killed or not addressing the issue at all. The military has not announced the death of any top leader of ISIS-Somalia or al-Shabaab, the more powerful of the two groups, since the first strike of the second Trump administration, on February 1. Instead, the targets receive vague descriptions--"weapons dealer," "terrorist network," "ISIS terrorist"--or have no identifying characteristics. More often, the press releases about these missions say only which of the two Islamist groups was targeted.

The administration also has not been consistent in limiting its application of "America First" to either imminent or potential threats. Before its Somalia campaign, the U.S. military struck hundreds of Houthi-rebel targets in Yemen in operations costing more than $1 billion. Top administration officials in a Signal group chat questioned whether the United States should be trying to liberate a commercial-shipping channel from persistent Houthi attacks, a bigger issue for Europe than for America. "I just hate bailing out Europe again," Vice President J. D. Vance wrote in the chat, which also inadvertently included Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic. The strikes were inconclusive at best: Houthis remain in control in parts of Yemen, and commercial ships continue to avoid the Red Sea.

The U.S. now is also considering strikes that could lead to the ouster of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's government. The administration claims that drug smuggling from Venezuela poses a threat to the U.S.--hence the more than 20 strikes launched on small boats in the Caribbean and eastern Pacific since September 2, which have killed more than 80, even though Venezuela is not a source of fentanyl, the leading cause of drug overdoses in the U.S.

During a December 2 Pentagon briefing, the spokesperson Kingsley Wilson defended the mission in Somalia and said that the administration does not want to focus solely on imminent threats to U.S. borders and in its hemisphere. "We're not seeking regime change, or, you know, we're not nation-building," she said. "We're not isolationists. We're also not neocons. We're realists."

American interest in Somalia has followed the trajectory of U.S. foreign policy writ large over the past three decades. In the early 1990s, the mission there was largely humanitarian. But in 1993, the United States participated in a military operation to capture the warlord Mohamed Farrah Aidid, who had been blamed for the death of dozens of United Nations forces. Local militia shot down two American Black Hawk helicopters, leading to the death of 18 U.S. troops, and the operation became widely known by the title of the book, and later the movie, it inspired, Black Hawk Down. After 9/11, the U.S. began conducting the counterterrorism strikes that continue under Trump.

Previous administrations, including Trump's first, frequently targeted al-Shabaab, which controls about one-third of Somalia and threatens to overthrow the federal government. Trump's second administration splits its missile targets between al-Shabaab and ISIS-Somalia, which has a few hundred members in the country's north.

In September, Trump's top general for military operations in Africa, General Dagvin R. M. Anderson, made one of his first trips to Somalia, a sign that the nation of 19 million would be a priority. During his July confirmation hearing, Anderson said that he would focus on al-Shabaab and ISIS-Somalia because, if they built capacity, they could threaten U.S. interests and eventually the homeland. He didn't say why he was so certain. Neither group has said it has designs on the U.S., only that each aims to control Somalia.

The missile strikes have met the legal standard for use of military force under the 2001 Authorization for Use of Military Force resolution, which allows the president to strike groups associated with terror forces that were involved with 9/11. But the strikes don't appear to comply with Trump's professed approach of limiting U.S. intervention to imminent threats--a threshold that presidents often cite to justify the use of force without their consulting Congress or engaging in diplomacy beforehand.

Read: Trump says he decides what 'America First' means 

The U.S. military in the past has said that its strikes in Somalia aimed to improve regional security. Today, military commanders typically couch the strikes in the language of "America First," saying they have targeted groups that "threaten the U.S. Homeland, our forces, and our citizens abroad."

Whether this has been the case is not always clear, however. On September 13, U.S. missiles landed in Badhan, which sits at the front line of contested territory between the Puntlund region of Somalia and the breakaway republic of Somaliland, eliminating what a subsequent press release termed an al-Shabaab "weapons dealer."

Local reports said the target was Omar Abdullahi Abdi Ibrahim, a tribal leader and influential elder who had maintained relations with al-Shabaab but was not involved in terrorism. Ibrahim was driving when three missiles struck his car, leaving nothing but metal shards and bone fragments, according to local reports, which quoted herders who had been nearby. Residents across the region staged protests. They claimed that Ibrahim had been meeting with government leaders and expressing his opposition to a proposed deal that would allow the United Arab Emirates access to mineral deposits in the nearby Cal Madow Mountains. The U.A.E. along with Kenya, Ethiopia, Turkey, Qatar, and Egypt are all seeking influence in the Horn of Africa.

Not every ISIS or al-Qaeda affiliate operates in the same way or for the same aims--or even has its sights set on the United States. Both al-Shabaab and ISIS-Somalia are local insurgencies.

The Africa Center for Strategic Studies, a Defense Department group funded by Congress, says that al-Shabaab aims to be a "totalitarian theocracy in Somalia." ISIS-Somalia, in contrast, has struggled to gain territory and expand its army of fighters as it battles al-Shabaab and the Somali federal government. "We simplistically hear the name ISIS and immediately assume that the group is a threat to the U.S.," Will Walldorf, a professor of politics and international affairs at Wake Forest University, told me. "Some have gravitated to the name to raise funds and recruit, but they are not comparable to the ISIS we knew in Iraq and Syria at the height of the caliphate."

The U.S. strikes are having some effect. ISIS-Somalia, in particular, is worse off, J. Peter Pham, who served as a special envoy for Africa during Trump's first term, told me. "Is the world a better place without them? Yes. Are they worth the price of whatever munition is dropped on them? Maybe not," Pham told me.

Leaving terror groups alone is hard to politically defend, however remote their threat might be. The aims of al-Shabaab and ISIS-Somalia are akin to that of the Taliban in Afghanistan, which arguably posed no direct threat to the U.S. yet hosted Osama bin Laden, the architect of the September 11 attacks. But the groups in Somalia are not close to reaching their goal of controlling the country.

Sebastian Gorka, who heads U.S. counterterrorism operations at the White House, told the Hudson Institute in August that when he returned to government he was surprised by ISIS's expansion across Africa, which he described as the group's new base of operations after it lost havens in the Middle East. Because of that, he said, the U.S. needed to embrace a hawkish strategy to keep terror groups from metastasizing. Gorka declined to comment for this story. ("Atlantic are scum. No thanks," he wrote in response to my request.)

U.S. Africa Command, in a statement, didn't address why the U.S. should be worried about al-Shabaab or ISIS-Somalia, or articulate the specific aims of the U.S. strike campaign. "Our strategic approach to countering terrorism in Africa relies on trusted partnerships and collaboration grounded in and through shared security interests," the statement said. "The cadence in conducting airstrikes in Somalia reflects that strategy."

The administration's National Security Strategy, released December 5, specifies the major threats against the United States. The document says that the U.S. "must remain wary of resurgent Islamist terrorist activity in parts of Africa while avoiding any long-term American presence or commitments." It also says that the U.S. should "partner with select countries to ameliorate conflict" and "foster mutually beneficial trade relationships" to harness "Africa's abundant natural resources and latent economic potential." The document, which also calls for the U.S. to turn away from the Middle East and Europe, cites Somalia once, as an example of where the U.S. could prevent the rise of new regional conflicts.

No one group controls Somalia now. President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud holds Mogadishu, but clan militias, al-Shabaab, and, to a lesser degree, ISIS-Somalia control much of the countryside. The autonomous Somaliland region controls the country's northwest. There are also several federal member states that operate semiautonomously.

Read: The boat strikes are just the beginning

During his first term, Trump withdrew all 700 troops who were based in Somalia. President Joe Biden brought back roughly 500, a level that the second Trump administration has maintained. The deployments have helped train Somali special forces and support local troops, but not enough for them to stabilize the country.

"The Somali National Army (SNA) is still incapable of sustained clearing and holding operations," according to a report last month by the Africa Center for Strategic Studies, and "suffers from a host of troubles, including poor leadership, corruption, uneven training standards, and a reliance on clans deemed loyal to a sitting president rather than being a force having a genuinely national character."

If Somalia is on the brink of collapse--politically, economically, and constitutionally--air strikes alone cannot fix that, Pham said. Training security forces is not enough. What the U.S. needs is a comprehensive review of its policy. Maybe supporting the government in Mogadishu is not worth it for the U.S., Pham explained. Different investments--for example, in the government of Somaliland, which holds elections and has kept terror groups at bay--might provide the U.S. with a better strategic return on its investment.

Without international follow-up on the ground that tackles governance issues and a stronger national Somali military, U.S. missile strikes won't address the root causes that create the conditions for civil war, such as poor governance and corruption. Rather, Walldorf said, they "could create conditions for the kind of animosity and anger that could lead to the next generation of jihadists."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed research for this article.
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He's Undocumented. She's Not.

A young couple decides whether to stay in the U.S.--or leave.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




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

There are an estimated 14 million people living in the U.S. illegally, and only so many ways to find them. Even with ICE's roughly $28 billion annual budget, even with a massive recruitment campaign and the rapid deployment of Border Patrol, the Trump administration may not be able to accomplish its goal of 1 million deportations every year. So the administration has started to lean more heavily on a different strategy: asking migrants outright to leave voluntarily. The Department of Homeland Security launched a $200 million advertising campaign explicitly urging migrants to "self-deport." "Do what's right," DHS Secretary Kristi Noem said. "Leave now." More recently, Donald Trump called on social media for "REVERSE MIGRATION," and later clarified that he wanted to "get 'em out of here; I want to get 'em out."

In this episode, we follow one couple as they make a decision: Should they stay and build a life in the U.S., or submit to Noem's orders and leave? Matt Borowski is an undocumented immigrant from Poland, but he did not tell Maddie Polovick that until their second date. By then, she was already falling in love. They got married five years ago on a mountain peak in Colorado and settled in Chicago, close to her best friend and some of her family. By the time Border Patrol showed up in Chicago this fall, Borowski's few legal paths to citizenship had dried up. One day, he broached the idea of moving to Poland, and she cursed him out. But he kept bringing it up, because day by day, it was becoming harder to avoid: The place they wanted to make home did not want him. They had to decide.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Just a quick note: This episode contains some cursing that you may not usually hear on this show.
 
 On September 6, President Trump posted a fabricated image on Truth Social of a burning Chicago skyline with helicopters flying overhead. "'I love the smell of deportations in the morning,'" he wrote, a reference from Apocalypse Now.

[Sounds of protests]

Rosin: A couple of days later, the Department of Homeland Security announced "Operation Midway Blitz."

TV anchor 1: Operation Midway Blitz will "target the criminal illegal aliens who flocked to Chicago and Illinois--"
 TV anchor 2: --agents and demonstrators pushing and shoving outside an ICE facility just outside the city this morning--
 TV anchor 3: From tear gas being deployed outside a Logan Square market to an alderperson being handcuffed checking on a man who had been detained and injured.


[Sounds of protests]

Rosin: These types of scenes have since played out all across the country in the pursuit of one ambitious goal: at least a million deportations every year.

But even with ICE's $28 billion annual budget--the largest for a law enforcement agency in the federal government--it still may not be possible to deport the 14 million or so people who are here illegally.

So maybe these ICE raids aren't just ends; they are means to something else: to get people to choose to leave voluntarily.

[Music]

Rosin: And there's more than one way to accomplish that.

There's the overt way: Make people afraid to go to work or take their kids to school or even leave their homes.

And then there's a more subtle way, where the constant pressure wears down something that once felt real: this American idea, or maybe hope, that there could be a future here.

Maddie Polovick: People knew what the election meant for us. But I just couldn't bring myself to say it.


Rosin: Last spring, we met a young couple in Chicago. One's a U.S. citizen, and the other is undocumented, from Poland.

Matt Borowski: Yeah, honestly, when this started happening, I thought it was only a matter of time before this hits closer to us.
 Polovick: Yeah.
 Borowski: It was only a matter of time.


Rosin: They may not be the kind of couple that most people think of when it comes to this issue, because they have more choices than most.

But the past year had them asking exactly the question this administration wants them to ask: Is it just better to leave?

Borowski: There are Black Hawk helicopters flying over my head. Apartment complexes are being attacked in the middle of the night. Right now, it does feel like things are kind of just falling apart.


Rosin: For the last several months, we asked them to document how they would make that decision.

Polovick: Today's our five-year anniversary. (Laughs.)


Rosin: They sent us more than a hundred recordings--

Family member:  Cheers to family.
 Family member 2: To family!


Rosin: And more than 40 hours of the life they've made.

Polovick: Oh my God. How do you feel? (Laughs.)
 Borowski: Whew.
 Polovick: (Laughs.)


Polovick: There's just so many lemons here. At some point, you're like, Okay, can we make some fucking lemonade?
 Borowski: But they're not lemons.
 Polovick: What are they?
 Borowski: It's shit.
 Polovick: Okay.


Rosin: And day by day, it was getting harder to hide.

Borowski: I've heard reports of ICE being around and sniffing around, but never a raid like this. And now I'm freaking out.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this is one snapshot of one couple who are about to make a choice.

Rosin: How did you and Matt meet?
 Polovick: We met online, and it was really one of those things, like, as soon as we started talking, as soon as we had our first date, it was like, Okay, there's something special about this guy.


Rosin: On Maddie Polovick and Matt Borowski's first date, they went to a restaurant in Chicago known for their Tater Tots.

On their second date, Matt told her that he was undocumented.

[Music]

Rosin: And was your reaction like, Uh-oh, or what was your reaction?
 Polovick: (Sighs.) I would say I was taken aback. I think if I knew a little bit more about the situation, the hurdles that he has navigated and would navigate, I think if I would've known that, I would've been more concerned. But at the time, I was just very like, Huh, okay. It's enough to give me pause. But I enjoyed his company enough that I was like, Okay!
 Rosin: (Laughs.)
 Polovick: This is good information.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Polovick: I would like to proceed, but--
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Polovick: Maybe there's a little bit of hesitation in my brain, but it's okay. (Laughs.)


Rosin: The more serious things got between them, though, the more questions Maddie had.

Polovick: And at least at that time, 'cause we weren't talking about leaving America yet, at least, it was like--us staying in America was really the only thing that was on the table, so it was like, Okay, with the immigration stuff in particular, this is going to live with him, and am I okay with that? Am I okay with this becoming my life?


Rosin: For Matt, that life had meant never being able to plan ahead, had meant applying for a job as a teenager and breaking down when the owners found out that he'd lied about his paperwork, and continuing to lie about his paperwork because what other choice did he have?

Matt's life had always been precarious, which was tolerable when he was alone. But now, there was Maddie.

Borowski:  Can you, for my sake--
 Polovick: What?
 Borowski: --elaborate on the whole derailing your life thing a little bit more?
 Polovick: It was--
 Borowski: Because I'm thinking about it again, and I'm thinking about those conversations.
 Polovick: Yeah.
 Borowski: So I need to be kind of--not reminded, but I almost wanna hear how close we were to not working.
 Polovick: We were never close.
 Borowski: But you know what I mean when I say that. Like--
 Polovick: We were never close. (Sniffles.) I said this before, and I'll say it again: When I met you and started falling in love with you, it felt like coming home after a really long time of being away.
 Borowski: Yeah.


[Music]

Rosin: Maddie and Matt got married five years ago on a mountain peak in Colorado. It was just the two of them. They wore the same clothes that they'd worn on their first date, and they had a picnic of snacks from Trader Joe's.

Love can conquer a lot of things, but the immigration system is not one of them.

And because of the way Matt had come to America--illegally, with his mom from Poland, when he was 6--there was no real pathway for him to citizenship. And for someone in his situation, marrying a U.S. citizen does not undo that.

At one point, he did have protected status under DACA, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, who are sometimes called "Dreamers." But there was also a point in his life when he had no money, nowhere to live, and no support from his family. So he missed one window to renew his DACA application, which meant that he would have to file a new one.

But no new applications have been processed for years. Trump has opposed the program going back to his first term.

Matt's only real option would be to leave the country and apply for a visa, which would automatically trigger a 10-year ban--so no option that allows him to keep building a life in the U.S. with Maddie.

Now, as an undocumented person, Matt can hide better than some because he's white and speaks English without an accent. Maddie, who's half white and half Black, has joked that ICE is more likely to stop her than him.

Borowski: It's no question that the color of my skin and my nationality helps me. It just does. And I'm very aware of that, and I'm honestly very lucky, in a fucked-up way, but it's not like I'm afraid of a witch hunt or something. It's more so just any sort of benign incident where my status could be looked up. And it's very easy to find that I do not have papers.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. Does your wife think you're being paranoid or reasonable?
 Borowski: A mixture of both.


[Music]

Rosin: Compared to a lot of undocumented people in Chicago, Matt has it easy. But compared to people who can live and work here safely, he lives a life of real and constant uncertainty.

Matt could never really count on a career, never leave the country, never vote, never be pulled over or arrested on the off chance that it could lead to something worse.

And then last year, some hope: Under the Biden administration, DHS announced a policy called Keeping Families Together, which would allow some undocumented spouses of U.S. citizens to apply for legal status while they stayed in the country.

Polovick: It felt like a godsend. I remember he woke me up one day in June and was like, You will not believe the news that has just come out.


Rosin: The program was tailor-made for them.

Polovick: 'Cause there were very specific restrictions on it. You had to have been married for several years. You had to have entered the United States at a certain time. And so we spent all summer riding this high of, like, We are finally gonna get Matt status. This is finally gonna happen. Oh my God.
 
 It was only supposed to be, like, a few weeks. But a few weeks turned into another few weeks, and then it turned into a month. And that was when the hammer fell.


Rosin: The same week that Trump won his reelection in November, on a campaign filled with the promise of mass deportations, a judge in Texas said that the Biden administration had overstepped its legal authority. He struck down the Keeping Families Together policy for good.

Matt and Maddie were back to square one, back to feeling like they were being pushed out of the place that they wanted to make a home if someone would just let them.

Matt packed a go bag, stashed away some cash, and made sure to always have his Polish passport within reach.

Borowski: My sister-in-law who's Polish, her aunt, who has a green card, was detained at O'Hare not long ago. And things like that are just like, Okay, she was detained, and she was let go. Green card--okay, fine. That's not gonna happen with me if they look into my situation.


[Music]

Borowski: I'm never gonna forget this. It was the most vivid dream about being home I've ever had.


Rosin: Matt had lived in the U.S. for 24 years; he didn't know any other place as home. But sometimes in his dreams, there was this other place.

Borowski: I really did feel like I was there for a second, and it was the closest I'd ever felt to feeling that way. Everything is so vivid, and I can see it. I'm almost there, you know?


Rosin: There are still things Matt remembers about Poland. His town in the southeast of the country was quiet, rural. He remembers farming equipment, picking strawberries in a field, and he remembers living in a house with his mom, uncle, and grandparents.

Borowski: This was, what, nine, 10 years after the Soviet Union fell. So obviously, we had TVs, but we didn't have cable; we didn't have anything like that. So it was a very simple life, is the best way I can put it, yeah. And we would all just sit together and watch storms. And that was it. It's peaceful, ultimately.
 Rosin: Why is a storm peaceful? That's an unusual word for a storm.
 Borowski: Well, if it's from a distance. If it's at a distance, it is peaceful. Yeah, I don't know--destruction at a distance, it's an interesting thing to think about.


Rosin: Matt and his mom left Poland in 2001, got on a plane without Matt saying a proper goodbye, and landed in Mexico City, where he says they walked across the border and into the U.S. illegally.

Eventually, they made their way to Chicago. His mom met up with a guy from Poland who became his stepdad, although the two of them never officially married. Several years later, they had another kid: his half brother, Jakub, who's American.

If one day he up and moved, disappeared to another country in the same way that he left, Matt says the only person he would miss would be Jakub.

He hasn't spoken to his parents in years.

Polovick: We had been going on all of these walks at the park by us, and then there was one day we went on a walk on the pier--great view of the city. And so we had gone out there on a walk, and that was when Matt first floated the idea of Poland.


[Music]

Rosin: After trying and failing so many times to find a legal way to stay in the U.S., the more Matt thought about it, the more Poland made sense as a place they could live instead.

For every immigration roadblock that Matt faced here in the U.S., Maddie could clear them easily in Poland. Because they were married and Matt would be a citizen, Maddie could get temporary residency right away.

So last year, he brought it up.

Borowski:  I would describe her as angry.  I would describe her as angry; I would describe her as defiant.


Polovick:  I told him verbatim: I am not fucking moving to Poland.


Borowski: Initially, she just shut down. She was not having it.


Polovick: I was irate. I stormed off on this pier. I left him, and I was like, No, I'm not--you're--get the fuck out of here.


Borowski: She would probably tell you that she felt like I was taking her away from something or taking something away from her.


Polovick:  It was hard for us to relate to each other sometimes because it felt like I was being asked to give up more than he was. I don't wanna go further away from my family. I moved here with my best friend from college. So people like that, that I'm like, No, I don't wanna leave her.
 And so there was this whole world that I had built for myself that now I was being asked to possibly have it all ripped away.


Rosin: Before Matt and Maddie could stop going around in circles and have a real conversation about Poland, they had to look at this deeper question: What is home?

On the one hand, for Maddie, Matt was home. It's why, she said, she fell in love with him. But home for her was also her brother, her best friend from college, her favorite bar. How could she leave all that?

So in February, Matt tried to cut through their fighting with a plan.

Polovick:  And Matt is like, Yeah, Mad, I think you should visit.


Borowski:  I bought the plane ticket, and I said, You're going because if you don't go, I feel like you're gonna resent me.


Polovick: I did not want to go. But it wasn't because I didn't want to go; it was because I knew if I went, it means that this is real. And for a while, I was like, Yeah, okay. Yeah, maybe. We'll see. And admittedly, I kind of was hoping that he would forget about it and it wouldn't be brought up again, and I'd just kind of let life pass by, and then: Maddie, I think you should visit.


Borowski: This is Maddie talking about going to Poland to check it out since I can't.
 Polovick: I just--I really did feel myself getting emotional, like, my eyes getting prickly as I was seeing it.


Rosin: In May, around the same time the Trump administration was offering migrants $1,000 to "self-deport," Maddie had just come back from her trip.

Before going, they'd both agreed that if she didn't like Poland--if she had any negative feelings whatsoever--it was off the table.

[Music]

Rosin: When you were there, could you see your own self anywhere?
 Polovick: Yeah, I could. I could.
 The way that I felt when I was there was the same way that I felt when I met him, which was, This feels right. It just, like, in my bones, it made sense to me.
  This thing that felt like, Oh, I'm not someone that would leave America. I'm not smart enough or courageous enough to do that. I don't know. But when I was there, it was like, No, you can do this, and it will be okay.


Polovick:  Yep. (Laughs.) Oh, I took this 'cause I thought it was funny.
 Borowski: "Sensual pierogi"?
 Polovick: (Laughs.) I was like, What is a sensual pierogi? So we gotta go there, and we gotta find out what their sensual pierogi are.
 Borowski: The fuck.
 Polovick: We gotta find out what their sensual pierogi are.


Rosin:  So how serious are you guys? On a scale of one to 10--one is just like, Meh, let's go to Poland, and 10 is like, We have plans; I'm saving for a plane ticket, scouting for an apartment--where are you on that scale?
 Borowski: Ten.
 Rosin: Ten?
 Borowski: Ten. We're, like--
 Rosin: Damn.
 Borowski: It's set. It's set.  It sucks, but it's like, Okay. (Laughs.) Honestly, that's kind of what it's like. It's like, Okay, fine. Because of the way I grew up, I am very good at letting things go, which is not necessarily a positive thing, but it's a survival mechanism. I'm very good at letting things go, and I'll just deal with it later.


Borowski: Hold on. My heart's racing now.
 Polovick: My heart is racing. (Laughs.) My heart is racing. Do you really think we should get these now? I've yet to see it below a thousand.
 Borowski: I've never seen it below a thousand.


Rosin: Maddie was maybe not so good at letting things go, or at least she hadn't had much practice.

But they seized the moment: A deal is a deal.

 Borowski: --flying back--you look like you're shaking.
 Polovick: I am.
 Borowski: Oh my God. (Laughs.)
 Polovick: I am. I am shaking.
 Borowski: It's okay. It's okay. Hey, baby girl. It's okay.
 Polovick: Yeah.


Rosin: At the end of May, they sat down to book their flights to Poland. They picked seats on the right side of the plane because that was the side where you could see the city as you left.

Borowski:  Okay, so outbound flight Tuesday, November 4, 2025.
 Polovick: Departing 5:20 Chicago.
 Borowski: Arriving 11:40 a.m. in Krakow.
 Polovick: I feel so shaky.
 Borowski: You ready? Yeah?
 Polovick: (Voice breaks.) I think we should do it. I think we should do it. How do you feel?
 Borowski: Let's do it.
 Polovick: Okay.
 Borowski: You wanna put your hand on the mouse? Just put it on my hand. Three, two, one. Oh.
 Polovick: (Laughs.)
 Borowski: That's anticlimactic. Three, two, one. (Laughs.) Fucking stop! Okay. I'm just gonna do it.
 Polovick: It's 'cause you're hitting it at the wrong--
 Borowski: Fucking right-click.
 Polovick: My heart is pounding.
 Borowski: This is the most ridiculous thing ever.
 Polovick: Oh my God. Okay, don't reload the page.
 Borowski: Ooh, okay.(Laughs.) Oh, fuck this place. Let's fucking go! Come on!
 Polovick: I can't believe--
 Borowski: (Laughs and claps.)
 Polovick: I'm so ready to go.
 Borowski: Let's do this!
 Polovick: (Laughs.)
 Borowski: Let's fucking go.
 Polovick: Yeah.
 Borowski: Let's fucking go.
 Polovick: Yeah. Yeah. (Laughs.)
 Borowski: Come on!
 (Sounds of couple kissing.)
 Polovick: Yeah. (Laughs.)
 Borowski: (Laughs.)


[Music]

Rosin: It's one thing to buy a plane ticket. But it's another to realize what you might be leaving behind.

That's after the break.

[Break]

Polovick: Okay, we're recording. Okay, so this is kind of some bittersweet news to share with you guys, but it is exciting.


Rosin: At the start of summer, Maddie--who worked at a nonprofit in Chicago--let her co-workers know that she would be leaving her job.

Polovick: My last day here will be mid-October. And the reason it's coming to an end is because, in early November, Matt and I are moving to Poland--
 Co-worker 1: Oh, Maddie!
 Polovick: --and we're moving to Poland because of--some of you know this--but Matt is undocumented. And over the duration of our relationship, especially in the last year, things have gotten a lot worse, right? We work in this community. We serve immigrants.


Rosin: For Matt, this move was a homecoming of sorts. He'd lived in America for the majority of his life, but he'd kept up with his Polish, and he still had some extended family back in Poland.

Co-worker 2: --that leading up to October is probably gonna be very difficult, as well, emotionally, so--


Rosin: For Maddie, of course, this move was different.

Co-worker 2:  If you have any questions, feel free to ask me or Maddie. I'm sure you have plenty of questions. But we have so much more to look forward to. And you can always come back here if you'd like. (Laughs.)
 Co-worker 1: Maddie, don't be afraid. That's all I have to say, Maddie. Don't be afraid.


Rosin: Maddie was leaving behind a career. She did not speak the language, would not know anyone in Poland besides Matt. And although she could return to the U.S., it would only be for shorter visits.

A life with Matt meant they were probably never going to live in America again.

Polovick: That's what I'm resenting right now. I'm resenting that I'm having to move--just bear with me--but I'm having to move to this fucking country, and I have to learn this fucking language.


Rosin: They had given themselves enough time to get ready for the move--and enough time to second-guess it.

Borowski: Are you gonna be okay?
 Polovick: I don't have another option. And I mean that literally. I don't have another option--I have to find a way to be okay. So I have to do the things that I have to do.  That's how I will be okay.
 Borowski: Don't forget Polish.
 Polovick: And don't forget Polish. And don't forget to do my knee exercises. And don't forget to find time to talk to my friends before I leave America and literally never live here ever fucking again. And--do you want to keep going?
 Borowski: Look, you saying this shit does not make me feel better.
 Polovick: I'm saying that facetiously. It's just, like--there's just a lot.
 Borowski: It's not facetious. It doesn't come off as facetious.
 Polovick: (Sighs.)
 Borowski: I know you have a lot to do. What the fuck have I been doing since January? Everything. I know there's a lot to do. I know. It's not funny anymore.
 Polovick: Okay, well, I'm--I don't know. Do you want me to apologize for being bitter?
 Borowski: No.


[Music]

Rosin: Matt had his own reservations too. One was that the move would hurt his relationship with Maddie. Another was that he was turning his back on the home that meant more to him than he sometimes let on.

On his last day of work--when his colleagues showered him with cards, tamales, and hugs, and helped him nearly close the bar down after work--he was caught off guard.

Borowski: So yeah, it's just hard to let that go, man. It's--shit. Yeah, just a lot of connections were made over the last three years, more than I, I guess, paid attention to.
 Polovick: Yeah.
 Borowski: Yeah. It makes me wanna stay. As hard as the job is and as hard as it is living here, that voice in the back of my head is like, You should stay, man. Look at all this--
 Polovick: I know.
 Borowski: --and you wanna start over?


Rosin: Most of all, they were leaving behind Maddie's family, who had become Matt's family now too.

Rosin: Who was the first person you told in your family that you were leaving?
 Polovick: I would say--seriously, I would say it was my dad.
 Rosin: What did he say?
 Polovick: He understood, and he was not surprised that we were making this choice.


Buddy Polovick: Yeah. Lots of stages of grief. We accept it. The thing that gives me comfort is knowing that they're gonna have a healthy, secure life, and it's gonna be good.


[Music]

Sherri Polovick: I think of so many other families that are going through this and they don't have a happy outcome, and they have a worse outcome of someone being deported to a country that either they fled or they don't live in, and I feel like this is the best outcome possible, so.
 Buddy Polovick: Yeah. It'll be okay.
 Sherri Polovick: It's just our story. We're just one.


[Sounds of whistles and people shouting]

Rosin: With a little more than a month left before their flights, everything around them seemed to be ramping up. ICE and Border Patrol had Chicago on edge, and Trump was threatening to send in the National Guard.

Donald Trump: Well, we're going in. I didn't say when. We're going in. When you--


Rosin: Tensions were also escalating in Poland after news broke that they'd shot down Russian drones in Polish airspace.

News anchor: --news out of Poland: the military there accusing Moscow of an act of aggression after Polish and NATO forces scrambled to shoot down--


Rosin: And Maddie was having panic attacks.

Polovick:  Okay, I am really freaking out. (Exhales.)
 Borowski: Gimme your hand. Gimme your hand. Gimme your hand. It's okay.
 Polovick: Oh my God. I feel like I'm gonna throw up.
 Borowski: Hey, hey, hey. It's okay. It's okay. It's okay. It's okay. Oy, oy, oy. It's okay. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. In and out. In and out. In and out.
 Polovick: (Breathes and sniffles.)
 Borowski: Keep holding my hand. It's okay.


Polovick:  I've had so many dreams over the years where I have this terror that comes over me because I'm like, Oh my God, what have we done? We've left America. We can't go back. What have we done?
 And I've had that dream so many times. But also, at the same time, there's just so much joy 'cause I'm like, We're out. We did it. We're not in America anymore. But like, What have we done?
 Buddy Polovick: Yeah.
 Polovick: That's what I'm thinking about, is like, Okay, it's gonna be real this time. It's not gonna be a dream.


Polovick:  Do you think I'm weak?
 Borowski: No. No.
 Polovick:  I just wonder how you think about me sometimes with this.
 Borowski: I think about you as my wife, and I love you a lot. I think about you as my wife who is fucking amazing for being willing to get on a plane with me and fly 5,000 miles across the Atlantic and settle somewhere new. That's what I think of you.
 I will be eternally grateful for what you're doing. Whew, tears.


Polovick:  How's it looking in there?
 Drew Polovick: We're good.
 Polovick: Yeah?
 Buddy Polovick: The sardine can is being packed as we speak.
 Polovick: Wow, well--


Rosin: On their last day in America, all of Maddie's family; Matt's brother, Jakub; and all of their luggage were loaded into a van to go to the airport.

Polovick: Air France, 5C--5C. We're this way. Okay, so I think Matt and I are gonna check all of our bags, and then we'll say goodbye.


Rosin: Who will you miss the most, do you think?
 Polovick: Oh. I'm gonna miss my brother.
 Rosin: Mm.
 Polovick: Yeah. I'm gonna miss my brother the most.


[Music]

Polovick: Ooh, I think it's hitting me a little bit. (Sniffles.) It's okay--I'm excited. Yeah. I'm glad that we got to live in the same city for a little bit. That was really special. (Laughs.)
 Drew Polovick: Don't say that. (Laughs.)
 Polovick: (Laughs.) I know. I know. I know.
 Drew Polovick: That's why I brought my sunglasses inside.
 Polovick: (Laughs.)
 Borowski: Hey, as soon as I walked in, I cried. As soon as I walked in, I cried.
 Polovick: Shit, I'm getting really warm in this. (Laughs.) I'm a little sweaty--I don't know about you guys. (Laughs.)
 Borowski: I just had my passport scanned for the first time.
 Polovick: Oh my God, yeah.


Rosin: After all the bags had been checked and the boarding passes printed, the only thing left to do was the thing that they'd been dreading.

They found a space off to the side, and for a moment, they were quiet.

Borowski: It's that time, right?


Rosin: Matt went to his younger brother, Jakub, first.

Borowski: Remember when I moved back for a little while when I was, like, 22, 23, and I left really quickly, and we had the same sort of thing happen--you remember?
 Jakub: Yeah.
 Borowski: I think of it as that, except now that I'm leaving and I'm going where I'm going, you at the very least know that I can be safe, you know?
 Jakub: (Cries.) I love you.
 Borowski: I love you, man. I love you too.


Rosin: They said goodbye to Maddie's mom.

Sherri Polovick: Oh, I don't wanna say goodbye, Mad.
 Polovick: We're gonna see each before we know it.


Borowski: --because I look at you as Mom now, you know? Yeah. Like, everything I wanted in one.


Rosin: They said goodbye to Maddie's brother.

Polovick: I know. I know.
 Drew Polovick: I'm so mad at you. (Laughs.)
 Polovick: (Laughs.)
 Drew Polovick: I changed my mind--this is the new maddest I've ever been.
 Polovick: (Laughs.)


Rosin: And then, it was time.

Polovick: Oh, shit. Is this it?
 Borowski: This is it.
 Family member: Wait, how do you say goodbye in Polish?
 Polovick: Goodbye? Well, there's, like, 12 different ways to say anything.
 Family member: Farewell.
 Borowski: Farewell. I just say it like this: Do zobaczenia.
 Family members: Do zobaczenia.
 Borowski: That's "until next time."
 (Polovick, Borowski, and their families repeatedly say, "Do zobaczenia," to one another.)
 Polovick: Okay. Let's do it.
 Family member: They're off.
 Borowski: Bye.
 Family member: Love you guys.
 Polovick: See you on the other side.


[Airplane dings]

Rosin: As the plane lifted off--there, in seats 17D and 17F, with a one-way ticket--they found themselves caught between two homes: one full of the people who loved them, a few thousand feet below, and the other full of uncertainty, a few thousand miles ahead.

Borowski: Ah, fuck.
 Polovick: (Exhales.)


Rosin: The day before their flight, we'd asked Matt if he felt like he was giving something up by leaving America. And he said that he did.

When we asked him what he felt he was giving up--a country, a city, an idea--his answer was: "On what could've been."

[Airline employee makes an announcement: "Ladies and gentleman, welcome to Warsaw. It is 20 past four. You may now deactivate flight mode. Please keep your seatbelt fastened until the seatbelt sign has been switched off."]

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Ethan Brooks. Rob Smierciak engineered and composed original music. Ena Alvarado fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of audio at The Atlantic, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/2025/12/immigration-undocumented-self-deportation/685205/?utm_source=feed
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The Media CEOs Jockeying for Trump's Support

By appearing noncommittal in the fight over Warner Bros., the president is inviting competing bids for his blessing.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 10 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.

The president isn't picking sides in the battle to own Warner Bros. Discovery--at least not yet. On Friday, the company announced that Netflix would acquire it for $83 billion. A day later, Paramount Skydance launched a roughly $108 billion hostile-takeover bid, backed in part by Donald Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner. But when Trump was asked on Monday for his take on the media showdown, he was noncommittal: "None of them are particularly great friends of mine."



It's not for lack of trying. Netflix CEO Ted Sarandos made a play for the president's favor last month, visiting the White House to discuss Warner Bros.' prospects. Before then, the leading candidate to purchase the media giant was Paramount Skydance. Its CEO, David Ellison, is the son of the software centibillionaire Larry Ellison--a key Trump ally--and has teased sweeping changes to CNN (owned by Warner Bros.) if his company succeeds in its takeover. Paramount Skydance's chief legal officer, Makan Delrahim, handled antitrust law for the Justice Department during Trump's first term. The Ellisons' relationship with the president is close enough that when Trump reportedly asked Larry to green-light Rush Hour 4--almost 20 years after Rush Hour 3 came out--Paramount Skydance made it happen.



The Netflix-Warner Bros. deal will likely spend more than a year in regulatory review. Presidents can't unilaterally decide who buys or sells a company, but that reality has so far been less important than the perception that Trump might be able to sway the outcome. Asked on Sunday whether the mammoth transaction would meet the bar for regulatory approval, Trump said, "I'll be involved in that decision." Craig Aaron, the president of the media watchdog Free Press, told me that when it comes to corporate mergers, he's never before seen "personality-based wooing" of any president on this scale: "He's saying, Impress me--nobody's my friend yet, but they could be." Much of the analysis from Wall Street, Aaron said, comes down to "Who does Trump like best? It's an almost unfathomable way of doing business."



Mega-businesses structure their mega-deals in a way that's consistent with existing regulations rather than with a president's particular whims. The Justice Department and the Federal Trade Commission vet most telecommunications deals independently of the president--but their influence has limits. Trump learned that lesson during his first term, when his Justice Department sought to stop AT&T and DirecTV's 2017 purchase of Time Warner. On the campaign trail in 2016, Trump had gone on record opposing the deal, claiming that it consolidated too much power in too few hands (his feud with CNN, then owned by Time Warner, may have had something to do with it too). But even with Trump's explicit backing, the Justice Department couldn't stop the merger; in 2019, a federal appeals judge ruled that the deal could stand.



Things are different this time around. Paramount and Skydance completed their merger in August under the watchful eyes of Trump-appointed regulators. As part of an effort to get the deal over the line, the companies agreed to certain mandates set by the Federal Communications Commission: dismantle DEI programs and install an ombudsman to oversee the ideological bias of the company's content. Because Netflix isn't looking to buy any of the Warner Bros. cable networks, the FCC won't be involved in the approval process--but the Justice Department and the FTC could still attach all sorts of strings to the deal. The traditional regulatory split, wherein the regulators, not the president, review the deal, remains intact. But the ongoing hollowing out of the Justice Department may end up supercharging Trump's influence: Many of the "normative restrictions around the president using the department as a weapon" have been eroded during Trump's second term, according to my colleague Quinta Jurecic.



There's also the question of Trump's broader interest in antitrust enforcement. During the Biden administration, the DOJ and the FTC instituted new Merger Guidelines that increased federal scrutiny of major deals; for now, those rules remain in place. Trump has fretted in the past about consolidation, but the broad MAGA coalition includes both populist trustbusters and unabashedly pro-corporate figures. His promise to "be involved" with the deal's approval process could cut both ways.



As of now, no company has fully earned Trump's loyalty. At the Kennedy Center Honors on Sunday, David Ellison sat with him in the presidential box. The following morning, Trump castigated Paramount Skydance for allowing an interview with Marjorie Taylor Greene to air on 60 Minutes. By making a show of his indecision, the president is inviting a battle for his affections--but staying friends with Trump can be its own challenge.



Related:

	The apocalyptic potential of the Netflix-Warner Bros. deal
 	Why the Gulf monarchs shower Trump with gifts




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Something ominous is happening in the AI economy.
 	What explains Trump's aggression against Venezuela? Who knows.
 	John Roberts's dream is finally coming true.




Today's News

	The U.S. military seized a large oil tanker off Venezuela's coast, President Donald Trump said, following an interview released yesterday in which he said that Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's "days are numbered."
 	A federal judge blocked the Trump administration from deploying the California National Guard in Los Angeles.
 	A federal judge ordered the unsealing of grand-jury records from Jeffrey Epstein's 2019 sex-trafficking case, citing a new law requiring the release of Epstein-related documents while protecting victims' privacy.
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The Most Impractical Tool in My Kitchen

By Tyler Austin Harper

My relationship with carbon-steel knives began with a lie. When I was in graduate school a few years ago, I walked into a schmancy New York City knife shop, determined to buy a lithe 210-millimeter Suisin Gyuto. But the clerk didn't want to sell it to me. The poor man had quite evidently been traumatized by prior customers who had bought (and presumably returned) high-maintenance knives that they were not prepared to take care of. He seemed desperate to get me to buy a stainless-steel one instead.
 But no, I wanted that knife. I had landed on it after countless hours poring over Reddit threads when I should have been writing my master's thesis. "It will be a lot of work!" the salesman said. Then: "It will rust!" And: "It must be hand washed!" And: "Can I show you these knives over here?" His pleas became more and more plaintive until, eager to end both of our miseries, I exclaimed: "It's a Christmas gift for a friend! He has other carbon-steel knives already!" The lie, at last, appeased him. Minutes later I was out in the cold, clutching my shopping bag, inside it my tall, thin "gift" wrapped in gold paper.
 The salesman was, of course, right.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Ukraine's latest attacks showcase its desperation.
 	Trump's new imperialism
 	OpenAI is in trouble.
 	The new allowance




Culture Break
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Read. Googoosh's love songs are both banned and beloved in her homeland, Arash Azizi writes. Her new memoir reveals a life as rich and painful as Iran's history.

Watch. Mad Men's messy HBO Max debut reveals the quirks of ushering old shows into a new era, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Stop Trump's Plan to Steal the 2026 Elections

Brennan Center President Michael Waldman on how Donald Trump could try to subvert the 2026 midterm elections, how he can be stopped, and what can be done to reform America's electoral system. Plus: David on Trump's silly award from FIFA.

by David Frum

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the absurd Peace Prize awarded to Donald Trump by FIFA. David discusses how the invented prize reflects what FIFA understands about our president--that he's the kind of leader who can be won over with shiny trinkets and fancy ceremonies.

Then, David is joined by Michael Waldman from the Brennan Center for Justice to discuss how the Trump administration might try to undermine or even outright steal the 2026 elections. David and Michael discuss the possible actions Trump could take, along with the systems in place to stop him and what reforms need to happen to the American electoral system. Michael also discusses the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and what Republicans are doing to undermine it.

Finally, David closes the episode with a discussion of an article titled "How Responsibility Shapes Career Success for Leaders," and what a lesson in management tells us about Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth's leadership and accountability (or lack thereof) in the controversy over the strikes in Caribbean Sea.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Frum:  Hello and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Michael Waldman, president of the Brennan Center [for Justice] at the New York University School of Law. We'll be discussing at the end of the show not a book this week, but an article: "How Responsibility Shapes Career Success for Leaders," published in 2024.

But first, before the discussion and before the article, some thoughts on events of the week. A lot of the things the Trump administration does are just horrifying, terrible, destructive. Some of them are silly and weird, and I wanna talk this week about one of the silly and weird ones. As you may have observed, President [Donald] Trump was just awarded the first-ever Peace Prize by the football association FIFA. Now, those of you who follow sports more closely than I do know that FIFA is not exactly a paragon of moral integrity, so any award from FIFA seems kind of dubious; a peace prize seems even more dubious. But there they were at the Kennedy Center here in Washington, D.C.--or, as President Trump said during one of the ceremonies, the soon-to-be-called Kennedy-Trump Center, because he does have a fantasy of renaming it for himself, but it's still, for the moment, the Kennedy Center. At the Kennedy Center, there was a big ceremony, and President Trump was awarded this FIFA Peace Prize.

Now, this is a prize that was created in November of this present year, 2025--never been awarded before. Unlike the Nobel [Peace] Prize, it's a real doorstopper: It's a giant desktop trophy, and it comes with a disc, a medal, that can be worn around the neck. The actual Nobel Prize comes with a disc too, but it doesn't have the little attachment that allows you to hang it around your neck like a prizefighter. But as the FIFA president said to President Trump, You can now wear this with you wherever you go, and it will not be surprising if he does. President Trump does dearly, dearly love a prize.

Now, why did FIFA do this? We don't exactly know, but it is noteworthy that, along the way, President Trump has done many, many things that might be considered a threat to FIFA plans. FIFA awarded the 2026 World Cup to a joint bid from North America: from the United States, Canada, and Mexico. Not to the United States alone, but to the three NAFTA--or as it used to be; today, USMCA--the three trading partners in the USMCA.

And President Trump has been making a lot of noises that he's getting ready to blow up the USMCA altogether. And even if he doesn't quite do that, he's done other things that FIFA might consider threatening. He's imposed limits on visas from many countries, including many of the countries that are big investors in FIFA in the Middle East. And he was lobbied successfully in June of this year to say, okay, that any visa restrictions will not apply to people [who] are traveling to play in the World Cup or their immediate family or their coaches, so that was good news for FIFA. And he was finally persuaded to make a more than $1 billion commitment of taxpayer funds to support and provide security for the FIFA events in the United States. This announcement was made by the White House coordinator for [the] World Cup, a true merit appointee, son of Rudy Giuliani, Andrew Giuliani, who's--you didn't know this, but he is the White House coordinator for the World Cup. But at every step of the way, there have been problems, they've been overcome, but FIFA has been worried about them. So what better way of locking in President Trump's support than to announce that he's going to be given a prize, a peace prize, both a trophy and an around-the-neck medal?

Now, it might not have occurred to Donald Trump that he even wanted a peace prize if President Obama hadn't got one first. And that seems to have really stuck with him. And everybody in the world has seen it. President Trump has talked so often about his hunger for a peace prize, and it's become a talking point, that if you want President Trump's favor and you're on television, you have to say he should get a peace prize. Now he's got one--not the Nobel original but the FIFA, and as I said, bigger, gaudier, and you can wear it around the neck.

It's absurd, but what it also is a warning of is the president of the United States is someone who is very vulnerable, susceptible to these kinds of childish, imbecile blandishments. And if you know that and I know that and the FIFA people know that, everybody knows it, that you can manipulate the president of the United States with appeals to his vanity and with little geegaws that no republican leader should want--lowercase-r republican.

There have been a series of events that indicate that Donald Trump does not understand the role of president in the way that George Washington and Abraham Lincoln understood it. You drive around downtown Washington, you will see hanging from the Department of Labor, near the Capitol Hill, a giant banner with President Trump's picture on it. Well, that's just not done. Presidents, living presidents, are not honored in that kind of way in the United States--or they never have been before. Or the National Park Service just announced that they will no longer have free entry to the parks on Martin Luther King Day and Juneteenth, federal holidays, but they will have free entry on June 14, President Trump's birthday.

When I first heard this story, that the National Park Service was going to offer free admission on President Trump's birthday, I thought, I bet this story is being exaggerated, because June 14, President Trump's birthday, is also Flag Day. So maybe that's why June 14 is free: It's because it's Flag Day, and they've replaced Martin Luther King Day with Flag Day. That's a little culture worry, but it's not quite monarchical. But when you go to the National Park Service website and see, they actually describe June 14 as "Flag Day/President Trump's birthday." That is, the Park Service is itself saying at least 50 percent of the reason you get a free ticket is because it's President Trump's birthday. The United States has never before marked in any way the birthday of a living president. And it leaves most of the presidents' birthdays just gathered together in a single President[s'] Day that started as George Washington and Lincoln's birthday, and has now been grouped together to be a catchall for everybody, but only the past presidents--those out of office, and ideally, those who are passed away--because democracies, republics, don't honor living leaders in their lifetime.

But that's what we've done. And that's what FIFA understands about us, that [we're] just kind of a joke country with a kind of joke leader, and you can get things out of him by giving him a geegaw. It's shameful, it's embarrassing, and it's not the worst scandal, but maybe it's part of the series of explanations that helps you to understand why the worst scandals keep happening and why nobody is stopping them.

And now my dialogue with Michael Waldman.

[Music]

Frum: My guest today is Michael Waldman. Michael Waldman has been president of the Brennan Center [for Justice] at New York University since 2005. The center's named for the famed liberal Supreme Court Justice William Brennan, and the Brennan Center is an academic institution to study the state of American democracy and the U.S. Constitution while upholding the values of the late justice. Michael is the author of the book The Supermajority: How the Supreme Court Divided America, published in 2023. He previously served as director of presidential speechwriting in the Clinton administration.

I should mention two personal connections to Michael. In the 1990s, our children attended the same preschool. There was an interval of, I think--or I recall--30 minutes between the start time for the slightly older and the slightly younger children, and Michael and I sometimes chatted in those intervals. Without him being indiscreet in any way, I look back on it and realize I owe a lot of my understanding of what happened in the [Bill] Clinton years to those brief conversations in a school play yard. Later, the youngest of my daughters worked for one of her college summers as a paid intern at the Brennan Center.

I asked Michael here today because we record this in the beginning of December of 2025. The political outlook looks pretty bleak for Republicans and for President Trump, but it doesn't look like they're willing to accept that political outlook without doing something about it, and that's a little outside the bounds of normal rules in American politics. So given Michael's deep expertise in American democracy and American courts, I've asked him to talk about how a nefarious actor might try to twist, distort, or even outright steal the 2026 elections.

Michael Waldman, thank you so much for joining me today.

Michael Waldman: It's great to be with you, David, and we have the secret decoder ring, also, of having been presidential speechwriters to different presidents, and there's a lot at stake right now in the values of our country and our Constitution that we all care a lot about.

When you think about it, in any democracy, the voters need to have the ultimate say, and the ultimate check on authoritarianism is the voice of the voters, if properly heard. And we had, in recent years in this country, a lot of pressure on the election system: COVID, threats of violence, actual violence, rampant disinformation. But encouragingly, the system hardened itself. Voting-rights groups worked with law enforcement, worked with businesses, and worked with these bipartisan election officials, who are real heroes, and the system held, and the elections were pretty free and fair and ultimately uneventful.

Frum: Which elections are you talking about that were--

Waldman: 2020, 2022, 2024. The difference now, of course, is for the first time, I think, in American history, the federal government and the Trump administration are actively waging an effort to undermine the 2026 elections.

Frum: We did have the unpleasantness of 2021 and the attempt to overturn an election, but the election-casting system was honest and fair in '20, 2022, and '24.

Waldman: It was the highest voter turnout, despite the pandemic, in over a century, and it was free and fair.

Frum: So let's talk about the election ahead. The problem that President Trump has--let's put ourselves in his shoes for a moment: He's done a lot of things that are either, if not illegal, certainly likely to expose him to bad publicity and negative implications if they ever come out--the way he's made apparently $1 billion from the crypto industry just since becoming president, accepting gifts from foreign potentates in violation of the Constitution, the slew of pardons of people who seem to not deserve them and who look like they've mounted pressure campaigns and lobbying campaigns in President Trump's inner circle, the strange mystery around the outreach to Russian businesses by American businesses that is like a side protocol to Trump's pressure on Ukraine. So there are a lot of things he doesn't want people to know about, and if he were to lose control of either or both houses of Congress, those things would come to light, and maybe there would be consequences. So now, from his point of view, think about it as he would: What can a president and a party that is still in control of Congress do to bend things their way?

Waldman: Well, there is much they can do to try to undermine the way the system works, but there are limits as well. And I wanna stress that, in each of these areas, there are things that can be attempted, and there are potentially effective pushbacks that can make sure that the election actually does happen as we would hope it happens, where the voters, however they choose, get the last word.

One thing that President Trump has tried to do already is to take personal control of the election system. He issued an executive order in March purporting to do just that. It purported to require that you had to produce a passport, not even a birth certificate but a passport, to register to vote on the federal form, to order states to turn over their sensitive voter data to DOGE because what could go wrong with that, and other things of that nature. But that has been blocked by the courts because the Constitution is quite clear that states run our elections; Congress has an important supervisory role in passing legislation, but the president has no role. And that key fact--the president has no role in so much of this--is really the thing that gives the greatest hope to blocking this kind of activity.

They also tried to pass legislation that embodied a lot of these same ideas; it's called the SAVE Act. Of course, the appropriate way to do things is to pass legislation. This bill would've been, I think, a pretty egregious, restrictive bill in terms of voting in that it would require people to produce a passport or a birth certificate to register to vote, and that's something we know for sure that at least 21 million Americans don't have ready access to--and, actually, many more than that when you think of women who've changed their names because they got married. That bill passed the House, but it's actually been blocked and stalled in the Senate. So a lot of those kinds of things, the normal push and pull of politics is having its way.

They're doing a lot of other things too, and again, there's a lot of reasons for it, but it's certainly consistent with an effort to undermine the election and its integrity. They purged, fired, the election-security experts in the federal government, who had done a lot to protect against Russia and Iran and other potentially malevolent actors, and domestic actors as well, and who play a really important role with state and local election officials, who are not necessarily all that technologically sophisticated. They purged those people. What's happened is a lot of people on the outside, including the Brennan Center, have worked to make sure these folks have somewhere to land so they can actually do a lot of this same expert protection outside the government. It's not quite as good, but it actually is the kind of thing that can make a difference.

They are threatening to use the tools of law enforcement to scare off people in the election machinery. Think about the infamous phone call in 2021 with [Georgia Secretary of State] Brad Raffensperger, where Trump, at that point, said, We need to find 11,000 votes. Now think of that same call with a far more potent threat of prosecution, of the kind we saw with [former FBI Director] James Comey and with [New York State Attorney General] Letitia James and others. And so the fight to stop the weaponization of the Justice Department is also part of the fight over this.

And then there's a risk that troops or ICE or other forces like that will go into communities to mess things up around the election, which is also illegal.

Frum: Well, you haven't mentioned gerrymandering; we'll get to that. But the troops are something that worries me a lot, especially when you think about this in connection with the permission to briefly detain U.S. citizens. So, supposing the local National Guard commander who's deployed to the swing district--Charlotte, North Carolina, some place like that--takes it in his mind that maybe there are a bunch of illegal immigrants standing in this voting line, and they turn out to be U.S. citizens. Well, he can't detain them forever, but he may be able to detain them for a few hours, at least 'til after the polls close. The Supreme Court seems to have green-lit that.

Waldman: Those are known as Kavanaugh stops, which I suspect is not something Justice [Brett] Kavanaugh is proud of having his name attached to it.

Frum: This may be pushing the courts farther than even the courts would go, but if you say, We're in this one district. We think a lot of these people are illegal immigrants. We need to detain them, check their papers. That obviously takes time. Is that something that you worry about, or is that at the outer rim of probabilities?

Waldman: Well, we worry about it because we've seen that kind of misuse of domestic law enforcement before, in recent months. One of the things that startled me the most over the past year was when Governor Gavin Newsom and other Democratic political leaders held a press event to announce the ballot initiative that they were doing on redistricting--the one that eventually passed--somehow, armed and masked immigration agents showed up en masse outside the event, and they said it was a coincidence. But that kind of thing does give worry.

Here's the bottom line. It didn't happen, for example, in New Jersey, Virginia, or New York, or California this past election. It's certainly not a given, and I wanna stress again: It's illegal. There are numerous laws--federal and state and the Constitution--that say you cannot interfere with an election, including parts of the Voting Rights Act that the Supreme Court has not seen fit to touch. This is the kind of thing where we, at the Brennan Center, and others as well, we have the briefs written up and ready to go; the toner's in the printer. And this is the kind of the thing that the courts have been strong in stepping up to, but we certainly hope it won't come to that.

Frum: Now, the courts have given broad permission to gerrymandering, and we have seen some efforts in some states to do that. As you say, that's something that also may contain some of the seeds of its own undoing, that gerrymandering--and you'll explain how this works--can actually sometimes rebound on its authors if they're unlucky or if they're overconfident. But that's, I think, part of the story that people are paying a lot of attention to: the Texas gerrymander, an attempted gerrymander in Indiana, other states as well.

Waldman: No question. And as you know, gerrymandering has been with us since the beginning of the country. I always like to point out that, in the very first congressional election, Patrick Henry drew a district to try to keep James Madison from being elected to Congress. That was before they'd invented the word gerrymandering. It's gotten a lot worse over the years, thanks--among other things--to technology. Both parties do it when they can.

And what has happened is the Supreme Court in 2019 in a case called Rucho [v. Common Cause] said, We will not police partisan gerrymandering. We won't allow federal courts to even hear those cases. And so Texas, which, like the other states, does its redistricting every 10 years--that's what the census is actually for; it was a kind of a big innovation to have a census in the Constitution. It was for the drawing of congressional maps, among other things. Texas, in the middle of the decade, was urged by President Trump to do something it was not planning to do, which was a new redistricting, a new gerrymander. It was explicitly to create five seats, they hoped, for the Republicans, done at the expense of communities of color, at the behest of someone who doesn't live in Texas: President Trump.

What I don't think they counted on was two things. One is, the Democrats got fired up. And as we know, California, which has a nonpartisan redistricting commission, which had been passed into law by Arnold Schwarzenegger when he was governor, Democrats there went to the voters and said, This is to counter the Texas gerrymander. And they created, they hoped, five new Democratic districts. And you're starting to see this partisan arms race all over the country.

In partisan terms, it may turn out to be something of a draw. But even beyond that, as you said, the way these gerrymanders work assumes that they can create more narrow districts, but that it will still work out to their benefit--that's true for any political party. And sometimes, if the voters have a wave election, where people are all rushing to the polls to vote their opposition to the current party in power, it can actually not only not have the desired impact, it can actually create more victories for the other party. That is, in technical terms, called a "dummymander."

Frum: Yeah.

Waldman: So it could be--

Frum: Let's go a little slow and explain to people how this works. the analogy I use--maybe you have a better one--it's like you have a piece of toast, and you've got some jelly, but not quite enough for the whole toast. So you put the jelly on the toast, and the jelly's all heaped up on one piece of the toast. Those are your safe seats. Then you take your knife, and you start spreading the jelly thinner over the toast, and you can sort of reach farther along the piece of toast. But the problem is, little bald spots begin to appear where you had piles of jelly before. And if you're not careful, pretty soon, the bald spots are bigger than the jelly itself, and it might as well have had no jelly as trying to put the jelly all over the whole piece of toast.

Waldman: I'm getting hungry hearing this, but I think that's right. And in Texas in particular, for example, what they aimed to do was move some more Democratic voters out of Democratic districts,and, in fact, to try to flip some of the southern Texas districts that have been, to many people's surprise, moving toward the Republicans even though they're heavily Hispanic. But that kind of assumed that the voting patterns in that community would stay the same as they were in 2024, when Donald Trump won a very substantial share of the Latino vote all over the country. The ICE raids, the brutality, and all these other things we've seen seem to be pushing that community back toward a, in a sense, more traditional partisan landing spot in the Democratic Party.

Frum: And in South Texas, the effect of tariffs--these are low-income districts; the tariffs are designed to land most heavily on them, to transfer the burden of taxation from high-income people to lower-income people by making everyday life more expensive. And people who know exactly what every item in the grocery basket costs today, what it cost six months ago, those people are people who are becoming tariff voters.

Waldman: It's a very interesting thing to see this issue play out in that people really keep track of what the price of food is, keep track of what the price of gas is in ways that they don't keep track of many other things, where the dollars and cents are often buried in larger sets of numbers.

Frum: Yeah, I didn't wanna get too hopeful too early, but there are some signs of hope here, and one of the things you mention is that the Trump administration seems not to understand its own past political successes and the origins of their failures. And one of the things I'm struck by is when you mention, well, they wanna have passports as the only form of ID. So this disadvantages people who don't travel internationally. This disadvantages, as you say, women who've changed their name, who may not have updated their passport. Who does it not disadvantage? People who travel a lot, and women who haven't changed their name. And historically, the people who travel a lot would be likely to be Republicans because that implies higher levels of income. But in today's electorate, the people who travel a lot may not be Republicans anymore.

Waldman: It's true that the diploma divide is something neither party really have wrapped their minds around, and I think probably both of them are somewhat uncomfortable with the implications. About half of all Americans don't have a passport. How do they summer in France?, you might ask.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Waldman: Well, that's reality. And more people have a birth certificate, but they don't actually necessarily know where it is: I think it's in a shoebox in my mother's closet. So you'll hear people talk about "documentary proof of citizenship," and of course, only eligible citizens should vote. Indeed, only eligible citizens overwhelmingly do vote. But actually demanding this kind of paperwork turns out to be something that a lot of people wouldn't have, and it's not the case that it necessarily affects only Democrats or only Republicans.

Frum: The same thing with voter-rolls purges. If you say, We're gonna make it a little bit difficult for people who don't own their homes to vote and a little tougher for renters, as opposed to homeowners, and especially long-established homeowners, again, in 2005, it was a good premise that people who had lived in their house for a number of years were probably Republican leaners. I'm not sure that that's still true in 2025.

Waldman: I don't think that, in some senses, that the kind of careful parsing of political demographics is what is behind all of this. It's kind of more of a muscle memory, an emotional impulse that we see playing out, and sometimes, it has actually caused quiet ruptures inside the president's own coalition.

When his executive order on requiring a passport was blocked, when Congress blocked the SAVE Act, the president put out another post on social media saying, I'm going to do an executive order ending vote-by-mail, and, by the way, the state election officials are merely agents who work for the president, and their job is merely to count the votes as agents for the president. Again, James Madison and the other boys who wrote the Constitution had a different idea. But there never was an executive order, and they backed down very quickly. And I don't think it's too much of a leap to surmise that the Republican Party operatives and state chairs, who have said, Look, we finally crawled out of the hole where you told everybody voting by mail and voting early was a terrible, corrupt thing--that's how Republicans often voted. Before this was politicized, it was the snowbirds in Florida; older voters were more likely to take advantage of these--

Frum: Military voters.

Waldman: Military voters. These are conveniences that aren't unsafe; they're actually perfectly secure, and people like them. And so I think there was, from what I understand, pushback within the Republican Party, saying, Don't do this thing.

Frum: Yeah. And among older voters, it's not just snowbirders, who are comparatively affluent, who vote by mail; it's also people who are quite a bit older and who may be more housebound, so people over 80. They may have a lot of reasons why they don't wanna go mobilize all the paraphernalia they need to be mobile on a particular day chosen by other people if they can do it from their home, and those people may well be Trump voters or Republican voters.

Waldman: One in three voters in this country right now vote other than in person on Election Day, and that's consumer choice.

Frum: Let me ask you about the most ominous and fraught possibility, which is--this is a precedent that is much cited on the Republican side, and I'll just jog your memory because I'm sure you know this story better than I do, but in 1984, there was a very contested race in the state of Indiana, came down to a few dozen ballots' difference between the Republican and the Democrat. American voting institutions, just as we all discovered in the year 2000, are not that accurate. And it became very much a kind of metaphysical question about whether the Republican or the Democrat had really won this race in 1984 in Indiana. And the question was, given that the answer was: In the end you can't ultimately know down to the single, exact vote what exactly the intention of every last voter was, so if there's a separation of, I think, a few dozen, who decides?

So the Democrats then had a majority in the House, and they said, You know what? We're gonna have a committee of two Democrats and one [Republican], and they're going to examine--if I'm remembering this right. Became a big hullabaloo. And finally, the Democrats just asserted, Look, the Constitution says the House determines its own qualifications. That means, ultimately, the speaker of the House decides who gets seated. The courts have no role. Nobody has any role. The speaker decides. And the Democrats took the seat. And the Republicans all vowed, There will be payback for this someday if we ever get a speakership in a tightly contested race. And that's, I think, something that a lot of Republicans have in mind or are thinking about in 2026: that, if it really comes down to it, if it's on a knife edge, that Speaker [Mike] Johnson says, You are seated, and you are not.

Waldman: Well, you're right that it's--the counting of the votes and the decisions about who gets seated, it's sort of like a congressional analog to January 6. And these are some of the kinds of things that happen very rarely that keep election law nerds up at night.

I think there would be a pretty significant difference between one seat decades ago where that might have happened and the idea that, if voters really speak in a loud voice in an election, but then, the party that lost simply says, Well, we're just not going to count those. We're just not gonna count those wins. Sorry, Calvin Ball, we won, I think that the response from the public and the courts would be very strong. I think, on that kind of scenario, I don't think that that would just slip by, and the Democrats and the courts and others would not just sort of say, Well, better luck next time. If the voters have spoken, and for some reason, there was an attempt to squelch what they'd said--

Frum: Well, let me pause you. If the '26 outcome is that there are millions more ballots cast for Democrats than Republicans across the country and the Democrats pick up 37 seats, this plan won't work. But if the Republicans can show some strength, if the balance comes down to five or six seats, where the separation is a few hundred or few thousand votes, then this plan does work--or work better.

Waldman: Well, it works if there's not pushback; it works if the courts don't step up. And I think the courts have understood more than they had back then the kind of political shenanigans and the political chicanery that can happen with the machinery of elections. It's the 25th anniversary, coming up, of Bush v. Gore. And to me, the most significant takeaway from that intense recount and then the Supreme Court and other court battles is that both parties came to realize, Hey, the machinery of elections as of 2000 and before, as you were describing, was pretty rickety, and there were a lot of problems. And there actually was a lot of effort to clean up the voter rolls, to make voting more secure, to make the machines better, and a lot of these other things so that, really, we're in much better shape than we were a quarter century ago, even as both political parties mobilized more around these issues.

So I think that the answer to something like that would be that Democrats, in the chance that that were to occur, that all control would come down to one or two seats, Democrats have considerable power to tie up the Congress; the courts would get involved, I think, in that instance, and voters too. I think the ultimate answer, though, is making sure that people have their ability to vote, that there's confidence in the system working, that there's trust in the way votes are cast. That's why, when you look at all this stuff that President Trump and his administration are doing, it's always kind of a question of, like, Well, why are they doing this? What are they doing with all this? And the answer to me seems, ultimately, that they are trying to stir doubt and create a cloud of suspicion to make it easier, should there be the opportunity to push election officials and others to cave. And in 2020, it didn't happen. But I think that they think, if they can cast enough doubt, make enough people think that their voter rolls are clogged with noncitizens or illegal voters or ghosts or whatever, then they can confuse matters enough.

Frum: If you wanna be worried, that's where the politicization of National Guard becomes such an issue. One of the things that has been, I think, very painful to watch here in Washington, D.C., where I'm talking to you, is the National Guard gets deployed in Washington, D.C., quite often: for presidential inaugurations every four years; there are often various kinds of emergencies where the National Guard comes out. And they come from all over the country, and by and large, in my experience--and, of course, the 9/11 experience--people accept them and are often quite happy to see them. They've got a job to do, and Washington is a city that thrives on visitors from across the country, uniformed and not. This time, it's been different. There's been no, I think, or very little, hostility to the National Guard, but there's a lot of quizzical glances, like, Why are you here, and what are you doing? And we don't like the imputation that President Trump is making that the city can't govern and police itself in normal times. But if they are out in many places, especially in swing districts, in 2026, that puts the National Guard in a false position, and it changes the way Americans think about needing the face of their Army, when the Army is paid for to defend them.

Waldman: And when you talk to people with experience in the National Guard, they will say, This is not what these folks signed up to do. They signed up to do disaster relief and the other things that we do rely on for the National Guard. I think that what President Trump has done with the use of the troops--the National Guard and, in limited instances, the active-duty military--is he's done it to show that he can do it. He hasn't really sent tens of thousands of troops in to occupy Portland or anything else of that nature. (Laughs.) It's more to make the point that he is using the military, and it's important to note, as you've written and others as well, this is utterly illegitimate, to use the military domestically as a show of intimidation or force or for normal, regular, everyday law-enforcement matters or other things like that.

When you go to a place like Chicago--I was there a few weeks ago talking to people there--they weren't happy about the National Guard being used in this way. But the National Guard was not there in such large numbers; they were kind of going around taking snapshots of the tall buildings. But what was really dangerous and really disruptive has been ICE and CBP and the way they have swooped into neighborhoods and done the mass deportation with minimal regard for civil liberties and maximum willingness to tear-gas people and all those other things. And again, I think that when you look at ICE and the size that it will expand to under the budget that's been passed, this massive potential domestic force, I think that's something, if there is another Democratic president or another Republican president who's not Donald Trump, they're really gonna need to grapple with what's been created and how to bring it in line with the Constitution.

Frum: And ICE does really see itself as answering to the president, not to the government.

Waldman: They're wearing masks, so we don't know, but it certainly seems more that way. (Laughs.) And these National Guard are regular folks. They're coming from their regular lives. They're normally under the command of the governor of the state. It's very apolitical. It's a citizen-service thing. But this is where governors and mayors, especially, have an important role to play. Police, state troopers, and others can protect elections, and it's an important role for them to play, and this is where it's really been vital that governors have come to understand their role in this federal system: that they can protect their own people and make sure that they protect voters. And this may be another benefit evoked by [voting by] mail, is that it's harder to intimidate people with trouble at the polling place.

Frum: Well, let's talk about governors and mayors and local elections because a lot of the mischief in American elections has occurred at these lower levels. In fact, one of the reasons we have this illusion that there are things called "red states" and "blue states," or that the country's neatly divided between red states and blue states, is because the state levels are often so gerrymandered that states that are really quite closely divided, like Texas, look bright, bright red. And that's a phenomenon of political hijinks at the state and local level, many of which they--

Waldman: And there are a lot of Republicans in Massachusetts. And we have this development of the country into rigid blocks of red states and blue states, and if you're a Democrat in Texas or a Republican in Massachusetts, under the current system, you get little representation.

Frum: Yeah. And the voting lines can be drawn in ways to intensify that. And this seems to have been a phenomenon post-2000, and it seems to have accelerated--nd maybe it's better computers that are to blame--but it seems to have accelerated since 2010.

Waldman: Better computers, wimpier Supreme Court justices.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Waldman: They, for a long time, they knew this was a real problem. They said, We are going to issue a standard. They said, We can't come up with a judicially manageable standard. And in a 2019 case called Rucho v. Common Cause, they said, Actually, it's too hard. We are just not going to police partisan gerrymandering.

I should mention another topic, which could have an impact on redistricting and much else, is the Voting Rights Act. The Supreme Court seems poised, based on their questioning in a recent argument, to really severely weaken, at the most likely scenario, what is left of the landmark Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Frum: For those who don't follow it, what was the 1965 Voting Rights Act? What did it do at the beginning, and in what ways has it been pared back since 1965?

Waldman: The Voting Rights Act was one of the most successful laws in American history. It was the product of the civil-rights movement, of John Lewis and others who bravely marched for voting rights at a time in the South when the Jim Crow segregation meant there were very few Black people who were allowed to vote. And what the Voting Rights Act did, above all else, was to say that states that had a history of racial discrimination in voting had to get permission from the Justice Department or the federal courts before they could change their voting practices; this was called preclearance. And it was hugely successful and really transformed the South and the whole country. Really, starting in 1965 was when we really could be said to have had a multiracial democracy in this country.

In 2013, in a case called Shelby County, Chief Justice John Roberts, writing for the majority, gutted Section 5--meant you couldn't use it anymore--and he basically said, Oh, this kind of racism, that's a thing of the past. The South has changed; the country's changed. And Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg in a dissent said, Well, that's like standing in a rainstorm, holding an umbrella and not getting wet, and saying, therefore, "Oh, I don't need an umbrella. I'm not wet." In other words, that kind of equality in voting flourished because of the protection of the Voting Rights Act.

Well, they eliminated preclearance, but there was a part of the law that was still left called Section 2, which meant you, as a voter, as a civil-rights group, or the Justice Department--people like that--could bring a lawsuit to protect voting rights. Quietly, with much less fanfare, in a case in 2021, the Supreme Court made it much harder to use that for voter-suppression laws, but it still could block racial discrimination in redistricting and to stop what's called the dilution of the political power of communities of color. This is a case called Callais; they actually asked for a reargument. And they made it pretty clear that, while I don't think it's likely they're going to actually declare the whole Voting Rights Act unconstitutional, they're going to make its use in protecting voting districts that will elect Black and Latino candidates much, much harder. And some analyses have said, in The New York Times and elsewhere, that this could add to the Republicans 15 seats in the House of Representatives. I'm not sure it's quite that dramatic, but that would be the consequence of something like this.

Frum: Can't it also backfire on Republicans? Because one of the effects of the Voting Rights Act was you'd have a state like Mississippi, which is approximately, what, near--not quite but nearly--half Black; I don't remember off the top of my head how many seats Mississippi would have, but because you had to guarantee the Black voters a certain number of seats, the majority, the racial majority, could cram them all into a finite number of districts and then take the rest of the board for itself. Once the Voting Rights Act is gone, those Black voters don't disappear, and they haven't lost their right to vote. They now participate in politics across the whole state in new kinds of ways that could create a kind of dummymander by a different name.

Waldman: There was a period a few decades ago where civil-rights groups and the RNC were both urging the creation of more Black-majority or Black-supermajority districts to make sure, not in partisan terms but in representational terms, that there would be members of Congress and other legislators who really represented those communities. We don't really know what would happen, and a lot of us are thinking about what would come next. And in partisan terms, you may be right that it's hard to predict.

I think that there are other kinds of ways to strengthen the law--a lot of these decisions made by the Supreme Court on the Voting Rights Act are not about the Constitution; they're about the way the statutes are worded. Now, the court seems to find any chance it can to gut this law. But one of the things that can happen and should happen on this and on other voting issues and redistricting issues is: I said the Supreme Court backed away from its responsibility, but to me, there is no substitute for national standards on redistricting that applied and should apply to red states and blue states alike. The Supreme Court wouldn't do it, but Congress emphatically has the power under the Constitution to set national standards on redistricting. That would affect partisan gerrymandering; it would also help with racial discrimination in gerrymandering too, as well as the Voting Rights Act. And the legislation that came quite close to passing in Congress a few years ago, the Freedom to Vote Act, it was a kind of an omnibus bill on voting and a number of other things. But it had in it a ban on mid-decade redistricting and a ban on partisan gerrymandering everywhere in the country. If it had passed, what's going on right now on redistricting wouldn't be legal, wouldn't be happening. It passed the House. It had a majority in the Senate. This was a bill that Senators [Kyrsten] Sinema and [Joe] Manchin, while supporting the bill, said they wouldn't change the filibuster rules so it would pass. The Democrats have said that if they get control again, they will find a way to get this passed, even with a majority vote, and that would have a big impact.

Frum: Let's wrap up with two summary questions. As you look at the year ahead, the political year ahead, what has you most worried about a threat to free and fair elections? And second--you can take a pause after this one--should there be free and fair elections? And, should there be a new kind of post-Trump House of Representatives or even two houses of Congress, w What kind of changes should that Congress be thinking about as a way to make elections free and fair for the future?

Waldman: What has me worried is the reality that we have now a federal government working actively to undermine the integrity of the elections. And what eases that worry is when I see people in communities, people in states and across the country actually getting ready to defend those elections, because Trump has his plan, but I think a lot of the rest of us have our plan and know what to do to protect free and fair elections.

In terms of the future, I think this is a moment where the electorate has made really clear, election after election, that it is deeply unhappy with the institutions and with the way things are going in the country. The thing that is noteworthy to me about the 2024 election is that it was the first time since the 1800s that the incumbent party lost the White House three times in a row--different parties, right: Democrat, Republican, Democrat. That doesn't happen. That suggests a real deep unhappiness. And Donald Trump, in his way, intuited this and has responded to it; Democrats have consistently missed it, different ways each time.

But it's pretty clear there's a hunger for real change, and I don't think it's a question of left or right; I think it's the kind of thing, as has happened at other periods, such as a century ago, where reform-minded people of all political factions and in both parties can really try to make changes. So I would encourage everything from national standards to stop partisan gerrymandering, national standards to make sure that there is not racial discrimination or vote suppression. I think that dealing with the role of the Supreme Court is pretty important--as I think you know, I strongly feel that an 18-year term limit for Supreme Court justices would be a good accountability measure. It's a really worthwhile thing to note that it reflects kind of a core American value that nobody should be having that much power for too long. And the most recent Fox News poll showed 79 percent of the public supporting term limits. I think that after scandal is when you get reform--not always, but that's when it happens--and if we do it right, we can make this a season of renewal, even though things occasionally look dark on any given day.

Frum: Michael Waldman, thank you so much for talking to me today.

Waldman: Thank you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

 Frum: Thanks so much to Michael Waldman for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

As I mentioned at the top of the show, my book of this week is not a book at all; it's an article, and an article from an area of literature I don't read that much in: the literature of management studies. But the goings-on at the Pete Hegseth Pentagon--the Department of Defense, as it's legally called; the Department of War, as it now styles itself--forced my attention to this question of management.

Now, one of the things that you have probably noticed is that the Department of Defense, the Department of War, has given many different explanations for how and why it came to be that a boat that was allegedly smuggling drugs was struck not once by the United States armed forces, but a second time--after it had been disabled, after it had been capsized--killing all survivors aboard.

There have been many stories. But all the stories have one theme, which is that the secretary in charge--the secretary of defense; the secretary of war, as he styles himself--repeatedly disclaims personal responsibility. If you like the operation, well, you can credit him, but if you don't like the operation, or if any blame attaches to it, or if any legal liability attaches to it, that was somebody else's decision. He wants credit for anything that went well, but he wants to avoid any blame or liability for anything that went wrong. And as I said, this sent me to the area of management studies and to an article called "How Responsibility Shapes Career Success in Leaders."

Now, [Jack] Zenger was a professor at the Stanford business school, and he was the founder of an important management consulting firm, Zenger Folkman. But he wrote this in 2024: "More than 40 years ago, a colleague of mine, Dale Miller, conducted a study that compared two groups of executives. One group was identified by their colleagues as highly effective and ready for promotion, while the second group was initially considered ready; but upon further reflection [management] was deemed unready or unsuited for that role."

Now, here comes the important part: "Each group received a deck of 62 statements describing management behavior. Each was asked to sort the deck in a forced choice, bell-shaped curve--going from the most effective to the least effective behavior. The highly effective group's top choice was the statement 'Accepts full responsibility for the performance of the work unit.' This item was chosen far more frequently than statements about delegation, planning, staffing, time-management or technical skills. This choice also illustrated the sharpest distinction between the two groups. The managers who had been passed over for promotion attached far less importance to responsible behavior."

Now, Pete Hegseth has not been passed over for promotion; he has been promoted and overpromoted--from Sunday-morning-talk-show host to secretary of defense, with the new title that he's awarded himself of secretary of war. But you can see that the behavior that Zenger describes of not wanting responsibility for the performance of the work unit, that describes him perfectly.

I think there's a clue there, as with the silly prizes Trump wants for himself, the refusal of the most important attribute of leadership--not a silly prize, but actual responsibility--that defines what is going wrong with so much of the United States government and that just defines so much of what is going wrong with the United States military today.

Thanks so much for joining me this week. I wanna add two personal notes before I sign off. One, you may have noticed this week and last a slightly different look for The David Frum Show. We have a new camera and a new set. I hope both meet with your approval. I also wanna mention, as regular viewers, readers, listeners will know, my wife and I are big dog people. This past weekend, we lost a dog who was very close to us, meant more than any just one animal could mean, and that is the dog that belonged to my late daughter, Miranda; the dog's name was Ringo. I wrote a piece about Ringo for The Atlantic last year called "Miranda's Last Gift," and with Ringo very much in my thoughts, if you would like to read the piece, and if you've met with any kind of difficulty at The Atlantic paywall, just send me a note at producer@thedavidfrumshow.com, and I'll make sure you get a gift link to the article.

And with The Atlantic in mind, I hope you will consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of The David Frum Show and of all my colleagues at The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider also following me on social media: @davidfrum on X, or Twitter; @davidfrum on Instagram. There's a Facebook page as well.

Thanks for listening. Thanks for watching. See you next week 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: Brain Rot Is So Last Year

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 3:50 p.m. ET on December 10, 2025.

You've been waiting to build that dream place of yours, there in the spot you picked out a few years back, between the pons and the frontal lobe. Maybe you want to crib some designs from your friend Steve's place; it's got space for the first 115 digits of pi and the names of all 266 popes. But is now really the time for a new memory palace? Look at all the palaces sitting empty now, built by the folks who turned over their thinking to AI in the end.

All the more reason to start thinking and memorizing and building--your opulent mnemonic can be the pride of the neighborhood. Herewith: your first raw materials.

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

Wednesday, December 10, 2025

	What expression defined as "online content deliberately designed to elicit anger" did the Oxford University Press choose as its 2025 word of the year?
 -- From Amogh Dimri's "[REDACTED] Is a Brilliant Word of the Year"
 	The protective coat that gradually develops on metal and prevents rusting is known by what word also used for the sheen that wooden furniture acquires over time?
 -- From Tyler Austin Harper's "The Most Impractical Tool in My Kitchen"
 	What controversial practice shunned by many in Spain over animal-cruelty concerns has been adopted as a symbol by the country's traditionalist far right?
 -- From Begona Gomez Urzaiz's "By the Horns"




And by the way, did you know that the word-of-the-year trend has its roots in Germany? A language society there kicked off the gimmick in 1971 with the selection of aufmupfig, which, as I'm sure you're aware, means "rebellious"--a reference to 1960s counterculture.

American English joined the party in 1990, when the American Dialect Society picked bushlips for "insincere political rhetoric"; see George H. W.'s "Read my lips: No new taxes." Despite that snarky start, all of the selections that followed were sober-minded and decorous ... not! (That's 1992.)

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	Rage bait. The critics have come out in force, complaining that the choice is too meme-y or beneath the dignity of Oxford, but Amogh writes that the word is a great one, because--like cancel or ghosting or selfie before it--it usefully fills a niche. Read more.
 	Patina. The coating is crucial to proper carbon-steel-knife care, Tyler writes in an ode to his fussy blades. Knives of carbon steel are not nearly as low-maintenance as more accessible stainless-steel options, he says, but that's exactly the point. Read more.
 	Bullfighting. In an essay accompanied by some stunning photos, Gomez Urzaiz follows a bullfighter who is definitionally untraditional, for one big reason: She is a woman. 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 fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, December 9, 2025

	What 2025 sequel directed by Danny Boyle is set a little under three decades after the first film--which takes place precisely four weeks after a zombie apocalypse?
 -- From David Sims's "The 10 Best Movies of 2025"
 	A popular Filipino condiment developed amid World War II shortages replaces the tomato in ketchup with what fruit plentiful in the tropics?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "Can Jollibee Beat American Fast Food at Its Own Game?"
 	The writer Irving Kristol quipped that "a liberal who has been mugged by reality" is the best definition of what political label applicable to him (and to his son, Bill)?
 -- From David Brooks's "The [REDACTED] Were Right" 




And by the way, did you know that the Philippines--then a U.S. territory--was also attacked in the Japanese operation that targeted Pearl Harbor? Because of the Philippines' location across the International Date Line, the date there was December 8, 1941, rather than Hawai`i's December 7. Franklin D. Roosevelt's speech more accurately would have mentioned dates "which will live in infamy."

It's not as though FDR didn't know this. Rather, he made the choice to decenter the Philippines in his address, worried that his stateside listeners would not think of the territory as sufficiently American. (For more of this history, I recommend Daniel Immerwahr's How to Hide an Empire!)



Answers:

	28 Years Later. David writes that the follow-up to 2002's 28 Days Later is proof that major studio releases can still push audiences in creative, exciting ways (and be a lot of fun too). It's No. 6 on his Top 10 list. Read more.
 	Banana. Yasmin reports that banana ketchup crops up a lot in recipes that attempt to re-create the fast-food chain Jollibee's punchy flavors, which in her estimation knock American fast food on its backside. That punch is at once a strength and a weakness for Jollibee in U.S. markets. Read more.
 	Neoconservative. It might behoove opponents of Donald Trump to look back to the neocons for some ideas on how to think and talk about their mission, Brooks argues. He writes that the "moral and spiritual tenor" of the original neoconservatives "could be a tonic" for a society in crisis. Read more.




Monday, December 8, 2025

	In the late 1990s, the opening of a Guggenheim Museum outpost designed by the architect Frank Gehry reinvigorated what city in northern Spain?
 -- From Carolina A. Miranda's "Frank Gehry's Best Work Was Not His Flashiest"
 	The American biochemist Jennifer Doudna shared the 2020 Nobel Prize in Chemistry for her work on the gene-editing tool known by what acronym?
 -- From Nancy Walecki's "The Rarest of All Diseases Are Becoming Treatable"
 	Football analysts coined what portmanteau combining a word for the outcome of a game with the word for an intricate Japanese art form to describe when a game ends in a tally never before recorded?
 -- From Josh Levin's "No NFL Game Has Ever Ended ... 36-23"




And by the way, did you know that the highest score ever recorded in an NFL game is the Chicago Bears' December 1940 performance over the Redskins, in which they earned 73 points? Don't feel too bad for Washington--they also set a scoring record! However, it's one matched many times before and since: zero points.

Remarkably, this was a championship game, the Super Bowl equivalent of the era. And the score could have been even higher; by the end of the game, officials were asking the Bears not to kick for extra points, because too many footballs had been lost to the bleachers.



Answers:

	Bilbao. Miranda writes that if you really want to understand Gehry, who died last week at 96, you ought to look past his "titanium showpieces" to his more intimate experiments, including the very quirky house he made for himself. Read more.
 	CRISPR. Nancy reports on the ways that CRISPR has advanced since, including its first use this year to fix mutations specific to a single patient's genes. Plans to streamline the process could attract enough investors to get similar therapies to patients en masse. Read more.
 	Scorigami. Scoring strategy makes some outcomes far likelier than others--say, 36-22, which has happened 11 times, versus the never-before-seen 36-23. Elusive Scorigamis, Levin says, are a reminder that there are yet things left undone in sports, even when it feels like we might have seen everything. Read more.
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The New Allowance

As the financial ecosystem has gotten more complex, so have parents' payments to kids.

by Michael Waters

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Around the 1920s, a certain class of parents--those with enough money to indulge their kids from time to time--started to panic. Toy companies and trinket manufacturers were buffeting kids with ads, and children were pestering their parents for gifts. Many parents wanted their kids to have these new luxuries, but they also wanted them to understand that money had limits.

Parenting magazines suggested an intervention: small weekly payments, called allowances, that kids could squirrel away and use to buy toys or other treats on their own. The hope was that these payments would teach children to save rather than spend. But not everyone was a fan of the idea. Sidonie Matsner Gruenberg, an influential writer and educator, argued that some uses of the allowances confused "the give-and-take of family life with the buy-and-sell of the market place"; a 1935 article in Parents' Magazine argued that the payments would turn a child into a "calculating, hard-bargaining adult."

A century later, allowances are still around. According to a 2018 survey conducted by Merrill Lynch and Age Wave of 2,500 American parents, more than half of those with kids ages 7 to 17 gave allowances out. Earlier this year, a Wells Fargo survey of nearly 1,600 parents of kids ages 5 to 17 found that 71 percent of them gave allowances, with payments averaging $37 a week. These days, though, what an allowance is has expanded. Some parents still give cash. But as credit cards, digital investment tools, and "buy now, pay later" apps have proliferated, some parents (especially wealthier ones) are using the payments to introduce their kids to more complex aspects of the financial ecosystem: bank fees, interest rates, investing, credit scores, loan payments. Lisa Jacobson, a history professor at UC Santa Barbara and the author of Raising Consumers: Children and the American Mass Market in the Early Twentieth Century, told me that, essentially, these are "allowances supercharged for the era of finance capitalism."

Allowances--and the squabbles surrounding them--have long served as a window into an era's fiscal habits and anxieties. The payments "get continually reimagined as the political economy changes," Jacobson said; after the Great Depression, for example, it became more popular for people to split payments for expensive purchases into smaller installments, so some parents started teaching their children the basic principles of credit and repayment. Later in the century, as more parents began opening bank accounts for their kids, those became a typical place to park allowances, offering children an early introduction to the practice of depositing and taking out money, writing checks, and interacting with a financial institution.

Read: Parents are gaming their kids' credit scores

Today, as the list of skills required for self-sufficient financial citizenship has ballooned, some better-off families have taken allowances even further--and a new group of apps and games has popped up to help. Greenlight, for example, lets kids funnel their allowance savings into ETFs (a type of investment fund), play mini-games on the difference between credit and debit cards, and study the basics of maintaining a good credit score. Another app, Till Financial, encourages children to set up payments for platforms such as Spotify and Netflix to learn about the rhythms of subscriptions. It also creates incentives for kids to save by letting parents match what children have stowed away once they've hit their savings goals. (This is similar to Bill and Melinda Gates's method: In 2014, Melinda said that they pushed their kids to save their allowance money for charity by promising to match those funds at the end of each year.) The app and debit card FamZoo suggests that parents give their children mock loans to teach them about compound-interest payments. Offline, some parents use games such as Cashflow for Kids (created by the author of the up-by-your-bootstraps book Rich Dad Poor Dad), which teaches children about investing in companies, "acquiring assets and dealing with the perils of liabilities."

Of course, conversations about money (and allowances more generally) tend to look different depending on a family's socioeconomic status, and most families are not using investment apps for their kids. But some middle- and upper-income parents see allowances as an elaborate instructional opportunity: The families put curbs on how much cash they dole out not because they can't afford to spend more but to help their kids understand the limits of money. Those who encourage their children to invest do so not because they need the tiny dividends but to help kids learn.

For working-class parents, however, allowances are more likely to serve an actual budgetary purpose. Parents may say, "Here, you get $5 a week," J. Michael Collins, a professor of personal finance at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me, because that is all they can afford to give their kid to spend for fun. But that type of budgeting offers kids a valuable lesson. It teaches them that "you can't always ask me for something," Joyce Serido, a professor who has studied family finance at the University of Minnesota, told me. "It's up to you to learn how to manage your money."

Many parents, as they prepare their kids for an uncertain economy, probably fall somewhere in the middle, neither setting up a diversified investment portfolio for their children nor limiting their kids to a physical piggy bank. (And plenty don't give allowances at all.) If a child has a phone, they probably won't have Greenlight installed on it--but they might have a payment app: According to the Wells Fargo survey, about half of respondents said they paid their kids' allowance (at least in part) through apps such as Apple Pay and Venmo, direct deposits in a digital checking account, or prepaid debit cards. (Lots of banks offer accounts designed for kids, too.) The average parent probably doesn't expect their child to act as a junior day trader, but many parents do talk with their kids, as they always have, about the modern nuances of how to handle their money. A majority of the parents who responded to the Age Wave and Merrill Lynch survey said they'd taught their 13- to 17-year-olds about "debt, credit, budgeting and the benefits of investing."

Despite parents' efforts, allowances aren't necessarily minting a new generation of financial sophisticates. Overall, Serido said, the research on allowances is mixed. Families approach them so differently and inconsistently that it's hard to make an overarching claim about how effective the payments are at teaching kids to use money responsibly. A 2021 paper concluded that receiving allowance payments early in life didn't have a statistically significant impact on someone's likelihood of carrying a credit-card balance or opening a bank account by early adulthood. People who'd received allowances as kids were slightly (7.4 percent) more likely than others to be paying their own bills as a young adult, but that was about the only evidence of a longer-term benefit.

Read: The job market is hell

Still, the impulse to try to teach kids to navigate a convoluted financial system is understandable, given that there's so much else parents can't prepare their kids for, economically. With homeownership slipping out of reach for many young people, student-loan debt rising, and AI scrambling the job market, many parents are worried for their children's future--and teaching kids the nuances of bank fees, ETF investments, and credit scores may feel like a way to reassert control. Parents can't predict what employment or housing will look like in two decades, but they can stuff their children with economic know-how and pray that it will be enough.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Something Ominous Is Happening in the AI Economy

The last time so much wealth was tied up in such obscure overlapping arrangements was just before the 2008 financial crisis.

by Roge Karma

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




A company that most people have never heard of is among the year's best-performing technology firms--and a symbol of the complex, interconnected, and potentially catastrophic ways in which AI companies do business these days.

CoreWeave's IPO in March was the largest of any tech start-up since 2021, and the company's share price has subsequently more than doubled, outperforming even the "Magnificent Seven" tech stocks. On Wall Street, CoreWeave is regularly referred to as one of the most important companies powering the AI revolution. In the past few months, it has announced a $22 billion partnership with OpenAI, a $14 billion deal with Meta, and a $6 billion arrangement with Nvidia.

Not bad for a former crypto-mining firm turned data-center operator with zero profits and billions of dollars in debt on its books.

CoreWeave's business model consists of buying up lots of high-end computer chips, and building or leasing data centers to house those chips. It then rents out those assets to AI companies that need computing power but prefer not to take on the huge up-front costs themselves. If this is straightforward enough, CoreWeave's financial situation is anything but. The company expects to bring in $5 billion in revenue this year while spending roughly $20 billion. To cover that gap, the company has taken on $14 billion in debt, more than half of which comes due in the next year. Many of these loans were issued by private-equity firms at high interest rates, and several use complex forms of financial engineering, such as giving the money to newly formed legal entities created for the explicit purpose of borrowing on CoreWeave's behalf (more on that later). CoreWeave also faces $34 billion in scheduled lease payments that will start kicking in between now and 2028.

From the May 2025 issue: The new king of tech

The money that CoreWeave is making, meanwhile, comes from just a few intimately connected sources. A single customer, Microsoft, is responsible for as much as 70 percent of its revenue; its next biggest customers, Nvidia and OpenAI, might make up another 20 percent, though exact numbers are hard to find. Nvidia is also CoreWeave's exclusive supplier of chips and one of its major investors, meaning CoreWeave is using Nvidia's money to buy Nvidia's chips and then renting them right back to Nvidia. OpenAI is also a major CoreWeave investor and has close financial partnerships with both Nvidia and Microsoft.

All of this might make CoreWeave the purest distillation of a trend sweeping through the AI sector. In recent months, tech giants including Amazon, Google, Meta, Microsoft, and Oracle have been making gargantuan investments in new data centers, tying together their fortunes through circular financing deals, and borrowing huge piles of debt from lightly regulated lenders. The companies and their most ardent backers argue that these deals will set them up to capture the limitless profits of the coming AI revolution. But the last time the economy saw so much wealth tied up in such obscure overlapping arrangements was just before the 2008 financial crisis. If the AI revolution fails to materialize on the scale or the timeline that the industry expects, the economic consequences could be very ugly indeed.

The extreme financialization of the AI sector reflects a simple reality: The infrastructure required to train and run AI systems is so expensive that not even the largest companies have enough cash to pay for it all. Spending on data centers is conservatively projected to exceed $400 billion this year, roughly the size of the economy of Denmark; McKinsey estimates that it will reach nearly $7 trillion by 2030. Creative measures are necessary to pay for all of this investment.

At the center of the action is Nvidia, the world's most valuable company. Companies that train and run AI systems, such as Anthropic and OpenAI, need Nvidia's chips but don't have the cash on hand to pay for them. Nvidia, meanwhile, has plenty of cash but needs customers to keep buying its chips. So the parties have made a series of deals in which the AI companies are effectively paying Nvidia by handing over a share of their future profits in the form of equity. The chipmaker has struck more than 50 deals this year, including a $100 billion investment in OpenAI and (with Microsoft) a $15 billion investment in Anthropic. Formally, these transactions don't obligate the AI companies to spend money on Nvidia's chips--an Nvidia spokesperson told Bloomberg that the company "does not require any of the companies we invest in to use Nvidia technology"--but in practice, that's where the money goes.

OpenAI has made its own series of deals, including agreements to purchase $300 billion of computing power from Oracle, $38 billion from Amazon, and $22 billion from CoreWeave. Those cloud providers, in turn, are an important market for Nvidia's chips. OpenAI has also invested in several smaller AI start-ups, which in exchange have agreed to pay for ChatGPT enterprise accounts. Even when represented visually, the resulting web of interlocking relationships is almost impossible to track.

Together, these arrangements amount to an entire industry making a double-or-nothing bet on a product that is nowhere near profitable. A single company, OpenAI, is simultaneously a major source of revenue and investment for several cloud companies and chipmakers; a close financial partner to Microsoft, Oracle, and Amazon; a significant customer for Nvidia; and a leading investor in AI start-ups. And yet the company is projected to generate only $10 billion this year in revenue--less than a fifth of what it needs annually just to fund its deal with Oracle. It is on track to lose at least $15 billion this year, and doesn't expect to be profitable until at least 2029. By one estimate, AI companies collectively will generate $60 billion in revenue against $400 billion in spending this year. The one company that is making a lot of money from the AI boom, Nvidia, is doing so only because everyone else is buying its chips in the hopes of obtaining future profits.

The AI companies and their boosters see this as a gamble worth taking. Demand for AI services, they point out, is growing at an exponential rate. According to calculations by Azeem Azhar, a widely cited AI-industry analyst, the direct revenues from AI services have increased nearly ninefold over the past two years. If that pace continues, then it's only a matter of time before AI companies will begin making record-shattering profits. "I think people who fixate on exactly how these investments are being financed are stuck in an outdated way of thinking," Azhar told me. "Everyone is assuming that this technology will improve at a linear pace. But AI is an exponential technology. It's a whole different paradigm."

If, however, AI does not produce the short-term profits its proponents envision--if its technical advances slow down and its productivity-enhancing effects underwhelm, as a mounting body of evidence suggests may be the case--then the financial ties that bind the sector together could become everyone's collective downfall. The extreme concentration of stock-market wealth in a handful of tech companies with deep financial links to one another could make an AI crash even more severe than the dot-com crash of the 2000s.

And a stock-market correction might be the least of America's worries. When equity investments go bad, investors might lose their shirts, but the damage to the real economy is typically contained. (The dot-com crash, for example, didn't cause mass unemployment.) But the AI build-out is so expensive that it can't be funded by equity investments alone. To finance their investments, AI companies have taken on hundreds of billions of dollars in debt, a number that Morgan Stanley expects to rise to $1.5 trillion by 2028. When a bunch of highly leveraged loans go bad at the same time, the fallout can spread throughout the financial system and trigger a major recession.

The AI sector's debt is, of course, not guaranteed to go bad. But the complex way in which it is arranged and packaged isn't reassuring. For instance, earlier this year, Meta decided to build a new data center in Louisiana that will cost $27 billion. Instead of applying for a loan from a traditional lender, the company partnered with Blue Owl Capital, a private-equity firm, to set up a separate legal entity, known as a special-purpose vehicle, or SPV, that will borrow the money on Meta's behalf, build the data center according to Meta's instructions, and then lease it back to Meta. Because Blue Owl is technically the majority owner of the project, this setup keeps the debt off of Meta's balance sheet, enabling the company to keep borrowing at low interest rates without worrying about a hit to its credit rating. Other companies, including xAI, CoreWeave, and Google, have borrowed or plan to borrow huge sums through similar kinds of arrangements.

Meta has described its arrangement with Blue Owl as an "innovative partnership" that is "designed to support the speed and flexibility required for Meta's data center projects." But the reason the credit-rating system exists is to give lenders and investors a clear sense of the risk they are taking on when they issue a loan. A long history exists of companies trying to circumvent that system. In the run-up to the 2008 financial crisis, several major financial institutions used SPVs to keep billions of dollars in household debt off of their balance sheets. Enron, the energy corporation that famously collapsed in 2001 after a massive accounting scandal, used SPVs to mask its shady accounting practices. "When I see arrangements like this, it's a huge red flag," Paul Kedrosky, a managing partner at SK Ventures and research fellow at MIT who has written extensively about financial-engineering techniques, told me. "It sends the signal that these companies really don't want the credit-rating agencies to look too closely at their spending."

SPVs aren't the only 2008-era financing tool making a comeback. Data-center debt totaling billions of dollars is being sliced up into "asset-backed securities," which are then bundled and sold to investors. This is not an inherently problematic way for companies to fund their borrowing. But Kedrosky argues that during periods of heightened speculation, these vehicles turn debt into a financial product whose worth is disconnected from the value of the underlying asset it represents--which can encourage reckless behavior. "Investors see these complex financial products and they say, I don't care what's happening inside--I just care that it's highly rated and promises a big return," Kedrosky said. "That's what happened in '08. And once that kind of thinking takes off, it becomes really dangerous."

Roge Karma: Just how bad would an AI bubble be?

Then there are the so-called GPU-backed loans. Several data-center builders and cloud providers, including CoreWeave, have obtained multibillion-dollar loans to purchase chips by posting their existing chips as collateral, just as many homeowners used their homes as collateral to take out loans for second and third homes in the 2000s. But, as Advait Arun, an analyst at the Center for Public Enterprise, notes in a recent report on the AI sector's finances, whether that collateral will hold its value is far from clear. When new chip models are released, the value of older models tends to fall. According to Arun, if the collapse in chip prices were steep enough, a vicious cycle could ensue. As older chips fall in value, any loan using those chips as collateral suddenly becomes at risk of default. Lenders might respond by calling in their loans early, before companies have the revenue to pay them back. At that point, the lender might try to sell the chips to recoup their investment, but that will only flood the market with even more chips, driving down the values of existing chips even further, causing other lenders to call in their loans and so on. "A few months ago I would have told you that this was building toward a repeat of the dot-com crash," Mark Zandi, the chief economist at Moody's Analytics, told me. "But all of this debt and financial engineering is making me increasingly worried about a 2008-like scenario."

The federal government responded to the 2008 crisis by limiting the ability of traditional banks to take on big, risky loans. Since then, however, private-equity firms, which aren't subject to the same regulatory scrutiny as banks, have gotten more heavily into the lending business. As of early this year, these firms had lent about $450 billion in so-called private credit to the tech sector, including financing several of the deals discussed above. And, according to one estimate, they will lend it another $800 billion over the next two years. "If the AI bubble goes bust, they are the ones that will be left holding the bag," Arun told me.

A private-credit bust is almost certainly preferable to a banking bust. Unlike banks, private-equity firms don't have ordinary depositors. In theory, if their loans fail, the groups that will be hurt the most are institutional investors, such as pension funds, university endowments, and hedge funds, limiting the damage to the broader economy. The problem is that nobody knows for certain that this is the case. Private credit is functionally a black box. Unlike banks, these entities don't have to disclose who they are getting their money from, how much they're lending, how much capital they're holding, and how their loans are performing. This makes it impossible for regulators to know what risks exist in the system or how tied they are to the real economy.

Evidence is growing that the links between private credit and the rest of the financial system are stronger than once believed. Careful studies from the Federal Reserve estimate that up to a quarter of bank loans to nonbank financial institutions are now made to private-credit firms (up from just 1 percent in 2013) and that major life-insurance companies have nearly $1 trillion tied up in private credit. These connections raise the prospect that a big AI crash could lead to a wave of private-credit failures, which could in turn bring down major banks and insurers, Natasha Sarin, a Yale Law School professor who specializes in financial regulation, told me. "Unfortunately, it usually isn't until after a crisis that we realize just how interconnected the different parts of the financial system were all along," she said.

An AI-induced financial disaster is far from inevitable. Still, given the warning signs, one would hope for the federal government to be doing what it can to reduce the risk of a crisis. Instead, the Trump administration is doing the opposite. In August, the president signed an executive order that instructs federal agencies to loosen regulations so that ordinary 401(k) holders can invest directly in "alternative assets" such as, yes, private credit, a change that could expose a far broader swath of the public to the fallout if AI loans go bad. Perhaps that is the key difference between 2008 and 2025. Back then, the federal government was caught off guard by the crash; this time, it appears to be courting one.
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The Apocalyptic Potential of the Netflix-Warner Bros. Deal

A streaming company buying one of Hollywood's most storied studios could spell doom for cinemas.

by David Sims

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




For months, Hollywood has fretted about the possible acquisition of Warner Bros. Discovery, home to one of the industry's most storied studios. The likeliest buyer seemed to be one of its chief rivals, Paramount, a legacy movie company suddenly flush with cash and power under its new owner, David Ellison. The son of the tech billionaire Larry Ellison seemingly has his eyes set on controlling as much of American filmmaking as possible, and was rumored to be plotting a big maneuver to merge the two studios; Warner Bros. eventually opened up a bidding war in October, after Ellison made multiple takeover offers. Paramount appeared set to secure a victory, reportedly with the tacit approval of the Trump White House, until surprising news broke last Friday: Netflix had won the auction. Suddenly, a new kind of apocalypse was on the horizon for an industry facing numerous issues already. 

A potential merger of Paramount and Warner Bros. had sparked widespread concerns--primarily because consolidation on this level is often bad for market competition. Left-wing pundits also expressed anxiety about the conservative-leaning Ellison gaining control of Warner Bros.' TV properties, namely CNN, which would give him immense heft in the cable-news space. (Paramount already operates CBS, which has experienced politically fraught turnover in recent months.) But the notion of Netflix--a colossal streaming company that is actively hostile to theatrical exhibition--owning such a venerable Hollywood studio has struck some critics as a grander existential threat. Since announcing the deal, Netflix CEO Ted Sarandos has put out statements trying to assuage any panic. "I think it's important to note that all we are going to do with this is staying deeply committed to releasing those movies exactly the way they've released the movies today," he said at a conference on Monday. He went on to note that, once it assumes responsibility of Warner Bros., Netflix will commit to being in the theatrical business.

The devil, however, will be in the details. Sarandos has never been in favor of the traditional moviegoing experience that Warner Bros., under its present management, still respects: screening films exclusively in theaters for several weeks before allowing them onto any streaming platform. Sarandos considers those windows not consumer-friendly, but they're essentially the only way that theatrical chains can stay afloat; as the trade group Cinema United put it in a statement following the news of Netflix's successful bid, "The proposed acquisition of Warner Bros. by Netflix poses an unprecedented threat to the global exhibition business."

Read: 'Netflix thinks exactly like an old movie studio'

The fate of Warner Bros. has been hanging in the balance for a long time. The company is laden with debt, is swirled up with cable-TV businesses that are no longer the cash cows they once were, and has passed through many corporate hands over the past three decades. Since saddling up with its most recent co-owner, Discovery, Warner Bros. has cut costs, canceled fully finished films as a tax write-off, and embarked on a wild--and ultimately short-lived--rebranding of its successful streaming service, HBO Max.

Despite all of this chaos and red ink, Warner Bros. has just wrapped up an outstanding year creatively, the likes of which any contemporary studio could barely dream of. It had four smash box-office hits, in A Minecraft Movie, Superman, The Conjuring: Last Rites, and Final Destination: Bloodlines. But it also put out two of the best-regarded original films of the year, Ryan Coogler's Sinners and Paul Thomas Anderson's One Battle After Another; both are likely to be major Oscar contenders and demonstrated that the public's appetite for innovative, grown-up moviemaking has not vanished.

That recent success is what makes this acquisition high stakes. When Disney took over 21st Century Fox in 2019, for example, the latter had been floundering for years, struggling to keep up with the industry's shift toward franchises and existing properties. In this case, Paramount or Netflix would be subsuming a studio that's been successful at putting butts in cinema seats--not that getting audiences into the cinemas has been a priority for Netflix, anyway. It's also easy to read nefarious purposes into the top bidders' actions: Ellison trying to gain as much territory as possible in a shrinking media landscape, Netflix trying to tilt the industry even more toward at-home experiences by gaining control over one of its biggest competitors.

Read: Hollywood makes way for the Disney-Fox behemoth

But it's just as easy to imagine none of these merger plans happening. Although Sarandos reportedly met with the White House about the acquisition before Netflix put in its offer, President Donald Trump has commented that the deal "could be a problem" because of the market share the streamer would attain. Paramount, having been spurned at the bidding stage, has launched an all-cash, aggressive takeover as its next move, going directly to shareholders in the hopes of earning their approval. Part of Ellison's pitch is further scaremongering on the dangers posed by Netflix to, among other things, moviegoing.

No matter who comes out on top, the possibilities probably signal more trouble ahead for filmmaking. Unless another major studio is willing to leap ahead and pump out more movies in response to this consolidation--be it Apple, which has half-heartedly mounted a few theatrical campaigns in recent years, or the indie distributor A24, which has scaled up its spending of late--the public could get fewer options in cinemas going forward. As these competing deals get untangled, Warner Bros.' output seems likely to slow down, its corporate future uncertain and its leadership less sure of what movies it can afford to green-light. Hollywood has overcome many roadblocks of late, between the coronavirus pandemic and the crippling nature of 2023's acting and writing strikes. But corporate greed may end up doing the most damage of all.
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Ukraine's Latest Attacks Showcase Its Desperation

Kyiv resisted hitting tankers carrying Russian oil--until now.

by Simon Shuster, Jonathan Lemire

Wed, 10 Dec 2025






On a warm night in August 2023, Oleksandr Kubrakov, then a senior minister in Ukraine's wartime government, had just settled into a sleeper car on the eastbound train from Lviv to Kyiv when he got a call from the country's main intelligence agency, the SBU. Its agents had deployed a set of naval drones in the Black Sea, and they had come upon an interesting target: a massive oil tanker near the Russian port of Novorossiysk. They asked for permission to sink it.

"I told them, 'Hang on,'" Kubrakov told us. "'What flag is it flying?'" The drone's night-vision camera made it difficult to tell, but the flag was clearly not Russian. "That's not our target," Kubrakov recalled telling the officer. "That would be piracy. Those are not our methods. We don't touch civilian vessels, especially those flying some other flag."

The drones pulled back to continue hunting for Russian warships. For more than two years, Ukrainian forces stuck to that principle. They treated Russian naval vessels as fair game, damaging or destroying dozens of them, including one Russian tanker used to supply the military. But they spared civilian boats, even those carrying Russian oil from Russian ports to finance the Russian war on Ukraine.

Only in the past two weeks has Ukraine set aside those rules of engagement. Amid the latest U.S. push to end the war through diplomacy, explosions hit five oil tankers in thirteen days. The targets were part of the so-called shadow fleet, which Russia uses to transport crude, in violation of Western sanctions. Three of the attacks took place near Ukrainian shores in the Black Sea, and another two struck farther away: one near the northern coast of Turkey and another on the western coast of Africa. The SBU told us it was responsible for the three attacks close to Ukraine and declined to comment on the other two.

"The SBU continues to take active measures to reduce petrodollar revenues to the Russian budget," an SBU source told us after the latest drone strike, which hit a tanker called Dashan today. "Over the past two weeks, this is the third tanker of the 'shadow fleet' put out of action after helping the Kremlin circumvent international sanctions."

Through the summer and fall, the SBU and other branches of Ukraine's armed forces have also been using long-range drones to hit energy infrastructure inside Russia, targeting oil refineries in particular. But the strikes on oil tankers in international waters mark a dramatic expansion of this campaign, timed to influence the latest American push to end the war.

About a week before the first tanker was struck, in late November, the Trump administration pushed Ukraine to accept a 28-point peace deal full of Russia's most onerous demands. President Volodymyr Zelensky refused, and his envoys managed to soften the terms during several rounds of talks with the Americans. But the diplomatic pressure on Zelensky made him eager to show the military cards he can still play against the Russians.

Ukraine's attacks on the shadow fleet achieved that. They also showed how Donald Trump's peace efforts could provoke a widening series of attacks and counterattacks, as both sides seek to maximize their leverage before sitting down for talks. Until now, Ukraine has avoided striking civilian ships in international waters, because the risks appeared unacceptably high for the environment, for global energy markets, and for Ukraine's economy.

Vladimir Putin highlighted those risks in his response to the latest strikes. "What the Ukrainian armed forces are doing now is piracy," the Russian leader said in televised remarks on December 2, the day the fourth tanker was hit. He warned that Russia could retaliate by sinking ships that transport grain, metals, and other goods from Ukrainian ports, including ships that belong to Ukraine's trading partners. "The most radical solution is to cut Ukraine off from the sea. Then piracy will be impossible in principle," Putin said. If the Russians make good on that threat, the fighting could yet intensify and spread far beyond the territory of the warring sides.

Under the Biden administration, the United States took a hard line against Ukraine's attempts to degrade the Russian oil industry, partly out of fear that such attacks could start a cycle of escalation that would intensify the war. Disruptions to the global oil supply also could have led to higher gasoline prices, which weakened Joe Biden's chances of reelection. Since Trump took office in January, the U.S. has taken a more permissive stance, in some cases providing Ukraine with intelligence and targeting for strikes against energy infrastructure inside Russia, according to senior U.S. and Ukrainian officials with direct knowledge of these efforts.

The White House declined to comment on the recent strikes on Russia's shadow fleet. But the Trump administration has not objected to these strikes, a U.S. official told us. Though Trump has often been deferential toward Putin, he has endorsed Ukrainian efforts to degrade Russia's energy economy. He has signed off on moves to help Ukraine target oil refineries deep within Russia, and he approved sanctions in October against Russia's two largest oil companies.

At this stage in the war, even Kubrakov believes the escalation makes sense. "Just like sanctions, this could make Putin wake up and sit down to talk," he told us. "The main question is how systematically we can do this." If Ukraine can use force to stop Russia from shipping oil around the world, he said, "that would be a strong move." But Ukraine would also need to survive the blowback, both from its allies and from its enemies.

In the early months of the invasion, in 2022, the Russians tried to suffocate Ukraine's economy by imposing a naval blockade of its ports. About 20 million tons of grain got stuck in the port city of Odesa, causing global food prices to spike and raising fears of famine in parts of Africa and the Middle East that rely on supplies from Ukraine.

That summer, the United Nations brokered a deal to allow cargo ships to transport food and other goods from Ukraine across the Black Sea. Kubrakov, then serving as the minister of infrastructure, helped negotiate that agreement. It held for about a year before Russia pulled out, in July 2023, and resumed its blockade. By then, the Ukrainians had developed a small fleet of naval drones--remote-controlled motorboats that could be packed with explosives and steered into Russian warships.

In early August 2023, Zelensky convened his war council to decide how best to deploy these weapons. Kubrakov, who attended the meeting, recalls the president saying: "We need to attack. Give me a plan." They decided to target warships at the port of Novorossiysk, Russia's main hub for the export of oil, grain, coal, and other commodities across the Black Sea. "They had to realize we could threaten them there," Kubrakov said.

By the following spring, Ukrainian naval drones had struck about a third of the warships in the Russian Black Sea fleet, forcing its retreat from Ukrainian shores. The Russian defeat allowed Ukraine to begin shipping cargo through a narrow corridor that ran along the western shore of the Black Sea, through the territorial waters of Bulgaria and Romania, and into the Bosphorus Strait toward the Mediterranean. More than 850 commercial ships traveled through this corridor in the first seven months of its existence, carrying about 26 million tons of cargo from the ports in and around Odesa, according to Ukrainian authorities.

All the while, the Russians continued to bombard those ports with aerial drones and ballistic missiles. But they avoided attacking commercial vessels traveling through the corridor, in part because of Ukraine's proven ability to retaliate against Russian ships. As more commercial vessels braved the disputed waters, the cost of insuring their cargo dropped, and the maritime traffic out of Ukraine returned last year nearly to prewar levels.

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

The recent spate of attacks on the shadow fleet has broken this delicate balance. Shortly before midnight on November 27, an oil tanker called the Mersin sustained four "external explosions," causing seawater to flood the engine room while it was anchored near the coast of Senegal, according to a statement from the ship's owner. Over the next two days, Ukrainian drones struck a pair of cargo ships in the Black Sea; both of them flew the flag of Gambia and had been used to transport Russian oil. On December 2, an aerial drone reportedly flew into a tanker called the Midvolga-2 and exploded near the coast of Turkey.

The price of insurance for ships transiting the Black Sea spiked in the days that followed, as transport companies reassessed the danger of these voyages. The Turkish owner of the Mersin, which was carrying 39,000 tons of fuel at the time it was hit, has canceled all shipments related to Russia. "We have concluded that the risks posed to our vessels and crew have become untenable," the company said on December 3.

A couple of days later, Zelensky met with the director of the SBU, Vasily Maliuk, to discuss the agency's latest strikes against the Russian energy industry. Their public remarks after the meeting did not mention the decision to hit oil tankers. In the official readout of the call, Zelensky urged the SBU chief to continue delivering "maximum precision in our long-range operations and in destroying Russia's logistics."

The four attacks on oil tankers did not result in any casualties. Nor did they cause major oil spills or significant spikes in the price of oil. But the expanding use of drones against Russia's shadow fleet has alarmed Ukraine's allies. The coast guard of Romania, a NATO member, deployed last week to destroy a Ukrainian naval drone that had drifted within 40 nautical miles of Romania's shores. A controlled explosion was used to destroy the vessel, the Romanian defense ministry said in a statement.

In Northern Europe, officials have called on Ukraine not to strike ships in the Baltic Sea, where tankers carry more than half of all seaborne exports of Russian oil and gas. "It would not be wise" for Ukraine to strike ships in that waterway, the foreign minister of Estonia, Margus Tsahkna, told an Estonian radio station last week. "It really could escalate the situation in the Baltic Sea." Though Ukraine has the right to strike "military and strategic" targets inside Russia, Tsahkna continued, "international waters are a bit of a different matter."

Over the course of the war, Ukraine's allies in Europe have tried to wean themselves off Russian fuel supplies. The European Union now buys only 2 percent of its oil from Russia, down from 26 percent before the war, Ursula von der Leyen, the head of the EU's executive branch, said in a statement on December 2. "As we slashed Russian imports of fossil fuels massively, we also cut the revenues that Russia uses to wage its war of aggression against Ukraine," she said. At the beginning of the war, she added, EU countries were paying Russia 12 billion euros every month for fossil fuels, and they have brought that figure down to 1.5 billion. "Still too much," von der Leyen said. "And we aim to bring it down to zero."

The U.S. and Europe have also tried to stop Russia's shadow fleet by sanctioning its ships. But Russia and its trading partners have become adept at skirting such sanctions. Their oil tankers often register through offshore shell companies, fly flags of convenience, and move through international waters with their transponders turned off, all of which makes them difficult to identify and track.

The Ukrainian move to attack these ships underscores Kyiv's frustration with Western sanctions. "The whole point of the sanctions falls away if they are not enforced," an aide close to Zelensky told us. EU countries have tried to crack down on the shadow fleet with legal means; their latest round of sanctions, passed in October, identified 117 ships involved in the transport of Russian fuel, bringing the total number of blacklisted vessels to 557, all banned from European ports.

But such measures fall short of Ukraine's demands to stop these ships by any means available. The aide to Zelensky declined to say whether the drone strikes on the ships would continue and, if they do, how far they might spread. It would be up to the SBU and other branches of the Ukrainian armed forces, he told us, to decide how to weaken Russia's energy industry, which Ukraine sees as a legitimate military target.

Read: Why Trump pushed for peace--again

In October, the Trump administration launched its own assault on that industry by sanctioning Russia's two largest oil companies, Lukoil and Rosneft. Their main clients, particularly in India and China, curtailed their purchases of Russian crude. The price of that crude on the international market dropped to its lowest point in nearly four years as a result. Almost a third of Russian seaborne-oil-exporting capacity--equal to about 1.4 million barrels a day--has been stuck in tankers as customers assess the risks from the U.S. sanctions. "Russia's oil exports are entering a new phase of disruption," market analysts at JP Morgan concluded last month.

At the same time, Ukraine's long-range drones continued to hammer Russian infrastructure, hitting more than 50 energy and military targets this fall, according to a tally by Radio Liberty that was verified through satellite imagery. Ukrainian officials have cheekily taken to calling these strikes "kinetic sanctions."

"We have financial sanctions on oil, and we have kinetic sanctions on oil, both reinforcing each other," the aide to Zelensky told us.

Ukraine has shown little regard for collateral damage. In September 2022, its divers reportedly blew up the pipeline known as Nord Stream 2, which carried Russian natural gas to Germany under the Baltic Sea. More recently, Ukraine used naval drones to attack a pipeline that brings oil from Kazakhstan and Russia to be loaded onto tankers in the Black Sea. That attack on November 29 affected major Western companies, such as Chevron and ExxonMobil, that have invested in the pipeline project. The government of Kazakhstan, which depends on the sale of oil for 40 percent of its export revenue, issued a furious reaction, calling on Kyiv to "prevent similar incidents in the future."

Ukraine was unmoved. Its armed forces would continue to "systematically weaken the military-industrial potential of the aggressor, and to degrade its ability to wage a criminal war of aggression and to murder our people," Ukraine's foreign ministry said in response, noting that Kazakhstan had issued no public condemnation of Russian bombing raids against Ukraine's civilians and its energy infrastructure.

All of that pointed to Ukraine's determination to expand the war beyond its shores as it deems necessary. Kubrakov, who left the government last year and now runs a think tank in Kyiv, sees the campaign as a warning of the consequences if diplomacy fails to end the war. And what if the SBU called him today for permission to strike a tanker full of Russian oil? Would he call it off or tell it to fire?

The former minister paused for a while to consider how much the war had changed over the past two years. "For some period of time," he said finally, "we can play this card, but we have to weigh up how strong we are, how long we can keep going." As a long-term strategy, it would not be likely to work, because Russia would eventually find new ways to bring its oil to market. "But as a desperate gesture ahead of negotiations," he said, "the risks may be justified."
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A Cosmic Tornado

Day 10 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Day 10 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Cosmic Tornado. The James Webb Space Telescope captured this image of Herbig-Haro 49/50, about 630 light-years from Earth. Energetic jets from a nearby newly-forming star are plowing into a region of dense gas and dust, heating it up and creating an almost tornado-like shape in the night sky. The object visible at the "tip" of the tornado is actually a much more distant spiral galaxy, unrelated to the closer Herbig-Haro object.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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What Explains Trump's Aggression Toward Venezuela? Who Knows.

To better understand the president's foreign policy, one must study the behavior of small children.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Updated at 11:13 a.m. ET on December 11, 2025

After campaigning on promises to end American entanglements overseas, Donald Trump announced a mere month after winning the 2024 presidential election that the United States' "ownership and control of Greenland is an absolute necessity" for "National Security and Freedom throughout the World." In his inaugural address, weeks later, he delivered a casus belli against Panama, accusing the country of mistreating the United States: "China is operating the Panama Canal. And we didn't give it to China. We gave it to Panama, and we're taking it back."

Now, as the first year of his second term draws to a close, President Trump is mobilizing for war against ... Venezuela?

The buildup to a possible conflict with Venezuela, which has included attacks on boats and a gathering of forces in the Caribbean, is unusual, even surreal, in its lack of a coherent public rationale. Not only has the administration failed to seek authorization for continued operations from Congress--as the Constitution requires for any military action longer than 60 days--it is barely engaging in the kind of jingoistic rhetoric that usually prefigures a conflict. The administration has doubled the reward for anything that might help lead to Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's capture, but Trump hasn't convincingly explained why.

Read: Trump's boat strikes could make the cartel problem worse

The administration has insisted that Trump is targeting Venezuela because of its involvement in the drug trade. "This mission defends our Homeland, removes narco-terrorists from our Hemisphere, and secures our Homeland from the drugs that are killing our people," Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth wrote on X in November. Donald Trump Jr. recently defended his father's air strikes on alleged drug boats in the Caribbean by arguing that drug cartels pose "a far greater clear and present danger to the United States than anything going on in Ukraine and Russia."

A problem with this explanation is that regime change is an incredibly cost-ineffective strategy in any war on drugs. Another is that Trump, who has pardoned or otherwise granted clemency to more than 90 drug criminals across both terms, has taken a shockingly lax posture on the narcotics trade. On his second day in office this year, he pardoned Ross Ulbricht, the founder of Silk Road, once the largest online black market for drugs and goods. Trump recently pardoned former Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez, who had been convicted in an American court of turning his country into a "narco-state" that was exporting drugs to the U.S. It makes little sense why Trump would go out of his way to free one Latin American leader but take another one out for the same offense.

There is a long, sordid history of national leaders, including American ones, publicly lying their way into war while insiders know the real reason. In this case, the administration is barely spinning a story, and it's not clear that anyone actually knows the real reason for the military buildup in the region or the deadly strikes on alleged drug boats, which have killed nearly 90 people since September.

Is Trump targeting Venezuela because Maduro's government is a dictatorship? The U.S. did indeed declare Maduro's electoral victory last year illegitimate, but Trump himself loves dictators. He enjoys their company and waxes jealous over the displays of submission they receive. One might hypothesize that Maduro is different because he is a left-wing dictator, unlike Trump favorites such as Vladimir Putin and Viktor Orban, but that doesn't hold up, either--Trump has fawned more ostentatiously over the Communist dictators Xi Jinping and Kim Jong Un than any other president in history.

Toppling Maduro also doesn't align with Trump's long-standing criticism of regime change. His foreign-policy-strategy document, published in November, affirms, "We seek good relations and peaceful commercial relations with the nations of the world without imposing on them democratic or other social change that differs widely from their traditions and histories."

Lacking any halfway-plausible case for war, Trump's supporters have resorted to depicting anybody who criticizes his actions as sympathetic to his targets. Joe Concha's column in the Washington Examiner is headlined, "Anti-Trump Democrats Appear to Take the Side of Narco-Terrorists." The invocation of the term narco-terrorist is most precisely defined as "a drug dealer Trump doesn't like."

Batya Ungar-Sargon, who has previously complained that Trump was unfairly denied the Nobel Peace Prize, is trying to rerun the Iraq War playbook by labeling narcotics a kind of weapon of mass destruction. "To Democrats and their sympathetic media, you're not allowed to stop chemical weapons from killing your children," she declared recently. "You're supposed to politely ask them not to come. And if they do, you're supposed to politely put them on trial, with a taxpayer-funded lawyer, of course."

If you remove politely, which anyone who's seen Breaking Bad or Narcos knows is not how the Drug Enforcement Administration operates, Ungar-Sargon's account of America's antidrug policy is accurate. The way it traditionally works is that we tell foreign drug dealers not to come, and, yes, if they do, we try them in court. The practice is less dramatic than using missiles to destroy boats that might have drugs, but it has the advantages of being legal and less likely to incinerate innocent fishermen.

As it happens, the only figure in this conflict who has treated drug lords with politeness is Trump, who announced on Truth Social in late November, "I will be granting a Full and Complete Pardon to Former President Juan Orlando Hernandez who has been, according to many people that I greatly respect, treated very harshly and unfairly."

Jeff Flake: When leaders mistake brutality for strength

Donald Trump Jr. recently tried to explain his father's foreign doctrine as a kind of brilliant unpredictability. "What's good about my father, and what's unique about my father, is you don't know what he's going to do," he said. "The fact that he's not predictable ... forces everyone to actually deal in an intellectually honest capacity."

Intellectual honesty does not seem to be the hallmark of this administration's foreign policy. A more helpful way of understanding the president's whims is to think of him as a small child who develops an obsessive fixation on a new toy before losing all interest. You can wait him out or try to appease him, but you can't talk him into a rational assessment of cost versus benefit, or assume his stated preference will hold true for very long.

This puts the president's defenders in an uncomfortable position. Perhaps Trump will follow through on his threats to rid the world of the supposed perils of Maduro and his alleged drug cartels, or maybe he'll just move on. Residents of Greenland and Panama are certainly grateful the president has found a new toy.



This article originally misstated the full name of the Drug Enforcement Administration.
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The Star Who Represents Iran's Golden Age--And Its Future

Googoosh's love songs are both banned and beloved in her homeland. Her new memoir reveals a life as rich and painful as Iran's history.

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Publicity material for Googoosh: A Sinful Voice, a new memoir by the Iranian singer in exile, calls her a predecessor to Beyonce and Madonna--a comparison that might seem over-the-top to American readers but in fact sells her short. Googoosh, born Faegheh Atashin, is indeed the greatest pop star in Iranian history, but for her compatriots, she has long represented something more: In a country highly polarized over politics, religion, and education, she straddles all divides. Shiite clerics, Baluch fishermen, and Tehrani teenagers have all spent hours listening to Googoosh. It's hard to find an Iranian who wouldn't know the lyrics to one of her songs.

What makes this truly remarkable is that she was banned for 21 years from singing, beginning with the Islamic Revolution in 1979 and ending when she was allowed to leave the country in 2000. I grew up in the 1990s in Tehran, the same city she was living in, and in spite of the ban, her music never felt far away. She was a favorite of mine and also of my parents, grandparents, and younger cousins. Each of us had our own touchstone songs, but every generation had time for Googoosh.

One source of her persistent fame is pervasive nostalgia for the relative prosperity that preceded the revolution. This longing for a supposed golden age has generated many memes and online spoofs, but like most things Iranian, it's often misunderstood by outsiders. Many of her compatriots don't miss the repressive rule of the shah; they yearn specifically for the benefits of the 1970s: double-digit economic growth, a dramatic rise in living standards and international esteem, unprecedented social liberalism, and a sense of cultural effervescence, of which Googoosh is a prime example.



On one level, she was associated with the leadership that would be displaced by the fundamentalists. A darling of the state broadcaster and a regular at the imperial court, Googoosh sang for the shah's family and was dispatched to Oman to perform for troops fighting a left-wing insurgency there (a picture of that performance is in the book). But Googoosh was also taken up by urban intellectuals who sympathized with the shah's opponents. Behrouz Vossoughi, a new-wave actor loved by anti-shah rebels, was her co-star in many films and eventually her second husband. Some of her songwriters were committed lefties. The notorious secret police, SAVAK, asked her to take "certain abstract lyrics" out of her songs, fearing that they "could have been interpreted with anti-regime undertones," she recounts. These lyrics were erased from recordings, but she still sang them defiantly in live performances, even for the royal family.

In the book, Googoosh makes clear her lack of interest in politics: "All I cared about was poetry, the emotions and the sensations that allowed me to release whatever I had pent up." This line might ring hollow in a country as politically charged as Iran, but it strikes me as not only sincere but also key to her fame. Her broad popularity is owed to her genuine disinterest in partisanship, coupled with an authentic love of her homeland. In her memoir, the story of her life converges with the story of her country--a tale at once triumphant and tragic. Co-written with Tara Dehlavi, the book is charmingly modest and accessible, even for those who know little about her. It is not trying to be a primer on Iranian music history; instead, Googoosh recounts her tumultuous life in an unpretentious confessional style.

Read: The Islamic Republic was never inevitable

Both of Googoosh's parents grew up in Iran's large Azeri Turkic community, and Azeri was her first language. Her father, Saber Atashin, spoke Persian with a thick Turkic accent that she believes might have limited his prospects as an actor. Her maternal grandfather had served as a colonel in the Azerbaijan People's Republic, a short-lived autonomous statelet backed by the Soviets. Its collapse, in 1946, led to his execution and his family's banishment to Tehran, where Googoosh was born, in 1950.

Her rise to stardom was painful at every stage. Googoosh's father had her perform risky acrobatic tricks onstage from the age of 3. After her parents separated, she lived with her father and his new wife, Mouness--a stepmother she portrays as a monster. It didn't help that her mother initially vanished without a goodbye; the girl was told she was dead. (She returned when her daughter was 5, Googoosh writes, "without any explanation.")

She describes being mocked at school because she was "in the entertainment business, which was considered lower class," and because she was the only child appearing in Tehran's legendary cabarets. As she writes, "Even New Yorkers would be shocked by a child that young performing late at night in a sophisticated nightclub." But like many kid performers, she found solace in her world on the stage. As she describes it, she became Iran's best-known pop star "not because I wanted to but because I had to"; her voice was "the only thing I had some control over." It was, in short, "my therapy." She was not yet 10 when she played the lead role in the 1960 film Fear and Hope, and she would go on to star in 29 movies.

Scandal and torment trailed her adult career from the start. At 17, she married Mahmoud Ghorbani, a struggling cabaret director; had a child; and was ceaselessly scrutinized--baseless rumors alleged that she was a bad mother or a drug addict. It would be hard for anyone to endure such public notoriety, never mind a young woman with little family to fall back on. She writes that Ghorbani's infidelities doomed their marriage. (Ghorbani didn't respond to requests for comment, but in the past few days, he has released videos in support of Googoosh.) Then she married Vossoughi, seemingly the love of her life--but according to Googoosh, he was jealous and controlling, which doomed their marriage. Her third husband, Homayoun Mesdaghi, suffered from a freebase-cocaine addiction, she writes. Unbeknown to many, she was often penniless, betrayed by husbands and managers. As she tells it, her marital life became an all-too-familiar story; exploitative men surrounded her and took advantage.


Googoosh performing at Scotiabank Arena in Toronto in 2025. She remains broadly popular with Iranians across the world. (Jeremy Chan / Getty)



Although she recounts her suffering with confidence and dignity, the contrast between her public image and her private life is shocking. Even as she sang of heartbreak, she often sounded joyful--the Dua Lipa of her day. In 1972, she shaved her head and then kept her hair short, launching a fashion revolution. The style instantly became known as Googooshi, and the name has stuck to this day. Her look and her lyrics inspired envy. "I want to sing right here, only for my own heart," she crooned, testifying to a life of liberation. But in the memoir, she gives us the backstory: The fabled haircut was "a direct result of my feelings of hopelessness towards the end of my first marriage," she writes, "my way of punching a wall."

Read: They killed my source

For all her pain, Googoosh doesn't sound bitter on the page. She recounts with excitement the emergence of Tehran in the 1960s and '70s as a cosmopolitan hub. Iranians flocked to see films such as Federico Fellini's La Dolce Vita and Billy Wilder's Some Like It Hot. Street life flourished and intellectuals gathered at new universities and cafes. Googoosh got to perform in Italy, Tunisia, and France with the likes of Ray Charles, Tina Turner, and Charles Aznavour. She regaled King Juan Carlos of Spain when he visited Iran in 1978.

All of that came to an abrupt end in 1979 as the Islamic Republic, in its quest to build a puritan new man, severely restricted the arts. Solo singing by any woman, even of a religious song, was banned (and remains so today). Googoosh represented what the mullahs hated most: a free woman doing what she liked, wearing what she liked, even appearing nude in a film. Ludicrous stories spread, alleging that she had worked with SAVAK and even personally tortured a cleric.

Googoosh, who was in New York when the shah's regime was overthrown, decided to return to Iran a few months later; she recalls telling Mesdaghi that she would "rather die in my homeland at the hands of zealot revolutionaries than dying little by little, day after day, in exile." In her homeland, she faced not only unemployment but also government harassment. In 1980, she was arrested and held for a month in a dingy basement, together with her fellow pop singer Marjan and a number of sex workers. The regime wanted to make a point about how it saw female singers. She made friends with them and took inspiration from their strength in facing the goons of the new regime.

After her release, she was barred from leaving the country, even to see her son, who had fled Iran, eventually settling in Los Angeles. Forced to sign a pledge never to sing or perform again, she lived an often quiet life. In the 1990s, she married the Iranian filmmaker Masoud Kimiai, who eventually helped her get a passport; in 2000, she left for a world tour and never returned.

Since leaving her country, Googoosh has lived a rock-star life in exile, selling out venues such as the Royal Albert Hall and Madison Square Garden. Excluding political figures, she might be the most famous Iranian in the world today. And yet, her most memorable songs date back to the 1970s. The revolution killed her career when she was 29, but not her popularity or her legend.

Read: Why Reading Lolita in Tehran holds up

To the certain consternation of the Islamic Republic, Googoosh and her generation of musicians have only grown in stature. Some Iranians save up to vacation in Dubai or Armenia just to see them onstage. An Iranian show similar to American Idol, helmed by Googoosh, was broadcast from London to millions of viewers in Iranian homes via satellite. An Iranian-born hijabi living in Germany won a season, presaging an Iran in which people with or without the veil can live peacefully next to one another. As Googoosh notes throughout the book, her fans include many religious Iranians, including the grandnephew of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.

Googoosh's patriotism pervades her memoir, but it is never showy. Speaking of Iraqi President Saddam Hussein's attack on Iran, she writes that "whether or not you supported the new regime, everyone was united for Iran." War veterans have reciprocated her support through the years, sending dozens of appreciative letters. Even as they fought under the Islamist slogans of the new regime, they secretly listened to her music, on cassette or on Radio Kuwait. "Your voice and the melodies brought peace to our troubled minds," a soldier wrote, adding that her music reminded his comrades of their schoolyard crushes and first loves.

If Googoosh continues to speak to Iranians, it's perhaps because her story stands for Iran: glory and growing pains in the 1960s and '70s, quiet resilience in the '80s and '90s, reemergence in the 2000s, and continued hope for a better future. She reminds us of our best days and our worst days and, most important, of a homeland worth caring about.
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John Roberts's Dream Is Finally Coming True

The chief justice has been working to neuter the Voting Rights Act since the beginning of his career.

by David Daley

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




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

In 1982, when the Voting Rights Act was up for reauthorization, the Reagan Justice Department had a goal: preserve the VRA in name only, while rendering it unenforceable in practice. A young John Roberts was the architect of that campaign. He may soon get to finish what he started.

Last month, at the oral argument in Louisiana v. Callais, a majority of the conservative justices seemed to signal their willingness to forbid any use of race data in redistricting. That could lead to the end of the VRA's Section 2 protections for minority voters, and allow states across the South to redraw congressional districts currently represented by Black Democrats into whiter, more rural, and more conservative seats, potentially before the 2026 midterms.

A central question of the case, hotly debated during oral arguments, is whether Section 2 should prohibit election laws and procedures that have a racially discriminatory effect, or just those passed with clear racially discriminatory intent. Roberts almost certainly had flashbacks. This is the same question that was at the center of the 1982 reauthorization fight. Back then, the future chief justice's job was to design the Department of Justice's VRA strategy.

When Roberts first arrived at DOJ in 1981, fresh off a clerkship for William Rehnquist at the Supreme Court, he was assigned two important portfolios: prepping Sandra Day O'Connor for her confirmation hearings and voting rights. O'Connor sailed through the Senate. The VRA would be more contentious: A 1980 Supreme Court decision in City of Mobile v. Bolden had required plaintiffs making a Section 2 claim to prove that lawmakers had racial-discrimination intent. That's difficult to demonstrate, and it brought nearly all Section 2 litigation to a halt.

Read: This is the presidency that John Roberts has built

Civil-rights groups, Democrats, and moderate Republicans wanted to use the VRA reauthorization to override Mobile and clarify that Congress clearly meant to remedy all racially discriminatory effects. The Reagan administration was divided. Moderate Reaganites did not want to battle over the landmark law, which was popular. Ideological conservatives within DOJ spoiled for a fight. They were content to extend the act, just so long as it was impossible to use. Roberts led the way.

Roberts's papers from this era, housed at the National Archives, show his determination and dedication. They include memos and talking points, draft op-eds, scripted answers for bosses to deliver in meetings and before Congress, and presentations he gave to senators and Hill staff. These files show how Roberts devised the messaging strategies that made it possible for the administration to claim it supported the VRA, while actually helping to neuter it--an approach he has since mastered as chief justice.

When Roberts started as a special assistant to Attorney General William French Smith at DOJ in August 1981, pragmatic White House aides who wanted to avoid the messiness of a voting-rights fight appeared to hold the winning hand. Earlier that summer, the conservative representative Henry Hyde had experienced something of a conversion after public hearings across the South, reversed his own position, and urged his old friend Ronald Reagan to come aboard. Reagan addressed a national NAACP convention that June and vowed he would never allow barriers to be placed between any citizen and the ballot box. By August, he told The Washington Star that he would back whatever 10-year reauthorization Congress sent him, punting the question of intent versus effects to lawmakers.

But that fall, as the White House planned to release a statement confirming that Reagan would support whatever compromise Congress reached, DOJ pushed back hard. The attorney general demanded a meeting with Reagan. Following the meeting, Reagan embraced two of Smith's proposals--maintaining the intent standard, and making it easier for localities to escape Section 5 preclearance, which required all bodies in covered states to get approval before making any changes to election law or procedures. (Roberts would effectively end that requirement with his decision in 2013's Shelby County v. Holder, neutering the law by freezing the formula that determined which states were covered.)

Reagan now declared the effects standard "new and untested"--a position that hewed almost verbatim to Roberts's talking points. In his end-of-year news conference, Reagan channeled Roberts again. The effect rule "could lead to the type of thing in which effect could be judged if there was some disproportion in the number of officials who were elected at any governmental level," Reagan said. "You could come down to where all of society had to have an actual quota system."

Listen: If the Voting Rights Act falls

This is almost exactly what Roberts would write in his December 1981 memo titled "Why Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act Should Be Retained Unchanged": "Incorporation of an effects test in SS2 would establish essentially a quota system for electoral politics." Then came the line that could be seen as defining decades of future jurisprudence: "Violations of SS2 should not be made too easy to prove, since they provide a basis for the most intrusive interference imaginable by federal courts into state and local processes."

Roberts inspired Reagan's shift. His words and ideas made up the core of the president's statements. He placed the administration into an intent-versus-effects fight that Reagan's political counselors thought unnecessary.

The next battle would be before the U.S. Senate. Roberts would script that too.

The Senate debate had kicked off with a mid-November New York Times op-ed from Vernon Jordan, then head of the National Urban League, titled "Diluting Voting Rights." Roberts must not have liked what he read. Reagan's endorsement of the intent standard "was not only a political mistake," Jordan wrote, but a "disservice" to conservatism. Then the civil-rights leader lowered the boom. Intent to discriminate, he wrote, is impossible to prove.

"Local officials don't wallpaper their offices with memos about how to restrict minority-group members' access to the polling booth," Jordan wrote. "Discriminatory effects, however, are clear to all." Proving intent, he argued, shifted and required the burden of proof and required evidence that "would be virtually impossible to assemble."

"The President's endorsement of the Voting Rights Act," he concluded, "is a sham."

Roberts quickly drafted a counterattack and circulated it to DOJ higher-ups. The pugnacious response insists that the intent test would make a "radical change" to the Voting Rights Act and slams the House version as a "radical experiment." Roberts conceded that local officials might not wallpaper their offices with racist memos, but insisted that "circumstantial evidence" would still suffice, "as Mr. Jordan presumably knows."

"The only ones who could be disappointed by the President's actions," Roberts held, "are not those truly concerned about the right to vote but rather those who, for whatever reason, were simply spoiling for a fight," fiercely attacking the integrity of a man who had devoted his life to the struggle for civil rights.

Roberts's audience wasn't civil-rights leaders or New York Times readers. The DOJ team needed to keep the number of Senate proponents for the intent test below 60, the threshold for defeating a filibuster. Senator Strom Thurmond chaired the Senate Judiciary Committee. Opponents of the VRA's effects provision felt confident that they could engineer a host of obstructionist feints and amendments to block its passage. So it shocked them when Senator Charles Mathias, a Republican, filed his bill, which included the effects test, with 60 co-sponsors. If the coalition of 40 Democrats and 21 Republicans held, the reauthorization would pass easily. Thurmond sputtered in disbelief when informed of the number: "They must not have read the bill!"

A stunned Roberts prepared to fight on. "Do not be fooled by the House vote or the 61 Senate sponsors of the House bill into believing that the President cannot win on this issue," Roberts wrote in a January 1982 memo to the attorney general. Roberts's allies were segregationists, his math was bad, and his political instincts worse, but he urged his troops onward, confident in his own assessment of Congress. "Many members of the House did not know they were doing more than simply extending the Act, and several of the 61 Senators have already indicated that they only intended to support simple extension," he wrote. "Once the senators are educated on the differences between the President's position and the House bill, and the serious dangers in the House bill," Roberts insisted, "solid support will emerge for the President's position."

Roberts worked every angle. The Senate Judiciary Committee was a chance to educate senators. The day before the attorney general was scheduled to testify, the administration abruptly asked for a delay. Roberts remained focused. On January 25, 1982, he sent Smith a memo of likely questions and suggested answers to help guide his remarks. In his behind-the-scenes brief to his boss, it's apparent that Roberts was not willing to countenance a single improvement to the VRA.

In the brief, in detailing his objections to the effects test, Roberts supplied a tendentious account of supposed open-minded inquiry that pointedly ignored the testimony of experts and misrepresented the words of civil-rights leaders. He counseled Smith to tell Congress that "in reviewing the Voting Rights Act last summer in the course of preparing recommendations to the President, I met personally with scores of civil rights leaders." Roberts wrote, "The one theme from these discussions was clear: the Act has been the most successful civil rights legislation ever enacted and it should be extended unchanged. As the old saying goes, if it isn't broken, don't fix it."

Here Roberts was merely parroting an earlier talking point he'd circulated during the House debate; it had nothing to do with the actual views of civil-rights leaders who, in fact, were determined at all costs to repair the defective Mobile decision.

His memo encouraged Smith to double down on loose talk of racial quotas before Thurmond's committee, contending without any empirical backing that the effects test "would establish a quota system for electoral politics"--here he underlined quota system--which "we believe is fundamentally inconsistent with democratic principles."

The next day, January 26, Roberts again urged Smith to stiffen his resolve on the effects question as the attorney general prepared to begin his testimony. Roberts also attended a crucial meeting at the White House where DOJ officials sought to shore up Reagan's opposition to the effects test--"once and for all," a seemingly frustrated Roberts wrote.

Read: The decision that could end voting rights

In this final prehearing memo, the young aide exhorted his boss: "I recommend taking a very positive and aggressive stance." Roberts certainly followed that advice; he had grown weary of all the bureaucratic skirmishing with Reagan's political team, and demanded that the White House "actively work" to enact DOJ's preferred policy. He insisted his position could be sold politically. "The President's position is a very positive one," Roberts wrote, repeating his pet mantra. "If it isn't broken, don't fix it."

In his memos, Roberts maintained that the effects test would "throw into litigation existing electoral systems at every level of government nationwide when there is no evidence of voting abuses nationwide supporting the need for such a change." Roberts also again sought to tie opposition to the effects test to the administration's overall stance on race and affirmative action. "Just as we oppose quotas in employment and education, so too we oppose them in elections." Roberts concluded, imperiously, "It is very important that the fight be won, and the President is fully committed to this effort. His staff should be as well."

No one could question Roberts's commitment. That day he sent Smith yet another memo, a two-page response to an editorial in The Washington Post that endorsed the effects test. Then, in an early February 1982 memo to his direct boss, Brad Reynolds, Roberts offered handwritten edits on a draft op-ed. "I do not agree with the Attorney General that it is necessary to 'talk down' to the audience," Roberts proclaimed. "The frequent writings in this area by our adversaries have gone unanswered for too long."

Roberts remained hopeful that his position would prevail in the Senate, either by putting the filibuster back in play, enabling a presidential veto, or slowing things down sufficiently in order to gain a negotiating cudgel as the VRA neared expiration. Whatever obstructionist vision beguiled him most, Roberts worked the Senate hard. He assembled clips of op-eds aligned with his side along with his "Why Section Two of the Voting Rights Should Be Retained Unchanged" essay to be sent to friendly offices. He ran all this past Ken Starr--then a counselor to Smith, 16 years before the Monica Lewinsky investigation--with a handwritten note penned daringly on the attorney general's letterhead: "Ken--possibilities to distribute to senators." He signed it simply "John."

Orrin Hatch's Judiciary subcommittee--after five weeks of hearings focused almost entirely on intent versus effects--began to fall into line. It preserved the intent standard in the Senate bill, which then moved to Thurmond's kingdom, the full committee. By then, Senator Bob Dole had seen enough. The Kansas Republican was determined that the GOP be the party of Lincoln, not Thurmond. He quietly settled the matter: Section 2 would carry the effects standard. The language of the accompanying Senate report could not have been clearer. Racial effects would be enough. Dole informed Reagan that DOJ could continue to fight--but they'd lose. He had at least 80 votes.

Back at Justice, Roberts's band of brothers didn't seethe so much as they threw up their hands in resignation. "The Reagan administration took the principled view over the politically advantageous," Michael Carvin, the famed conservative litigator who served at DOJ with Roberts, told me, "and then they eventually caved."

A different strategy would be needed. That April, as Roberts and others at DOJ battled, young conservative law students, joined by mentors such as Robert Bork and Antonin Scalia, would have the first national gathering of what would become known as the Federalist Society at Yale Law. Conservatives came to a new conclusion: If you want to change the law, change the judges.

More than two decades later, about to ascend to the high court, Roberts would brush aside concerns about his views on voting rights by suggesting that the 1982 fight was a youthful folly, and that he had just been doing his job. "Senator," Roberts told Russell Feingold, a Wisconsin Democrat, "you keep referring to what I supported and what I wanted to do. I was a 26-year-old staff lawyer. It was my first job as a lawyer after my clerkships. I was not shaping administration policy. The administration policy was shaped by the attorney general on whose staff I served. It was the policy of President Reagan. It was to extend the Voting Rights Act without change for the longest period in history at that point, and it was my job to promote the attorney general's view and the president's view on that issue. And that's what I was doing."

Read: How the Court became a voting-rights foe

This was not entirely accurate. Once again, Roberts was masterfully playacting support for a law he worked to thwart. The effects standard came from DOJ. It was not originally the policy of President Reagan. It was not the president's view. Roberts had done far more than what he claimed under oath. And when he and fellow young Reaganite Samuel Alito arrived at the Supreme Court, the arguments that had once lost in Congress would now carry the day--not because things had actually changed in the South, but because the arena moved to the judiciary.

Now John Roberts doesn't need the president, 60 senators, or 218 representatives. Four like-minded conservatives on the Court would be enough. It appears there are five--plus Roberts himself.



This article was adapted from David Daley's book, Antidemocratic.
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The Most Impractical Tool in My Kitchen

Carbon-steel knives are high-maintenance. And that's the point.

by Tyler Austin Harper

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




My relationship with carbon-steel knives began with a lie. When I was in graduate school a few years ago, I walked into a schmancy New York City knife shop, determined to buy a lithe 210-millimeter Suisin Gyuto. But the clerk didn't want to sell it to me. The poor man had quite evidently been traumatized by prior customers who had bought (and presumably returned) high-maintenance knives that they were not prepared to take care of. He seemed desperate to get me to buy a stainless-steel one instead.

But no, I wanted that knife. I had landed on it after countless hours poring over Reddit threads when I should have been writing my master's thesis. "It will be a lot of work!" the salesman said. Then: "It will rust!" And: "It must be hand washed!" And: "Can I show you these knives over here?" His pleas became more and more plaintive until, eager to end both of our miseries, I exclaimed: "It's a Christmas gift for a friend! He has other carbon-steel knives already!" The lie, at last, appeased him. Minutes later I was out in the cold, clutching my shopping bag, inside it my tall, thin "gift" wrapped in gold paper.

The salesman was, of course, right: Carbon-steel knives are a pain. They rust easily, react poorly when exposed to acidic ingredients such as tomatoes and lemons, and lose their shine almost immediately, taking on splotchy mottling that can charitably be described as "rustic." Stainless steel, by contrast, embodies everything that modern, technological civilization esteems: It is low-maintenance, looks permanently brand-new, and can be purchased at a big-box store. Still, after I brought my Gyuto home to my small Queens kitchen and used it to slice and dice onions, carrots, and mushrooms for Julia Child's beef bourguignon, I fell in love with the knife's balance and humble beauty--and, yes, the fact that it was sharp as hell.

Read: Americans need to party more

A carbon-steel knife will not necessarily make you a better cook. Unless you work at a high-end sushi spot, you're unlikely to really need one. Since the invention of modern stainless steel in 1913 and the widespread production of knives made of the material in the decades that followed, carbon-steel knives have been largely a relic of the past. But the case for adding carbon steel to your knife block is not about utility. It is a stand against the march of efficiency that has affected perhaps no sphere of American life more than our diets. They are noticeably out of place in a food culture that includes fast-casual restaurants, meal boxes by mail, 20-minute "weeknight recipes," and Silicon Valley-approved meal replacements such as Soylent--and that's exactly the point.

Carbon-steel knives also cultivate habits of mind--patience, focus, repetition--that the pace and shape of modern life make so hard to develop. As with carbon-steel pans, you must first work to cultivate a "patina," a protective layer of oxidized metal on the knife's surface that prevents rust from forming. (I break in my knives by cutting up a large chuck roast, which usually gives the blade a pleasant blueish-gray tint.) Even once the knife has a good patina, you cannot leave it unattended on the counter, covered in lime juice, while you scroll Instagram. If you are working with something acidic or using the knife for an extended period, it needs to be intermittently wiped down and dried to prevent rusting.

Most Japanese-style carbon-steel kitchen knives have asymmetric bevels, meaning that each side of the cutting edge is sharpened at a different angle. This means that the knives demand your diligence if you want to retain your fingers and maintain the blade. It also means that they should not be run through a standard-issue countertop electric knife sharpener, but must be either honed at home with a whetstone (less intimidating than it sounds) or sent off to a knife shop. The attention that carbon-steel knives require also makes them wonderful gifts, because they represent a show of confidence in the recipient: I think you can take care of this without reducing it to a slab of rust.

In the years since that first purchase, I've added more carbon-steel knives to my collection, including a French-made 12-inch Sabatier that I use to make quick work of overgrown Maine winter squashes, and my beloved 270-millimeter Misono, which I bought to celebrate getting my first professor job. As I've grown older and busier, and become a parent, I no longer reach for one of these every day. I keep a few stainless-steel numbers in the drawer for hectic weeknights. But I have few greater pleasures in my life than pouring a glass of wine, pulling out a well-loved carbon-steel knife on a quiet winter weekend, and feeling the blade glide through the ingredients of the day.
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Trump's New Imperialism

Just like the neocons he criticizes, Trump embraces the wielding of American power to impose his own worldview on countries that do not share it.<strong> </strong>

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Donald Trump hates the neocons. He'll tell you so himself.

In a speech in Saudi Arabia in May, Trump criticized past American presidents for being "afflicted with the notion that it's our job to look into the souls of foreign leaders and use U.S. policy to dispense justice for their sins," mocking "so-called nation-builders, neocons, or liberal nonprofits" as useless. He has long ridiculed the Republican establishment for its management of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan--though more in the tone of a fan angry about his team losing than of a principled opponent of militarism.

This philosophy of nonintervention, however, has turned out to be the opposite of his actual policy.

Last week, Trump unveiled his National Security Strategy, which claims that European nations face "civilizational erasure" resulting from the politics of the European Union, and from "migration policies that are transforming the continent and creating strife, censorship of free speech and suppression of political opposition, cratering birthrates, and loss of national identities and self-confidence." To the extent the document articulates any strategy at all, it appears to be for the United States to pressure Europe to deregulate, crack down on migration, and buy more oil and gas.

Trump has interfered in foreign affairs in many ways. He has ordered the bombing of Iran and is preparing for an attack on Venezuela; "We're gonna hit 'em on land very soon," he told Politico on Monday. In the Caribbean, his military has committed what law-of-war experts have called murder, launching missiles at boats suspected of carrying drugs. (The national-security justification for this is nonexistent; most illegal narcotics are brought into the U.S. through ports of entry by people who are crossing legally.) He has pressured other countries economically--for example, by imposing punitive tariffs on Brazil for prosecuting former President Jair Bolsonaro, a Trump ally who had attempted a coup. And he has expressed a desire for territorial expansionism through the annexation of Canada and Greenland. One thing is very clear: Trump is in no sense a "noninterventionist."

From the January 2026 issue: The neocons were right

But more important, he is not so different from the neoconservatives he often criticizes. Like them, he embraces the wielding of American power to impose his own worldview on countries that do not share it. The attack on Europe for supposedly accepting "civilizational erasure" is nothing if not an attempt to "dispense justice" to European nations that have committed the sin of multiculturalism. This is a kind of neo-neoconservatism, premised on ethno-nationalism rather than the democracy promotion of the post-9/11 era.

As the neoconservative godfather Irving Kristol once wrote, "In foreign policy, neoconservatism believes that American democracy is not likely to survive for long in a world that is overwhelmingly hostile to American values." It was therefore important to use military force and diplomacy to compel other nations to share those values. After 9/11, this became the operating principle of American foreign policy. The theory was that, by spreading democracy, America would be less likely to be attacked again. In October 2001, the then-neoconservative Max Boot wrote, "We must not only wipe out the vipers but also destroy their nest and do our best to prevent new nests from being built there again." To be safe, America had to make the rest of the world more like America.

Like the neocons, Trump's neo-neocons repeatedly invoke the West's complacency and unwillingness to defend its own values, a frailty that can be rectified only through the ritual use of military force against weaker targets. The conservative writer Jonah Goldberg once articulated what he called the "Ledeen Doctrine," after the neoconservative Michael Ledeen, which was: "Every ten years or so, the United States needs to pick up some small crappy little country and throw it against the wall, just to show the world we mean business." Despite Trump's rejection of George W. Bush, MAGA bears many similarities to the right-wing politics of that era--a fetishization of violence and torture, the treatment of opposition as treasonous, a disdain for due process, and an anti-Muslim bigotry at odds with fundamental American principles.

Although the pretense of adhering to democratic values has been abandoned by an administration that disdains democracy, free speech, and the rule of law, the theory is nonetheless the same: Unless America defends ethno-nationalism against the forces of multiracial democracy elsewhere, ethno-nationalism will not be safe here. The Trump administration's rabid hostility toward the "Rainbow Nation" of South Africa, with its history all Americans can recognize, makes more sense in this context.

Franklin Foer: Why the Gulf monarchs shower Trump with gifts

Although the neoconservative project failed and the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan are justly remembered as disasters, some neocons did care deeply about the principles of democracy, in their own misguided way. They have proved it by opposing Trump, even at the cost of their former associations and status in the political party to which they have devoted their lives. But for others, the appeal of interventionism seems to have been more about a kind of ethnic chauvinism, about reiterating the superiority of the enlightened West over primitivist "Islamofascism." For that faction of former neocons, well, Trumpism fit like a well-tailored suit.

Trump's National Security Strategy is, of course, not just about foreign policy. This administration has shown itself to be hostile to America's multiracial inheritance. It is engaged in a social-engineering project to make the United States less diverse through mass deportation; the attack on birthright citizenship; and selective enforcement of antidiscrimination laws, which will make it easier to exclude women and ethnic and racial minorities from elite professions. A National Security Strategy that describes any nation with more welcoming policies as engaged in its own self-destruction is a warning, too, for those Americans who do not fit within the Trump administration's racially defined view of citizenship. After all, if European civilization can be "erased" by the mere presence of those who do not share the ethnic background of the majority, then the same applies to white people in the United States.

The Trump administration's strategy document states that "who a country admits into its borders--in what numbers and from where--will inevitably define the future of that nation." Trump has made clear that this is no anodyne statement--at a rally Tuesday he defended his "permanent pause" on "third-world migration" by expressing his dismay at the fact that instead of people coming from Norway, Sweden, or Denmark, immigrants were coming to the U.S. from "Somalia, places that are a disaster, filthy, dirty, disgusting." Trump is not concerned about "migration"; in some general sense, he's concerned that the immigrants are not white.

This is the "Great Replacement" theory, applied globally. It is the same might-makes-right worldview of the worst neocons, but in service of the abhorrent principle of segregation instead of democracy, and suggesting a future of American imperialism unmoored from any pretense of a belief in the equality of mankind.
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2025 in Photos: Wrapping Up the Year

Looking back at some of the most memorable events toward the end of 2025, including Gen Z protests in Nepal, Hurricane Melissa in the Caribbean, and much more.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 10 Dec 2025


Curtis Evans, of Evanston, carries an American flag through gas that was deployed by federal officers as they cleared protesters from the entrance of the ICE facility in Broadview, Illinois, on September 19, 2025. Evans said he was a Marine during President Ronald Reagan's term. (Stacey Wescott / Chicago Tribune / Tribune News Service / Getty)




Students rest in a shelter at the Kyiv State Music Lyceum M.V Lysenko school on the second day of classes, during an air alert that lasted more than three hours on September 2, 2025, in Kyiv, Ukraine. The start of a new school year for Ukrainian children during three years of war has meant dealing with the constant threat of attacks, and on some nights a lack of sleep in city shelters. (Paula Bronstein / Getty)




To commemorate the 80th anniversary of Japan's World War II surrender, military personnel take part in a parade held in front of Tiananmen Gate in Beijing, China, on September 3, 2025. (Andy Wong / AP)




A protester carrying a Nepalese flag hangs a pirate flag as smoke and flames rise from the Singha Durbar, the seat of Nepal's government, in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 9, 2025. Anti-government protests the day before were met with deadly force by riot police. Reacting to that violence, demonstrators returned the next day, burned many government buildings, and forced the prime minister to resign. (Sunil Pradhan / Anadolu / Getty)




A protester wearing a flak jacket and carrying a shield snatched from a police officer shouts slogans at the Singha Durbar during a protest against a social-media ban and corruption in Kathmandu, on September 9, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Geordie Beamish of Team New Zealand avoids the foot of Jean-Simon Desgagnes of Team Canada as he falls to the ground during the the men's 3,000-meter Steeplechase heats on Day 1 of the World Athletics Championships Tokyo 2025 at National Stadium on September 13, 2025, in Tokyo, Japan. (Emilee Chinn / Getty)




The day after the fatal shooting of the political activist Charlie Kirk during an event at Utah Valley University, crime-scene tape stretches in front of a 9/11 memorial on September 11, 2025, in Orem, Utah. (Michael Ciaglo / Getty)




People attend a vigil for Charlie Kirk at Arizona State University on September 15, 2025, in Tempe, Arizona. (Eric Thayer / Getty)




A drone display creates an image of the late Pope Francis while flying over St. Peter's Square during the Grace for the World concert, on September 13, 2025, in Vatican City. (Alessandra Benedetti / Corbis / Getty)




A cameraman on a unicycle films athletes in action as they compete in the men's 10,000-meter final during the World Athletics Championships Tokyo on September 14, 2025. (Kirill Kudryavtsev / AFP / Getty)




Bronze medalist Noah Lyles of the U.S. celebrates with Tara Davis-Woodhall of the U.S., gold medalist in the women's long jump, at the 2025 World Athletics Championships, in Japan National Stadium, Tokyo, on September 14, 2025. (Fabrizio Bensch / Reuters)




Migrants try to board smugglers' boats in an attempt to cross the English Channel off the beach of Gravelines, northern France, on September 27, 2025. (Sameer Al-Doumy / AFP / Getty)




St. Louis Cardinals' Victor Scott II scores against the San Francisco Giants during the ninth inning of a baseball game in San Francisco on September 23, 2025. (Godofredo A. Vasquez / AP)




A vehicle on the edge of a huge hole in the ground after a road collapsed near a hospital in Bangkok on September 24, 2025 (Chanakarn Laosarakham / AFP / Getty)




This photograph, taken on October 5, 2025, shows an archery target bearing the image of Russian President Vladimir Putin at the Old Fortress in Kamianets-Podilskyi, in Ukraine's Khmelnytsky region, amid Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine. (Yuriy Dyachyshyn / AFP / Getty)




Aelan Vaast of French Polynesia performs a layback hack during a private surf-training session at O2 Surftown MUC in Hallbergmoos, Germany, on October 7, 2025. Seven surfers from France and French Polynesia traveled to Munich for some intensive surf-training sessions at the Surftown MUC wave pool. (Adam Pretty / Getty)




Drivers merge into expressway lanes after passing through the 36-lane Wuzhuang toll station at Chuzhou, in China's Anhui province, as they make their way back home near the end of an eight-day National Day holiday, on October 7, 2025. (AFP / Getty)




Family and friends of the Israeli hostage Eitan Horn react to the news of his release at their house in the central Israeli city of Rosh Haayin on October 13, 2025. Hamas handed over 20 surviving Israeli hostages on October 13 under a cease-fire agreement, with Israel set to return nearly 2,000 detainees held in its jails in exchange. (Gil Cohen-Magen / AFP / Getty)




The Alaska Air National Guard conducts a search-and-rescue mission following the remnants of Typhoon Halong that caused severe damage in Kipnuk, Alaska, on October 13, 2025. The storm caused major flooding and damage in several coastal Alaskan villages, and hundreds of residents were airlifted to safety. (Alaska National Guard / Anadolu / Getty)




A person dressed in a Statue of Liberty costume participates in a "No Kings" national day of protest, in New York on October 18, 2025. Organizers estimated that millions of Americans had attended rallies in cities and towns across America, protesting the policies and actions of President Donald Trump and his administration. (Timothy A.Clary / AFP via Getty)




Silhouettes of people and monkeys make their way past India Gate amid smoggy conditions in New Delhi, India, on October 22, 2025. Thick smog blanketed the city as Delhi's air-quality index dropped to 345, placing it in the "very poor" category. (Amarjeet Kumar Singh / Anadolu / Getty)




Heavy machinery is used to tear down a section of the East Wing of the White House as construction began on President Donald Trump's planned ballroom, in Washington, D.C., on October 22, 2025. (Brendan Smialowski / AFP / Getty)




A car drives along a road covered with anti-drone netting, amid Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine, near the town of Sloviansk, in Donetsk, Ukraine, on October 27, 2025. (Sofiia Gatilova / Reuters)




A U.S. Air Force Reserve crew from the 53rd Weather Reconnaissance Squadron, known as the Hurricane Hunters, flies into the eye of Hurricane Melissa on October 27, 2025, over the Caribbean Sea. The crew was making a pass through the storm to collect vital weather data for the National Hurricane Center. (Lt. Col. Mark Withee / U.S. Air Force / Getty)




An aerial view of Black River, Jamaica, on October 30, 2025, in the aftermath of Hurricane Melissa (Matias Delacroix / AP)




Volunteers load boxes of food into cars during an event held by the Community FoodBank of New Jersey in partnership with Bergen County to deliver emergency food relief to federal workers and SNAP recipients amid the U.S. government shutdown, in Leonia, New Jersey, on November 6, 2025. (Mike Segar / Reuters)




President Donald Trump stands by as attendees help a guest after he collapsed during an event on lowering drug prices, in the Oval Office at the White House in Washington, D.C., on November 6, 2025. (Andrew Harnik / Getty)




A person poses for a photo in front of a maple tree displaying fall colors in Kansas City, Missouri, on November 7, 2025. (Charlie Riedel / AP)




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




An adult female Masai giraffe rears on its hind legs as it resists efforts by Kenya Wildlife Services rangers to guide it into a transportation crate during an exercise to translocate large herbivores from Kedong Ranch because of land subdivisions and corralling that have disrupted wildlife migratory routes in Naivasha, Kenya, on November 16, 2025. (Tony Karumba / AFP / Getty)




Israeli security forces clash with Hilltop Youth on an earth mover as they evacuate and demolish an illegal outpost built near the Jewish settlement of Metzad, east of the Palestinian city of Sa'ir, in the occupied West Bank, on November 17, 2025. (Menahem Kahana / AFP / Getty)




People look at flames engulfing a building after a fire broke out at Wang Fuk Court, a residential estate in the Tai Po district of Hong Kong's New Territories, on November 26 2025. (Chan Long Hei / AP)
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The Enfeebling of the President

Trump is showing signs that he's lost the physical stamina to do the job.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 09 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.

The president of the United States can expect to face tough questions, but one that ABC's Rachel Scott asked Monday wasn't among them. In fact, it was nothing more than a recitation of his own words. "You said you would have no problem with releasing the full video of that strike on September 2 off the coast of Venezuela," Scott began. President Donald Trump immediately snapped at Scott: "I didn't say that. You said that. I didn't say that. This is ABC fake news."

In fact, as Scott reminded him, that's exactly what he said. "I don't know what they have, but whatever they have, we'd certainly release. No problem," he said on December 3 in the Oval Office. After Scott pointed that out, Trump shrugged it off, as though he'd simply forgotten. Perhaps this was willful obfuscation. But moments of apparent forgetfulness--whether one calls them senior moments, wandering attention, or spacing out--have been happening a lot recently.

In late October, Trump said he received an MRI. For valid reasons, this has raised questions: MRIs aren't a routine part of annual physicals, and the president's most recent physical was way back in April; his doctors' public disclosures about his medical exams have often been vague but full of puffery; he's been seen with bruises, makeup, and bandages on his hands, which the White House has attributed to frequent hand shaking and his use of aspirin. Voter concerns about the health and vigor of his predecessor, Joe Biden, were one reason that Biden was forced into a late withdrawal from the 2024 presidential race.

Rather than quiet these concerns with transparency, however, the Trump administration played coy for weeks. When Trump was asked about the MRI on November 14, he insisted both that he didn't know what it was about and that it had a great result: "I have no idea what they analyzed," he told reporters. "But whatever they analyzed, they analyzed it well, and they said that I had as good a result as they've ever seen." When pressed more recently, he continued to brag that he had "aced" a test designed to assess baseline cognitive function, as though it was an IQ test--a boast that raises more questions than it answers. When the president's physician eventually released a letter about the procedure, which referred to his October scan only as "advanced imaging," it was similarly heavy on superlatives and light on detail. (That's a contrast with the practice prior to Trump's first term, when administrations publicly shared more medical information. When George W. Bush went through MRI machines during his presidency, for instance, the White House explained that they were intended to understand the reasons for a sore shoulder in one case and assess possible damage to his knees in another.)

Trump has always seemed more interested in the pomp of his office than in doing the actual work, but he's begun expressing lack of interest more physically in this term. Last week, Trump appeared to doze off repeatedly during a Cabinet meeting at the White House. To be fair, these are boring events: I am also not interested in sitting through several hours' worth of secretaries and aides delivering obsequious praise, but they're doing it for his benefit. If he wants more efficient meetings, he has the power to make it so. During one moment, Secretary of State Marco Rubio prattled on about how only Trump could achieve a cease-fire in Gaza. Trump himself slumped slowly forward with his eyes closed, then sat up before his eyelids fluttered again. The president did rouse himself at the end of the meeting, finding the energy for a racist rant about Somalis.

This is not the first instance of Trump appearing to nap during public meetings, as The Washington Post reported last month. When he repeatedly snoozed during his Manhattan trial, last spring, it was a curiosity--especially for someone who had previously seemed so high-energy. But as I wrote at the time, it was also a warning: Was a man who couldn't stay awake for his own felony trial, during the middle of the day, prepared for the rigors of the presidency? We now have some sense of the answer (and we might also wonder whether he's even worse at staying awake during meetings that aren't public).

As my colleague Jonathan Lemire reported recently, Trump has also pulled back on his once-impressive schedule of campaign-style rallies. His daily schedule of events has become narrower. He's becoming isolated and cloistered; his late-night social-media sprees are not new, but they've become a larger part of his public communication. As with Biden, this withdrawal has led Trump to make political arguments that, as David Axelrod writes, are disconnected from reality.

The stranglehold that the elderly have on American politics makes assessing Trump's struggles without referring to his age impossible. That's especially true after the Biden debacle. Trump invited the comparison by referring to Biden as "Sleepy Joe," an epithet he might regret if he continues to drift off in Oval Office meetings. Trump is 79, making him the oldest American president at the time of inauguration. Although polling in 2024 showed that large majorities of Americans believed that Biden was too old to be president, significant numbers believed that Trump was too. In February of last year, for example, an ABC News / Ipsos poll found that six in 10 Americans felt that both men were too superannuated to serve.

What was most troubling about Biden, however, was not his age per se, but its symptoms: the stiffness, the apparent fatigue, and especially the meandering answers he delivered during his debate with Trump in June 2024. The same is true of Trump now. If another president were in his 50s or 60s and seemed unable to remember the details of such an important story as the boat strikes, didn't know why he'd had a lengthy medical examination, and appeared to routinely doze off during high-profile meetings, the public would have understandable questions about his capacity to do the job. Trump has never displayed the temperament to serve as president, and now he is showing signs that he's lost the physical stamina too.

Related:

	The bubble-wrapped president
 	The Democrats must confront their gerontocracy.
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	Can Jollibee beat American fast food at its own game?
 	David Brooks: The neocons were right.
 	The Trump administration actually backed down.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump will hold a rally to promote his efforts on affordability and inflation reduction in a key Pennsylvania swing district that Democrats are targeting ahead of next year's midterms.
 	The Trump administration reached a settlement with seven states that could dismantle former President Joe Biden's student-loan-repayment plan. Roughly 7 million borrowers will need to switch to a new plan if a federal court approves the deal.
 	A federal judge granted the Justice Department's request to unseal grand-jury records from the Ghislaine Maxwell investigation, citing a new law signed by Trump requiring the public release of all Epstein-related files by December 19.
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	 The Weekly Planet: Donald Trump has fallen in love with Japan's adorable micro-cars, Patrick George writes. Do Americans actually want them?
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The Most Egregious Double Standard in Sports

By Jemele Hill

In college football, one rule seems to always hold: When a player leverages his power, it's a scandal. When a coach does the same thing, it's just business as usual.
 That dynamic is now playing out in the response to the decision of the longtime University of Mississippi coach Lane Kiffin to leave the team to become the new head coach at Louisiana State University. Kiffin led Ole Miss to a historic regular-season record of 11 wins and one loss, and the university is now poised to make its first-ever College Football Playoff appearance. The Rebels have a real chance of winning a national championship. LSU's seven-year, $91 million offer was apparently enough to put all of that in jeopardy.


Read the full article.
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 	When leaders mistake brutality for strength
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 	Pete Hegseth is seriously testing Trump's "no scalps" rule.
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Watch. Here are the 10 standout films that helped cinema survive another turbulent year, David Sims writes.

Reminisce. To understand Frank Gehry, who died on Friday, look past the titanium showpieces that made him a household name to see his best work, Carolina A. Miranda writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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OpenAI Is in Trouble

The start-up is falling behind in the AI race.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




For nearly three years, Marc Benioff, the CEO of Salesforce, was a ChatGPT devotee. Then, late last month, he abruptly converted to Google's chatbot, Gemini. "Holy shit," he wrote on X. "I've used ChatGPT every day for 3 years. Just spent 2 hours on Gemini 3. I'm not going back. The leap is insane."



When Gemini 3 was released in mid-November, it appeared to crush OpenAI's top model on a suite of evaluations shared by Google. The bot has since received widespread praise from the tech industry. One analyst said that Gemini 3 is "the best model ever." Another crowned Google as the "AI winners." Sam Altman appears alarmed: Last week, in a company-wide memo, the OpenAI CEO reportedly declared a "code red" effort to improve ChatGPT's capabilities.



OpenAI once had a clear technological edge. When the firm kicked off the AI race in 2022 with the launch of ChatGPT, Google was caught off guard and declared its own "code red." Google's early chatbot offerings were indeed a mess: The very first demo of Bard, the precursor to Gemini, included a factual error. A year later, the "AI Overviews" in Google Search were telling users that it was healthy to eat one rock a day. Meanwhile, OpenAI has become the world's most valuable private company under the assumption that it will always set the pace. But its ascendance no longer seems inevitable.



The warning lights for OpenAI were flashing even before Google launched Gemini 3. OpenAI has not had a stable or even convincing lead on major AI benchmarks for many months. An image-generating model released by Google this year, called "Nano Banana," is substantially faster than ChatGPT and has expanded Gemini's user base--which, by multiple measures, is growing several times faster than ChatGPT's. Nor is Google the only rival pulling ahead: Anthropic's Claude is widely considered the best model at coding, despite OpenAI's efforts to catch up. Even Elon Musk's Grok is about level with the latest version of ChatGPT. (OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic, did not respond to a request for comment.)



To be fair, this isn't the first time that OpenAI has appeared to lose its advantage, only to then quickly reclaim its spot as the leading AI firm. Last year, when bots from Google and Anthropic seemed to be catching up with ChatGPT, OpenAI released its "reasoning" models and launched an entirely new paradigm of AI development. Now practically every top AI lab has these "reasoning" models (Gemini 3 is one). In January, when the Chinese AI start-up DeepSeek developed a bot equal to and cheaper than those of many top U.S. companies, OpenAI responded with its own new, extremely cost-efficient AI model. OpenAI could very well stage a comeback this time, too: Its chief research officer, Mark Chen, said recently on a podcast that the company has internal models on par with Gemini 3 that will be released soon. But the company has never appeared to be this far behind across so many dimensions. More than ever, OpenAI seems like just another chatbot company.



In any case, OpenAI does not appear all that focused on building the "smartest" bot. Instead, the firm has moved aggressively to stake out a commercial empire. In recent months, OpenAI has been busy rolling out new shopping features, a web browser, an AI-centric social-media app, and, to top it off, group chats. Such tools are not exactly steps on the road to digital superintelligence. Instead, they can be understood as a concerted attempt to build a self-contained OpenAI ecosystem. ChatGPT is becoming a one-stop-shop for anything you might need to do on the internet: browsing, working, emailing, shopping, planning vacations, sharing AI-generated content with friends. In his "code red" memo, Altman reportedly said some of these commercial projects would be deprioritized to work on ChatGPT.



OpenAI's commercial ventures may have come at a cost. According to a recent investigation by The New York Times, OpenAI has factored user engagement and retention into ChatGPT updates. Those tweaks, in turn, may have made some versions of ChatGPT dangerously obsequious--it has appeared to praise and reinforces some users' darkest and most absurd ideas--and have been the subject of several lawsuits against OpenAI alleging that ChatGPT fueled delusional spirals and even, in some cases, contributed to suicide. (OpenAI has denied allegations in the first lawsuit alleging that ChatGPT drove a user into a mental-health crisis, and is reviewing a set of more recent ones.)



OpenAI's push to build a family of services is already the go-to playbook for tech giants such as Apple and Google for locking users into their products. In this sense, the firm was already playing catchup. What should concern OpenAI most about the launch of Gemini 3 is not the model's technical prowess but that Google immediately began integrating the bot into its existing ecosystem. Google has at least seven products that have 2 billion users each; OpenAI has yet to reach 1 billion on any. Altman's "code red" declaration is a reminder that, despite OpenAI's unprecedented rise, it remains very much a start-up.
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So This Is What 'America First' Looks Like

The practical application of Trump's isolationism is hardly the big break he promised.

by Nancy A. Youssef

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Somalia, where two terror groups are locked in a long-standing battle, should have been an ideal place for President Donald Trump to showcase his "America First" commitment to international disengagement. The country is 8,000 miles away, and its conflicts pose no obvious near-term threat to national security. Interventions in Somalia have already cost the United States hundreds of millions of dollars in the past decade--and even so, the security of Mogadishu, the capital, remains tenuous at best.

Trump himself has suggested that now is the time to get out. Speaking in September before hundreds of generals and admirals gathered at Marine Corps Base Quantico, he cited Somalia as a place politicians have wrongly thought they should police "while America is under invasion from within." Earlier this month, Trump was even more disdainful, saying that Somalia "stinks" and the country is "no good for a reason."

Yet just one week earlier, according to local media, dozens of U.S. Special Forces soldiers in northeast Somalia killed at least five suspected members of ISIS-Somalia, an Islamic State affiliate, during an hours-long gunfight. (United States Africa Command, which is responsible for U.S. military operations on the continent, has not publicly confirmed its forces were there.) That was on top of the more than 100 U.S. missile strikes in Somalia so far this year, a much higher pace of attacks than either the 51 strikes during the entire Biden administration or the 219 strikes over the four years of Trump's first term, most of which targeted ISIS-Somalia's rival al-Qaeda affiliate, al-Shabaab. President Barack Obama launched 48 strikes in the country during his two terms, according to statistics from New America, a think tank based in Washington, D.C.

Trump has said that his "America First" approach to foreign policy includes employing transactional diplomacy to benefit the U.S., stopping other nations from "taking advantage" of American support, and using force to defend the Western Hemisphere. But events in Somalia suggest that "America First" often looks very different in practice, especially when it comes to the use of the military. Trump may have avoided sending large numbers of troops to war in operations oriented around nation-building. But he has aggressively intervened in conflicts around the world, typically with a torrent of expensive air strikes launched from out of harm's way or with the deployment of small groups of Special Forces.

The missions are couched as defending the homeland, but their precise goals and results are rarely explained. Starting in April, the U.S. stopped releasing initial estimates of casualties in Somalia, either saying that no civilians were killed or not addressing the issue at all. The military has not announced the death of any top leader of ISIS-Somalia or al-Shabaab, the more powerful of the two groups, since the first strike of the second Trump administration, on February 1. Instead, the targets receive vague descriptions--"weapons dealer," "terrorist network," "ISIS terrorist"--or have no identifying characteristics. More often, the press releases about these missions say only which of the two Islamist groups was targeted.

The administration also has not been consistent in limiting its application of "America First" to either imminent or potential threats. Before its Somalia campaign, the U.S. military struck hundreds of Houthi-rebel targets in Yemen in operations costing more than $1 billion. Top administration officials in a Signal group chat questioned whether the United States should be trying to liberate a commercial-shipping channel from persistent Houthi attacks, a bigger issue for Europe than for America. "I just hate bailing out Europe again," Vice President J. D. Vance wrote in the chat, which also inadvertently included Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic. The strikes were inconclusive at best: Houthis remain in control in parts of Yemen, and commercial ships continue to avoid the Red Sea.

The U.S. now is also considering strikes that could lead to the ouster of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's government. The administration claims that drug smuggling from Venezuela poses a threat to the U.S.--hence the more than 20 strikes launched on small boats in the Caribbean and eastern Pacific since September 2, which have killed more than 80, even though Venezuela is not a source of fentanyl, the leading cause of drug overdoses in the U.S.

During a December 2 Pentagon briefing, the spokesperson Kingsley Wilson defended the mission in Somalia and said that the administration does not want to focus solely on imminent threats to U.S. borders and in its hemisphere. "We're not seeking regime change, or, you know, we're not nation-building," she said. "We're not isolationists. We're also not neocons. We're realists."

American interest in Somalia has followed the trajectory of U.S. foreign policy writ large over the past three decades. In the early 1990s, the mission there was largely humanitarian. But in 1993, the United States participated in a military operation to capture the warlord Mohamed Farrah Aidid, who had been blamed for the death of dozens of United Nations forces. Local militia shot down two American Black Hawk helicopters, leading to the death of 18 U.S. troops, and the operation became widely known by the title of the book, and later the movie, it inspired, Black Hawk Down. After 9/11, the U.S. began conducting the counterterrorism strikes that continue under Trump.

Previous administrations, including Trump's first, frequently targeted al-Shabaab, which controls about one-third of Somalia and threatens to overthrow the federal government. Trump's second administration splits its missile targets between al-Shabaab and ISIS-Somalia, which has a few hundred members in the country's north.

In September, Trump's top general for military operations in Africa, General Dagvin R. M. Anderson, made one of his first trips to Somalia, a sign that the nation of 19 million would be a priority. During his July confirmation hearing, Anderson said that he would focus on al-Shabaab and ISIS-Somalia because, if they built capacity, they could threaten U.S. interests and eventually the homeland. He didn't say why he was so certain. Neither group has said it has designs on the U.S., only that each aims to control Somalia.

The missile strikes have met the legal standard for use of military force under the 2001 Authorization for Use of Military Force resolution, which allows the president to strike groups associated with terror forces that were involved with 9/11. But the strikes don't appear to comply with Trump's professed approach of limiting U.S. intervention to imminent threats--a threshold that presidents often cite to justify the use of force without their consulting Congress or engaging in diplomacy beforehand.

Read: Trump says he decides what 'America First' means 

The U.S. military in the past has said that its strikes in Somalia aimed to improve regional security. Today, military commanders typically couch the strikes in the language of "America First," saying they have targeted groups that "threaten the U.S. Homeland, our forces, and our citizens abroad."

Whether this has been the case is not always clear, however. On September 13, U.S. missiles landed in Badhan, which sits at the front line of contested territory between the Puntlund region of Somalia and the breakaway republic of Somaliland, eliminating what a subsequent press release termed an al-Shabaab "weapons dealer."

Local reports said the target was Omar Abdullahi Abdi Ibrahim, a tribal leader and influential elder who had maintained relations with al-Shabaab but was not involved in terrorism. Ibrahim was driving when three missiles struck his car, leaving nothing but metal shards and bone fragments, according to local reports, which quoted herders who had been nearby. Residents across the region staged protests. They claimed that Ibrahim had been meeting with government leaders and expressing his opposition to a proposed deal that would allow the United Arab Emirates access to mineral deposits in the nearby Cal Madow Mountains. The U.A.E. along with Kenya, Ethiopia, Turkey, Qatar, and Egypt are all seeking influence in the Horn of Africa.

Not every ISIS or al-Qaeda affiliate operates in the same way or for the same aims--or even has its sights set on the United States. Both al-Shabaab and ISIS-Somalia are local insurgencies.

The Africa Center for Strategic Studies, a Defense Department group funded by Congress, says that al-Shabaab aims to be a "totalitarian theocracy in Somalia." ISIS-Somalia, in contrast, has struggled to gain territory and expand its army of fighters as it battles al-Shabaab and the Somali federal government. "We simplistically hear the name ISIS and immediately assume that the group is a threat to the U.S.," Will Walldorf, a professor of politics and international affairs at Wake Forest University, told me. "Some have gravitated to the name to raise funds and recruit, but they are not comparable to the ISIS we knew in Iraq and Syria at the height of the caliphate."

The U.S. strikes are having some effect. ISIS-Somalia, in particular, is worse off, J. Peter Pham, who served as a special envoy for Africa during Trump's first term, told me. "Is the world a better place without them? Yes. Are they worth the price of whatever munition is dropped on them? Maybe not," Pham told me.

Leaving terror groups alone is hard to politically defend, however remote their threat might be. The aims of al-Shabaab and ISIS-Somalia are akin to that of the Taliban in Afghanistan, which arguably posed no direct threat to the U.S. yet hosted Osama bin Laden, the architect of the September 11 attacks. But the groups in Somalia are not close to reaching their goal of controlling the country.

Sebastian Gorka, who heads U.S. counterterrorism operations at the White House, told the Hudson Institute in August that when he returned to government he was surprised by ISIS's expansion across Africa, which he described as the group's new base of operations after it lost havens in the Middle East. Because of that, he said, the U.S. needed to embrace a hawkish strategy to keep terror groups from metastasizing. Gorka declined to comment for this story. ("Atlantic are scum. No thanks," he wrote in response to my request.)

U.S. Africa Command, in a statement, didn't address why the U.S. should be worried about al-Shabaab or ISIS-Somalia, or articulate the specific aims of the U.S. strike campaign. "Our strategic approach to countering terrorism in Africa relies on trusted partnerships and collaboration grounded in and through shared security interests," the statement said. "The cadence in conducting airstrikes in Somalia reflects that strategy."

The administration's National Security Strategy, released December 5, specifies the major threats against the United States. The document says that the U.S. "must remain wary of resurgent Islamist terrorist activity in parts of Africa while avoiding any long-term American presence or commitments." It also says that the U.S. should "partner with select countries to ameliorate conflict" and "foster mutually beneficial trade relationships" to harness "Africa's abundant natural resources and latent economic potential." The document, which also calls for the U.S. to turn away from the Middle East and Europe, cites Somalia once, as an example of where the U.S. could prevent the rise of new regional conflicts.

No one group controls Somalia now. President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud holds Mogadishu, but clan militias, al-Shabaab, and, to a lesser degree, ISIS-Somalia control much of the countryside. The autonomous Somaliland region controls the country's northwest. There are also several federal member states that operate semiautonomously.

Read: The boat strikes are just the beginning

During his first term, Trump withdrew all 700 troops who were based in Somalia. President Joe Biden brought back roughly 500, a level that the second Trump administration has maintained. The deployments have helped train Somali special forces and support local troops, but not enough for them to stabilize the country.

"The Somali National Army (SNA) is still incapable of sustained clearing and holding operations," according to a report last month by the Africa Center for Strategic Studies, and "suffers from a host of troubles, including poor leadership, corruption, uneven training standards, and a reliance on clans deemed loyal to a sitting president rather than being a force having a genuinely national character."

If Somalia is on the brink of collapse--politically, economically, and constitutionally--air strikes alone cannot fix that, Pham said. Training security forces is not enough. What the U.S. needs is a comprehensive review of its policy. Maybe supporting the government in Mogadishu is not worth it for the U.S., Pham explained. Different investments--for example, in the government of Somaliland, which holds elections and has kept terror groups at bay--might provide the U.S. with a better strategic return on its investment.

Without international follow-up on the ground that tackles governance issues and a stronger national Somali military, U.S. missile strikes won't address the root causes that create the conditions for civil war, such as poor governance and corruption. Rather, Walldorf said, they "could create conditions for the kind of animosity and anger that could lead to the next generation of jihadists."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed research for this article.
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Why Indiana Republicans Are Standing Up to Trump

Small-<em>c</em> conservatism is still a point of pride in the state.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




The Indiana legislature does not keep its constituents at a great distance. As lawmakers convened in Indianapolis on Monday to consider a bill backed by President Donald Trump to redraw the state's congressional map, all that separated them from protesters who had gathered in a corridor just outside the capitol chamber was a series of glass windows. Inside the room, chants of "Just vote no!" and "We want fair maps!" could be heard as clearly as the legislative debate.

In an era when politicians typically operate at arm's length from their voters, the public's easy access to elected representatives is refreshing. In Indiana this week, it's also a bit jarring. The state Senate is meeting under threat. Trump and his allies have vowed to target Republican lawmakers who vote against a redistricting plan that could wipe out the state's Democratic congressional representation, protecting the U.S. House GOP majority. Over the past several weeks, Republican state legislators have faced a wave of "swatting" incidents, bomb threats, and other anonymous acts of intimidation, leading some to worry about their personal safety. The current climate of fear in Indiana, lawmakers in both parties told me, is without modern precedent in the state.

"We can have an argument and still be nice," Mike Gaskill, the Republican chair of the senate's elections committee, said as he opened a hearing on the redistricting bill. It was a plea as much as a declaration.

Indiana Republicans have been targeted because a number of them have done something that few others in the party, either in Washington, D.C., or in state capitals across the country, have dared to do: They have stood up to Trump. The administration launched its redistricting campaign over the summer in Texas, where GOP legislators quickly signed on to a plan to gerrymander the state's congressional map to flip as many as five Democratic U.S. House seats. Republicans in Missouri and North Carolina acceded to similar White House demands.

In Indiana, the GOP holds the governorship and a supermajority in both chambers of the legislature. But from the outset, Republicans in the state Senate have resisted the president's push. Two visits from Vice President J. D. Vance failed to secure enough support, and last month, the Senate voted to reject Governor Mike Braun's call to hold a special session this month to consider a redistricting proposal.

Under intense pressure from the White House--Trump has singled out Indiana legislators by name in Truth Social posts--the state Senate president pro tempore, Rodric Bray, reversed course shortly before Thanksgiving and announced that the chamber would return to Indianapolis this week to consider a redistricting bill passed by the state House. Whether the president's threats of retribution ultimately succeed should become clear today, when the Indiana Senate holds a final vote on a new congressional map drawn to give Republicans all nine seats--they currently hold seven--in the state's U.S. House delegation.

Read: The fear taking hold among Indiana Republicans

The outcome is a mystery even to the highest-ranking Republicans in Indiana. Senators whose votes could be decisive have kept quiet, seeking to buy as much time as possible and avoid making themselves the target of even more harassment. When the elections committee approved the bill on Monday, teeing it up for today's floor vote, three of the Republicans who supported the proposed map cautioned that they were pushing it forward only "for additional vetting" and that they could change their minds. "I'm going to continue listening to my constituents," one of those Republicans, Linda Rogers, told me afterward. She said public opinion in her district, along the state's northern border, was split "pretty equal" between supporters and opponents. Top Republicans in Washington, including House Speaker Mike Johnson and James Blair, the White House deputy chief of staff, have been calling and texting Indiana holdouts this week in hopes of flipping their votes.

The committee vote followed a marathon hearing in which senators heard four hours of testimony from more than 100 members of the public, the large majority of whom urged Republicans to stand strong and defeat the redistricting bill. "It's not just politics. It's a calculated assault on fair representation," Ethan Hatcher, a local radio host who said that he voted for Trump in each of the past two presidential elections, told the committee as cheers erupted from the demonstrators listening outside the chamber.

In the hearing's closing moments, Senator Greg Walker, a Republican, described the harassment he received after declaring his early opposition to redistricting, including an unsolicited pizza delivery and a separate incident in which heavily armed police responded to a false emergency call to his home. He said he was fortunate, because unlike other Republicans subjected to such swatting attempts, he did not have small children who might have been traumatized by the scene. "I refuse to be intimidated," Walker said, reaffirming his intent to vote no. Through tears, he described having held a friend's newborn the night before and worrying about the world the child would inherit. "I fear for this institution," Walker said. "I fear for the state of Indiana. And I fear for all states if we allow threats and intimidation to become the norm."

Over the past few days, I've asked both Republicans and Democrats here to explain why Indiana has become the new hotbed of GOP resistance to Trump. It is not the only state to rebuff the president's redistricting demands; Kansas Republicans also have been unable to muster the votes for gerrymandering, and success in Florida is not assured. But no state has faced the White House-directed onslaught that Indiana has.

I received several answers. Most, however, said that the push for mid-decade redistricting simply ran afoul of the small-c conservatism on which many Indiana Republican legislators still pride themselves. "Midwesterners being midwestern," one anti-redistricting advocate replied with a shrug outside the senate chamber. Republicans told me that state Senate opponents of redrawing the maps tended to be more institutionalist than MAGA, echoing a divide that still crops up among the party's lawmakers in Washington. "I'm such a rule follower, it's not even funny," Walker said during his committee speech on Monday.

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans'

Democrats told me that many Republican senators in Indiana remained far more pragmatic than their counterparts in Congress have become during the Trump era. In this, they have more in common with Indiana Republicans from an earlier era, such as former Governor Mitch Daniels (a public opponent of redistricting) and the late Senator Richard Lugar, who was known for his friendship with President Barack Obama. Senators have clashed with Republican governors (including former Vice President Mike Pence) over other national flash-point issues such as abortion and gay rights. Most of what they debate, however, draws little interest from the president and his allies. "A lot of these people are not die-hard partisans," Nick Roberts, a 25-year-old member of the Indianapolis city council, told me. Roberts has spoken out against the redistricting plan and is the only Democrat known to have received threats as a result.

The debate on Monday was notably more collegial than the acrimonious exchanges that have proliferated in Congress. Democrats are largely powerless in the Indiana legislature, holding just 10 out of the senate's 50 seats. But they effusively praised Gaskill, a redistricting supporter and staunch Trump backer, for his handling of the hearing even as they encouraged their colleagues to continue bucking the president. "He does not care about Republicans in Indiana. He does not care about Republican senators," Senator Fady Qaddoura, a Democrat representing part of Indianapolis, said of Trump during the hearing. "And if you stand in his way, he will destroy you." Then he said to Republicans: "I pray for you. I pray for your safety."

In the lead-up to Thanksgiving, opponents of redistricting believed that the pressure campaign was fading. A significant bloc of Republicans had joined with Democrats to reject a special legislative session demanded by Trump and called by the governor. But then Bray announced that, indeed, the state Senate would return this month to vote on any redistricting bill passed by the state House, where GOP support for the proposal has been stronger. "Getting that call was a call no one wanted to get," Shelli Yoder, Indiana's Senate Democratic leader, told me. "We really wanted to turn that page."

The lobbying intensified once again. Turning Point Action, a political arm of the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA, declared that it would help raise more than $10 million to spend in primaries against GOP legislators in Indiana who vote against redistricting. As Republicans filed into the chamber yesterday to continue debating the bill, Senator Dan Dernulc told a colleague that he had received a bomb threat to his home the night before. In a brief interview, he would not say how he planned to vote today but declared that the threat would not move him. "I'm going to do what's right and let the chips fall where they may," Dernulc said.

Senator Sue Glick, a Republican opponent of redistricting, received a text from Blair, the senior Trump aide, shortly before the floor debate began yesterday, she told me. Earlier this week, she answered a call that she thought was coming from one of her aides. "Hello, Jim," she said. "No," the caller replied, "this is Mike Johnson from Washington." Perplexed, Glick asked him, "And who are you with?" He replied that he was the speaker of the House. "You know," Glick joked to me, "I'm from the sticks."

Glick said that she and Johnson had a cordial conversation, but she would not back the bill. "There's no good reason for this," she said, commenting that it was "ridiculous" that Indiana had been dragged into a Washington fight that the state did not want. Glick said emails and phone calls from her constituents were running overwhelmingly against the redistricting plan. Backers of the bill have accused Democrats of orchestrating a public outcry--a charge Glick dismissed. In her district, she said, a meeting of the Democratic county committee could be held "in the phone booth behind the courthouse. There's not that many Democrats." When I asked her about Trump's threats to launch a primary challenge against Republicans such as her, she replied: "That's fine. I trust the people to make the right decision."

Read: The Trump steamroller is broken

There were other signs that the White House's strong-arm tactics were backfiring. After Trump used a slur demeaning people with disabilities late last month against the governor of Minnesota, State Senator Mike Bohacek, a Republican who has a daughter with Down syndrome, called out the president and reaffirmed his opposition to the proposal. A rally held last week by Turning Point Action at the statehouse in Indianapolis drew a paltry crowd compared with demonstrations organized by redistricting opponents.

Threats of primary challenges are more potent in Indiana state House races, where lawmakers are up for reelection every two years and will face a filing deadline early next year. Only half of the senators will be on the ballot next year, and a number of Republicans in the chamber have already announced their retirement. GOP senators also have reason to doubt that either Trump or his allies will follow through on promised spending in the coming years, particularly for those whose next election isn't until 2028. "The idea that Trump would be spending political capital not just four months from now, but two and a- half years from now, individually targeting Indiana senators who defied them on one vote? Just crazy," Roberts said. By 2028, "they will have bigger fish to fry."

As the week wore on, opponents of redistricting grew cautiously optimistic that the state Senate would defeat the bill. One Republican critic told me that they were confident the legislation would fail, but added: "I don't want to say anything that's going to jeopardize the vote." Another, speaking on the condition of anonymity because of how sensitive the debate had become, told me that "if anything," the heavy-handed tactics had made Republican senators "dig in their heels a little bit." The senator, who opposes redistricting, said that as he was driving to Indianapolis on Monday, he was worried about how many "no" votes would flip to "yes." But as he began talking with his colleagues, he realized they were holding firm. Later today, he and the rest of the country will find out exactly how much arm-twisting Indiana Republicans can withstand.
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When Did the Job Market Get So Rude?

Employer ghosting is on the rise. Now candidates are punching back.

by Franklin Schneider

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Recently, I'm ashamed to admit, I received an email that initially made me feel warm, human, even grateful: a rejection for a job I'd applied to. But my thankful feelings quickly curdled into self-loathing--the nausea one gets when looking back over pathetic, paragraphs-long texts to an ex, whose monosyllabic responses suggested they'd clearly moved on. The rejection was a form letter, not even a late-round, personalized "we gave you serious consideration but ultimately decided to hire a VP's nephew" message. I was so accustomed to being treated with indifference, I realized, that the barest acknowledgment of my existence felt like a win.

Putting aside the question of whether the job market itself is in good or bad shape right now (it's bad), the code of what behavior is and isn't acceptable seems to have broken down. Ghosting has become more rampant not just by employers but also by job seekers. In 2024, candidates reviewing employers on the website Glassdoor used the term ghosting nearly three times as much as they did in 2020. And a 2023 Indeed survey of job seekers found that 62 percent of respondents planned to ghost a prospective employer in a future job search, compared with only 37 percent in 2019. The disappearing act is not just in the early rounds, either. Employers routinely ask applicants to do multiple interviews and time-consuming test work, and are never heard from again; a survey this year from Greenhouse, a recruiting-software company, found that nearly two out of every three candidates in the United States had been ghosted after an interview. Meanwhile, some applicants who make it through the onerous hiring process and accept jobs never show up for their first day. One California recruiter told me that some of the candidates who ditched had even signed offers for positions that paid six-figure salaries. Today, many people on both sides of the hiring equation--whether because of convenience, self-protection, or resentment--have abandoned even the pretense of courtesy, resulting in a job market that's as rude as it is dysfunctional.

Read: The great ghosting paradox

It might sound glib to blame a simple loss of manners for employment woes. The way cultural norms tell people to comport themselves can seem silly--like empty formality (Smile even if you don't mean it) or even hypocrisy, because this behavior often hides the way people actually feel or what they actually want to say. But try going a single day telling a boss or a landlord, an employee or a co-worker, what you really think, and why everybody obscures their true opinions all the time would quickly become apparent.

Manners, it turns out, have long been smoothing over a lot of rough edges in the hiring process, hiding the uglier realities that can emerge from the unequal relationship between employers and the employed. In a society where many workers have little power, the fig leaf of societal niceties is often the only difference between a functioning system built on trust and a polarized one roiled by humiliation, disgust, and retribution.



Before a code of conduct was something that HR had you read and initial when you started a job, it was the main deterrent against open class warfare. Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, in Europe and America, manners essentially boiled down to "Good fences make good neighbors." People avoided class conflict mainly by avoiding each other; associating outside your class was strongly discouraged, according to Informalization, a history of manners by the sociologist Cas Wouters. When "class mixing" was necessary, people maintained psychological distance by acting with extreme formality, often making elaborate shows of haughty superiority or craven deference. When people clashed, norms dictated that the privileged classes were afforded the prerogative of violence; retribution from lower classes tended to be penalized. An 1859 guide to courtesy, The Habits of Good Society, for instance, advised that if a gentleman were confronted with a "dishonest cabman," then "one well-dealt blow settles the whole matter." The author goes on to specify that violence is only for punishing a "man of a class beneath your own." (This may partly explain why they had so many revolutions back then.)

Read: The job market is hell

In the late 19th century, class mobilization and urban density increased, and people of different backgrounds had to live and work in close proximity to one another. Courtesy slowly evolved into a system of "self-regulation," Wouters writes. In other words, the upper class had to start acting like it tolerated the lower ones when they interacted. The main goal of acting with these manners, according to Wouters, was to eliminate the kind of gross "displays of superiority" that could inflame social conflicts. Etiquette manuals from this period are filled with reminders that "social inferiors" are human beings, though the reluctant and heavily qualified tone of the writing often suggested that the author was convincing themselves as much as the reader (and notably, race was not explicitly mentioned in the manuals for many years).

Still, the new rules of social conduct codified the notion that no matter people's social class, they were, at least in theory, entitled to being treated with decency. As these changes took hold, complementary displays of superiority and deference died out; talk of social "superiors" and "inferiors" disappeared even from etiquette manuals. But it was mostly an aesthetic change. Differences in status remained, dictated by class but also by factors such as race, gender, and age. In the economist and sociologist Thorstein Veblen's book The Theory of the Leisure Class, he points out that expressions of superiority became less direct--people demonstrated their status more with the sort of clothes and goods they bought than by, say, beating a cabman with a cane.

In the modern workplace, under the new self-regulatory form of manners, a boss "asked" an employee to do something even though they weren't really asking, and the employee said "sure" when they both knew he didn't have a choice. Or, to fast-forward to the more recent past, these internalized norms are the reason HR might send a form rejection email stating that the company "gave your application very careful consideration," when in fact the resume was in the first tranche of 2,000 auto-deletions. They're also why a rejected applicant might reply "Appreciate the opportunity; thanks for your time" when they actually mean "I hope there is a catastrophic natural-gas leak in your office."

Read: The decline of etiquette and the rise of 'boundaries'

But this style of courtesy, like a callus on your heel, is maintained by constant friction, and with the rise of 21st-century technology, many interactions that might have once happened face-to-face now take place via a screen. Tech has essentially allowed society to revert to the 18th-century style of avoidance, the British etiquette expert William Hanson told me. "A screen gives people the illusion of distance and, with it, a sense of moral exemption," Hanson said. "If I can't see you wince, then perhaps I haven't hurt you." People still avoided one another in the past, of course--but there were more layers of formality to cushion the blow, at least for the upper classes. They sent calling cards ahead to announce their arrival, Hanson explained, and a butler could always convey that you were "not at home" in a pinch. Contemporary avoidance is a merciless absence. "We've confused convenience with civility," Hanson said. "The truth is, good manners demand effort, and effort is precisely what technology has generally been designed to remove."



Any display of discourtesy is an assertion of power, and those with more power tend to be more prone to abuse it. In the case of the job market, employers are typically the ones with most of the control. Besides ghosting, multiple researchers told me, employers engage in all sorts of behavior that might mislead applicants, such as reposting positions despite already having promising candidates. Fake jobs, which employers sometimes use to mine data from the applicant pool, are so common now as to have the nickname "ghost-job postings"; a survey that polled more than 750 U.S. recruiters found that 81 percent of them said their employers had posted roles that were either already filled or never existed. The situation has gotten so bad that lawmakers in Ontario, Canada, recently made employer ghosting illegal. "When courtesy declines," Hanson said, "the edges of status reappear, sharper and more visible." No wonder that applying for a job today can feel like feeding both one's resume and one's dignity into a wood chipper.

The connection between bad manners and a lopsided power dynamic is visible in the job data, if you look close enough. Although employer ghosting happens to people of all ages, it's significantly more common for young people, who are more likely to be just starting their career. The Greenhouse survey from this year found that 78 percent of the Gen Zers surveyed in the U.S. had been ghosted by a prospective employer, compared with 65 percent of Millennials and 55 percent of Baby Boomers.

Ghosting behavior by applicants, then, might have a simple explanation: "fair play," Risa Mish, a professor at Cornell University's business school, told me. One person I spoke with, Claire, who recently accepted two job offers with the intention of showing up to only one, told me that months of a demoralizing job hunt--hundreds of applications with no response, calls to her references in which the hiring manager had been rude, a stint living in her car in 112-degree desert heat--convinced her that one of the only forms of control she had was to ghost prospective employers herself. "The company itself only cares about its bottom line," said Claire, who asked to go only by her middle name to avoid retaliation by future employers. "I need to operate in the same manner." And just as Gen Zers are the most likely to be ghosted, they're also more likely to ghost back, according to the same Greenhouse survey. Half of all the surveyed candidates in America said they'd vanished on a prospective employer, but 73 percent of the Gen Z ones admitted to doing it themselves. "Basic trust assumptions have broken down," Mish said. A February report from the background-checking company Checkr found that 83 percent of surveyed job seekers agreed that poor employer behavior such as ghosting had created an "extreme lack of trust." For the job seeker, rudeness is a power, too, though it's the impotent reproach of the vandal, the rock thrower--the most any one person can really hope to do is deface and annoy.

Read: The future of labor

That imbalance is why equating applicant ghosting with employer ghosting is disingenuous. An employer whose new hire ghosts before onboarding is inconvenienced; an applicant who's ghosted by prospective employers over and over again can end up sleeping in their car. This disparity also illuminates the low bar of courtesy that many employers are failing to meet. Even when American workers had more trust and confidence in the job market, they generally understood that they weren't guaranteed a job, and that when they did have one, they usually could be fired at any point. Reading between the lines of the complaints about employer ghosting, the anger seems to be not so much about failing to get the role as about the display of cruelty that they feel the ghosting represents. One of the few things these job seekers thought they could trust, it seems, was that prospective employers wouldn't flaunt their power--that if they weren't going to get what they wanted, they would at least be treated courteously.

Looking at the exasperation of these job seekers, it's worth considering what their relationship to work itself might be. Perhaps pre-tech manners and the past few decades of workplace proselytizing about "teamwork" and "family" and "values" were almost too effective at camouflaging the power dynamic between employer and employee. In a way, many Americans had come to view work life through a sentimental lens, almost as a variation on romantic life---a benevolent process of relationship-building based on mutual desire. In good times, when cheap cash is sloshing around and companies can afford to keep packing new hires into cubicles, this illusion can hold.

But when the fake smiles and form rejections went away, the truth that was always there reappeared. A mutual agreement that some employees thought was based at least in part on affinity was purely financial all along. In light of that basic fact, doesn't it seem a little naive to complain about not receiving a form email that begins "Dear [INSERT APPLICANT NAME HERE], we regret to inform you ..."? Even the American workers who are lamenting the loss of a certain type of courtesy may not be fully reckoning with the brute reality of what that loss has revealed: They never had much power in the first place.
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How to Be Happy Like Thomas Aquinas

Modern social science finds that the 13th-century theologian's recipe for "imperfect happiness" turns out to be perfect.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




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

If you are a regular reader of this column or have studied the science of happiness elsewhere, you'll know that getting happier requires three kinds of effort: using your intellect to understand your emotions and impulses, building conscious habits that create well-being, and sticking to these habits, notwithstanding your short-term urges. Another way of saying this is that you need to pay attention to your passions, intellect, and will.

That might seem a fairly modern insight, but it isn't at all. Arguably, it was devised by the medieval philosopher Thomas Aquinas, who died in 1274. Aquinas was a monk of the Dominican Order and a polymath who spread the works of Aristotle to medieval audiences. Aquinas was so prolific in his scholarship that he is said to have dictated multiple books simultaneously to his fellow monks. Among his many subjects was human happiness.

Aquinas wrote that "the final happiness of man does not consist in anything short of the contemplation of God"--a belief you might expect from a Catholic friar, that true and perfect contentment comes only when you die, go to heaven, and meet the creator. But Aquinas recognized that humans care about their life on Earth too, and he spent a lot of time thinking and writing about the "imperfect happiness" that we should strive for in the here and now. What he came up with--part of a body of insights known as Thomism--is as fresh and useful today as it was all those centuries ago. And this turns out to be all the more salient because his wisdom accords so well with modern science.

Aquinas had a monastic penchant for understatement. "In the present life," he wrote, "we fall short of perfect happiness." Latter-day researchers have verified this in many ways. Three scholars showed in 2015 that, on average, people judged their emotional state as positive 41 percent of the time, negative 16 percent of the time, and mixed 33 percent of the time (for the remaining 10 percent, their emotions could not be identified). Negative emotions, which militate against "perfect happiness," are in fact perfectly normal and part of a healthy, functioning limbic system.

Arthur C. Brooks: What monastic mystics got right about life

The key to realizing greater happiness is not to try to eliminate one's suffering but to manage it within reasonable levels and accentuate the many positive aspects of life. Aquinas devised a formula for achieving this, part of which includes "an operation of the practical intellect directing human actions and passions." In everyday terms, that means developing a conscious understanding of what he called "appetitive" impulses: our animal urges and strong emotions.

Aquinas did not argue that these cravings and passions are bad. No gnostic or puritan, he believed that God created our passions. Rather, Aquinas suggested that we should govern our appetites instead of being governed by them. Doing so isn't simple or easy, because we have powerful hedonic drives and potent feelings. But behavioral scientists have shown that simple conscious awareness and acknowledgment of these impulses can help with impulse control. This may make our short-term urges (smoking a cigarette, say) less likely to inhibit progress toward a long-term goal (achieving better health).

In other words, passions can benefit happiness as long as they are under the scrutiny of Aquinas's second ingredient for earthly happiness: intellect. This is not simply a one-way relationship: When we use reason to manage our passions and cultivate them to accentuate their positive effect, they can stimulate the intellect as well. The process is interdependent, as Aquinas writes: "The operation of the intellect demands a previous operation of the senses." Centuries later, this mechanism was found to be empirically true. In one 2025 study of Chinese and Iranian college students, positive emotions such as hope, pride, and enjoyment predicted greater academic engagement (measured by vigor, dedication, and absorption).

The relationship between passion and intellect involves being aware of one's feelings and urges, and using that consciousness to decide to favor the positive, generative passions. This challenging course--take it from a former smoker--leads to the third element of Aquinas's formula: will. This determination is the governing force that says: Choose this good thing that leads to what I want in the long run, not that bad thing that I crave in this instant. Our Dominican friend believed that humans are endowed by God with a "supernatural gift" to select what their intellect--properly directed by what Aquinas called "understanding"--has identified as the better option.

Whether willpower is supernatural or not, it can certainly be fostered and strengthened through practice, to enhance self-control. Social-science experiments show that when people strive to meet long-term goals, their willpower increases. In addition, people with greater willpower to get happier do, indeed, become happier. Not for nothing a professor at the University of Paris, Aquinas was spot on.

You might imagine that the professor was a bit of an elitist, what with his emphasis on intellect. But no, he defined intellect not as the capacity to ace the SATs but as the willingness and ability to contemplate and appreciate divine truth independently of our mortal brainpower. Aquinas thought that a person of any intelligence level could attain this kind of intellect.

Aquinas's strategy for happiness on Earth--imperfect as that happiness may be--provides a remarkably clear blueprint for living, one that follows the best modern behavioral science. Here are three things to keep in mind as you adopt a Thomistic happiness strategy.

1. Knowledge is power.
 Our modern world tends to valorize emotional spontaneity and authenticity, indulging our every limbic whim. Some people celebrate this, but it would have shocked Aquinas, who strongly advocated for temperance and modesty. He was not an advocate of being a repressed individual or maintaining a stiff-upper-lip approach to life, but he did believe in acquiring a serious self-understanding (what I have previously described as "metacognition"). Become a student of yourself: your habits, desires, drives, and emotional tendencies. Many meditation and prayer techniques help with this study of self, as does journaling and some forms of therapy. Know thyself well.

2. Not all passions are equal.
 Once you know yourself or are getting to know yourself, you will find that some passions are morally and practically superior to others. You don't want to become as coolly dispassionate as Mr. Spock on Star Trek; you want to be someone who is discriminating about their own tendencies, encouraging some and discouraging others. For example, you might see your natural curiosity and penchant for learning as something to be strongly encouraged to roam freely, whereas your urge to, say, shoplift might be something to try hard to avoid. Make an inventory of your passions, and decide which is which.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to stop self-obsessing and be happier

3. Use your willpower for positive change.
 The last step is to deploy your self-control strategically based on this inventory. Psychologists have demonstrated in experiments that willpower is like a muscle: Although it can be strengthened over time, in the short run, it can be easily depleted. So you need to spend your resources of willpower on the highest-priority targets. These should be your most positive and most negative passions, and you should aim to increase the former and avoid the latter.

For Aquinas, this strategy for imperfect happiness was not just theoretical. We all have our passions and impulses, and he himself was no exception. As a young man, he faced a true dilemma: whether to seek prestige or piety. The decision he made offers a master class in passion subordinated to the intellect and governed by the will.

The son of Count Landulf VI of Aquino, Aquinas grew up in the family's castle in the Central Italian town of Roccasecca. As was the custom for younger sons of nobility, Aquinas was expected to enter the Benedictine order of monks, where he would follow his uncle's example and become the abbot. As tempting as this highly prestigious post was, Aquinas elected instead to join the Dominicans, a recently created order of mendicant monks who were dedicated to poverty and itinerant preaching. His family was firmly against this choice and even imprisoned him for a year while they tried to talk him out of his folly and into accepting the illustrious position.

When Aquinas's brothers tried to corrupt him by hiring a prostitute, he chased her out of the castle with a poker he seized from the fireplace. Firm in his intellectual conviction, Aquinas rallied his passions in service of the better choice. Eventually, the family relented and accepted his decision. By all accounts, the life of Aquinas was one of great imperfect happiness and, later, perhaps perfect happiness as well: After all, today he has been canonized as Saint Thomas Aquinas.
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Banning AI Regulation Would Be a Disaster

The United States should not be lobbied out of protecting its own future.

by Chuck Hagel

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




On Monday, Donald Trump announced on Truth Social that he would soon sign an executive order prohibiting states from regulating AI. "You can't expect a company to get 50 Approvals every time they want to do something," the president wrote. "THAT WILL NEVER WORK!" This followed an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to slip sweeping preemption language into the National Defense Authorization Act, which would have nullified existing state laws regulating the sector.

Proponents of AI preemption equate competitiveness with deregulation, arguing that state-level guardrails hamper innovation and weaken the United States in its technological competition with China. The reality is the opposite. Today's most serious national-security vulnerabilities involving AI stem not from too much oversight, but from the absence of it. AI systems already underpin essential functions across our economy and national-security apparatus, including airport routing, energy-grid forecasting, fraud-detection systems, real-time battlefield data integration, and an expanding range of defense-industrial-base operations. These systems create extraordinary operational advantages, but they also present concentrated, high-impact failure points.

Every one of these points is an attractive target. Adversaries know that when crucial infrastructure depends on opaque, unregulated algorithms, a single manipulated output can shut down power in an entire region, destabilize financial markets, or degrade military readiness in ways that are extremely difficult to detect in real time. The Pentagon has repeatedly warned that state-of-the-art models remain acutely vulnerable to manipulation through tactics such as data poisoning, when hostile actors corrupt the information used to train a system, or adversarial prompting, where carefully crafted inputs bypass safeguards and force models into dangerous behavior. According to U.S. intelligence reporting, China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea are investing heavily in model theft, insider recruitment, and targeted penetration of AI-development pipelines precisely because the United States has left this terrain largely undefended.

The same actors are already conducting AI-enabled disinformation and cognitive-warfare campaigns designed to distort elections, fracture alliances, and erode civic trust. In 2024 alone, foreign adversaries pushed more than 160 distinct false narratives to Americans across websites and social-media platforms, many reinforced with convincing synthetic video and audio. These campaigns thrive on gaps created by inconsistent testing and the absence of enforceable security standards.

Matteo Wong: Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals

The threat is now moving from influence operations into active cyber conflict. In just the past several weeks, Google disclosed that hackers had used AI-powered malware in an active cyberattack, and Anthropic reported that its models had been used by Chinese state-backed actors to orchestrate a large-scale espionage operation with minimal human intervention. The greatest challenges facing the United States do not come from overregulation but from deploying ever more powerful AI systems without minimum requirements for safety and transparency.

Yet instead of confronting these harms, major technology companies are spending unprecedented sums on a coordinated lobbying campaign to avoid or overturn the very safeguards that would prevent foreseeable harms. Their strategy is straightforward: secure broad federal preemption that immobilizes the states, then delay and weaken meaningful regulation at the federal level.

This is a tragically myopic approach. Contrary to the narrative promoted by a small number of dominant firms, regulation does not have to slow innovation. Clear rules would foster growth by hardening systems against attack, reducing misuse, and ensuring that the models integrated into defense systems and public-facing platforms are robust and secure before deployment at scale.

Critics of oversight are correct that a patchwork of poorly designed laws can impede that mission. But they miss two essential points. First, competitive AI policy cannot be cordoned off from the broader systems that shape U.S. stability and resilience. The sorts of issues that state legislators are trying to tackle--scams, deepfake impersonation of public officials and candidates, AI-driven cyberattacks, whistleblower protections--are not "social issues" separate from national defense; they are integral components of it. Weaknesses in any of these areas create soft targets that foreign actors can use to disrupt essential services and destabilize institutions. These pressures accumulate over time, degrading the shared national identity and operational readiness that underpin American power. Treating these domains as disconnected from a national-security-oriented AI strategy reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of how modern competition works.

Matteo Wong: Donald Trump is fairy-godmothering AI

Second, states remain the country's most effective laboratories for developing and refining policy on complex, fast-moving technologies, especially in the persistent vacuum of federal action. Congress has held scores of hearings, launched a task force, and introduced more than a hundred AI-related bills, yet has failed to pass anything approaching a comprehensive framework.

In the meantime, states are filling the void: testing approaches, debating policies, and producing real-world evidence far more quickly than Congress can. This iterative, decentralized process is exactly how the United States has historically advanced both innovation and security. Companies can choose to collaborate constructively--or, if they prefer, decide not to operate in a given state. That tension is productive. What is not productive is a top-down preemption regime written to freeze state experimentation before any federal standards exist. Federal preemption without federal action is not strategy; it is self-inflicted paralysis.

The solution to AI's risks is not to dismantle oversight but to design the right oversight. American leadership in artificial intelligence will not be secured by weakening the few guardrails that exist. It will be secured the same way we have protected every crucial technology touching the safety, stability, and credibility of the nation: with serious rules built to withstand real adversaries operating in the real world. The United States should not be lobbied out of protecting its own future.
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The Return of MAGA's Favorite Forbidden Book

What an apocalyptic French novel about a migrant invasion reveals about the worldview of nationalist conservatives

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




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

Not long ago, a book party like this would have been unthinkable: a Washington celebration of one of the most notorious French novels ever written. But on a frigid December night, some 50 people crammed into Butterworth's, a Capitol Hill restaurant favored by the MAGA elite, to celebrate the rerelease of The Camp of the Saints, which had gone out of print in English decades ago. The dystopian novel by the French author Jean Raspail depicts the destruction of European civilization by barbaric migrant hordes that arrive, uninvited, by boat. It has been mostly reviled since its publication, in 1973. But prominent figures of the French right have hailed it as prophetic, including Marine Le Pen, who first read it at 18 and keeps a signed first edition in her office. The novel has also influenced two architects of Donald Trump's immigration policies: Stephen Miller, the current deputy chief of staff, recommended it in emails to Breitbart News reporters, and Steve Bannon, the president's former consigliere, makes frequent reference to it.

Until its retranslation and republication in September by a new publishing house called Vauban Books, The Camp of the Saints had been like samizdat. Worn English-language editions circulated among many hands. When Bannon suggested a few years ago that I read it, I realized that a print copy could cost $200 or more. My new edition cost $25 from Barnes & Noble. And now here it was, being handed out at the party at Butterworth's put on by the publishing house to guests sampling beef tartare on crostini.

As they sipped their cocktails, Ethan Rundell, who translated the novel and is the editor in chief of Vauban Books, read from a 2011 essay in which Raspail reflected on his novel's notoriety and relevance. Raspail thought that Europe had not heeded his warning, and predicted that come 2050, "there will be but hermit crabs living in France, of all different origins, all living in the shells cast off by the representatives of a species forever vanished but once known as the French." But, Raspail continued, there was hope among the so-called isolates, resisters who insisted on the preservation of European culture. "There is another hypothesis: that these last isolates resist so far as to engage in a sort of Reconquista." The guests juggled their drinks and hors d'oeuvres in order to applaud. Despite the pleasantness of the surroundings--perhaps because of it--the hollow disquiet I'd had since I finally read The Camp of the Saints for myself started to feel even worse.

From the December 1994 issue: Must it be the rest against the West?

I do not believe in suppressing books, this one included. The Camp of the Saints is not a good novel, but it is an important one. Dystopian fiction helps structure political myth; political myth helps structure policy. In the same way that The Handmaid's Tale looms over abortion politics, or The Terminator lurks over artificial intelligence, The Camp of the Saints hangs over immigration politics--for a small but important stratum of right-wing thinkers and politicians. It illuminates much about the worldview of nationalist conservatives who are ascendant in America, France, and many other democracies. The problem is what that light shows: the profound fear that European-American civilization, which in this view is inseparable from whiteness, faces an existential threat from migration--and that extraordinary measures can be justified in response.

The Camp of the Saints is an apocalypse story. Its title is borrowed from the Book of Revelation in verses about Gog and Magog, the satanic hordes who arrive at the end of days. Their "number is as the sand of the sea"; they "went up on the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city." In the novel, the camp of the saints is Europe; Gog and Magog is a migrant fleet, 1 million strong, that sets sail from India. The novel's infamy is due to its description of this horde as a mindless mass and as "the beast"; it does not have young but "monster children"; it reeks of excrement for miles ("the emigrating Ganges stunk, as never had carnal India stunk before"); its members are shameless people packed so closely together that "over the bodies, between breasts, buttocks, thighs, lips, fingers, ran streams of sperm." The mass has essentially one speaking member, the "coprophage" (literally "shit-eater"), who leads the fleet while his demonic and deformed monster child sits on his shoulder. "It was thus that, in shit and lust--but also hope--the Last Chance Armada pushed on towards the West," Raspail writes. He affords the foreigners no humanity whatsoever. They are on par with zombies or space aliens.

Raspail, who died in 2020, was a writer mostly of travelogues who won some of France's most prestigious literary prizes. By his account, the idea for the novel came to him when he was staying in a large villa overlooking the Mediterranean and an unshakable question occurred to him: "And what if they came?" His defenders say his critics are too obsessed with his grotesque descriptions of the horde. "The novel isn't directed against migrants; it's directed against French people," Rundell told me. "They were almost generic threats that appeared in the horizon." The book, he said, is "not about the fall of the West, because the West has already fallen. It just doesn't know it. It's a revealing."

Read: What to do with the most dangerous book in America

Raspail does indeed spend most of his novel skewering French elites. They are so addled by aspirations to universal humanitarianism, by guilt over colonization, even by Catholic social teaching about immigration, that they invite their own destruction. They cannot see that the migrants already in France are a fifth column that will aid the invaders in their quest. In the novel, the country's hapless president notes that "there will still be genocide, but we're the ones who will disappear." One of Raspail's heroes replies in the affirmative: "We'll die slowly, eaten away from the inside by millions of microbes injected into our body." The French army, thoroughly rotted from within by self-hatred, abandons its mission and deserts rather than open fire on the migrants.

What people say they admire about Raspail is his prescience. The Atlantic's 1994 cover story about global demographic trends opened with a discussion of The Camp of the Saints, "a controversial and nowadays hard-to-obtain novel." Eric Zemmour, the right-wing French pundit and former presidential candidate, called Raspail a Cassandra who "foresaw the 'Great Replacement' of Europe's peoples by their counterparts from the Global South." In 2022, Viktor Orban, the prime minister of Hungary, gave a speech recommending The Camp of the Saints "to anyone who wants to understand the spiritual developments underlying the West's inability to defend itself." Over the past decade, uninvited mass migrations of people to Europe, many of them by boat, and to America via the southern border have prompted debates that Raspail anticipated: Some humanitarians think that borders should be effectively opened to all who desire asylum; policy makers in the European Union and in the Biden administration dithered in dealing with mass migration.

Raspail was wrong, however, in his suggestion that "the servants of the beast" would have made migration uncontroversial. In the novel, he says that "France greedily swallowed the anesthetic: when the time came to cut off both her legs, she would be good and ready for the operation." In reality, migration and cultural anxieties have become the new fault line of politics in the West. Ordinary people recoil at images of border chaos, here and in Europe; they lodge protest votes against the politicians responsible for the mismanagement and force them out of office. At the same time, many millions of people have assimilated through ordinary channels without heralding the end-time--including, I think, myself, a son of Pakistani immigrants to America.

From the April 2019 issue: White nationalism's deep American roots

Raspail's dehumanizing depiction of migrants is impossible to set aside. "It's very powerful for its imagery, so one cannot unsee those images once one has imagined them," Corina Stan, a Duke University comparative-literature professor who has written about The Camp of the Saints, told me. The invasion novel was an established genre when Raspail wrote, but his, according to Stan, "offered a vision of migration that evoked a powerful emotional response. It inspired fear, and that fear could be used for political purposes."

The novel's influence has grown in spite of its aesthetic qualities. Even the French characters, who are granted humanity and the power of speech, are thinly constructed: They are either loathsome liars or right-minded dissidents. The heroes of the novel seem to be Raspail in various costumes--here a literature professor or a naval captain, there a junior minister or a duke--all of whom happen to have had some centuries-old ancestor who battled the Ottomans or other invaders. Many of the villains are self-deceiving clergymen, politicians, and journalists who refuse to recognize their impending doom until it is too late. Most of them meet horrific, violent deaths; their female partners are typically raped before being killed.

The dissidents are unable to forestall the apocalypse but usually achieve some catharsis by killing migrants or collaborationists. One hero, the captain of a cargo boat, plows through Indian migrants whose boat capsizes, killing 1,000 of them. "I feel very confident as a professor of French literature that this is not a good novel," the Stanford scholar Cecile Alduy told me. "From a literary standpoint, the narration is not well organized, the style drags you down, the metaphors are completely outlandish." The impending apocalypse swamps all other novelistic considerations. "There's no interiority; there's no character development; there's no narrative arc except this invasion," Alduy said.

One of the oddest characters is a Monsieur Hamadura, a man whom Raspail describes in a separate essay as "a native of Poducherry of the most beautiful Dravidian black," who despises his fellow people of India, kills many of the invading migrants, and is welcomed by the last-stand colony at the end of the novel after observing, "In my opinion, being white is not a question of skin color. It's a state of mind." This is a destabilizing idea: If civilization is a state of mind attainable by the dark-skinned, then migration is not a prelude to disintegration.

Yet any such suggestion is explicitly contradicted by virtually everything else in the novel. At one point, Raspail writes that those cheering miscegenation "were speaking in the name of death. Only a white woman can bring a white baby into the world." The bombs fall, and the heroes are annihilated. France is the first domino to fall; by the novel's conclusion, the death of the civilized world is imminent.

Rundell, the translator of the new edition, told me that the book had been unfairly caricatured during the years when it was largely unavailable. "This profoundly dishonest, anti-literary sleight of hand--drive a book out of print, assign it a deeply discrediting reputation, and then use it to score political points against your enemies--was among the reasons we thought it important to give this book a second life." For those who were especially motivated, the book had gained influence even before copies were easy to come by. A recent New Yorker profile of Curtis Yarvin, the far-right, pro-dictatorship thinker admired by J. D. Vance and Peter Thiel, recounts a conversation between Yarvin and Renaud Camus, the French author of the influential pamphlet The Great Replacement. Yarvin broke down crying while discussing The Camp of the Saints, saying, "I want my children to die in the twenty-second century. I don't want them to experience some kind of insane postcolonial Holocaust."

The president of the United States employs similarly apocalyptic language about migration; Trump calls for repelling an invasion by immigrants who are "poisoning the blood of our country"; ICE is luring new recruits for the president's deportation campaign with the slogan "Defend the homeland."

The Camp of the Saints is just one way that the nativist Francophone right has influenced its American counterpart. The American right may not know Renaud Camus by name, but they are certainly well versed in his arguments that a great replacement of natives is under way. One of the administration's first executive attacks was an attempt to abolish birthright citizenship, despite its guarantee by the Fourteenth Amendment. After an Afghan national allegedly shot two National Guard members in Washington, D.C., last month, killing one, Trump called for "reverse migration," a borrowing of the French concept of remigration (an idea that is also attractive to German nationalists in the AfD party).

Read: Migrants are heading south

This haunting image of immigrant-induced Armageddon is influencing not just America's domestic politics but its foreign policy too. On December 4, the Trump administration published its National Security Strategy, which glossed over great-power competitors such as Russia and China but trained its ire on Europe. The continent's "economic decline is eclipsed by the real and more stark prospect of civilizational erasure" because of "cratering birthrates," "migration policies that are transforming the continent and creating strife," and "loss of national identities and self-confidence." The administration fears that "the continent will be unrecognizable in 20 years or less," and calls upon "Europe to remain European, to regain its civilizational self-confidence."

These declarations have consequences. Secretary of State Marco Rubio has instructed American diplomats abroad to agitate for more restrictive immigration policies in the countries hosting them, according to The New York Times. The Trump administration is not isolationist; rather, it wants Europe to be on its side in what it sees as a new clash of civilizations.

There are deeper difficulties with the importation of this European style of blood-and-soil nationalism. America is a much newer country, an accretion of various mass migrations. There was widespread and occasionally violent opposition to migration of Germans, of the Irish, of Eastern Europeans, of Catholics--all of whom were eventually integrated into the body politic. You can see this reflected in the leaders of the Republican Party. Trump is himself the grandson of a German and the son of a Scottish mother; two of his three wives (who gave birth to four out of his five children) were born in Eastern Europe. Rubio is the son of Cuban migrants. Vance is proud to be a Scots-Irish hillbilly whose family has been buried in a cemetery plot in eastern Kentucky for five generations. His wife, Usha, the mother of his three children, was born in California to highly educated migrants from Andhra Pradesh, in India. Because of that simple fact (and notwithstanding her own educational and legal accomplishments), she has been subject to vicious attacks by white supremacists such as Nick Fuentes. The point is not that the Trumps, Rubios, and Vances are not really authentic Americans. The point is that they all are--whatever the devotees of The Camp of the Saints might say about their genealogy.
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A Different Kind of Materialism

Tamar Adler's food writing doubles as a philosophy of kitchen scraps.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Broccoli stems don't tend to rouse strong emotions. Most home cooks toss them in the trash or compost without a second thought. But when I threw out some broccoli stalks--tough and woody ones, let it be known--while cooking dinner recently, guilt overcame me. I could have pickled those stalks; I could have boiled them and turned them into pesto. Instead, I had turned them into landfill.

Waste is endemic to American cooking and eating. The Department of Agriculture estimates that the country loses or throws away 30 to 40 percent of its food supply. But my stem shame didn't come solely from this staggering fact, or from environmental consciousness. Though I was alone in my kitchen, I said quietly, "Sorry, Tamar."

Tamar is Tamar Adler, a former chef who has made a career of writing about humble ingredients, especially leftovers and scraps. Her 2011 book, An Everlasting Meal, an elegant manifesto urging readers to use every single thing that enters their kitchens, is the only reason pickling a stem has ever crossed my mind. Adler's goal isn't to guilt her audience: She wants to get cooks excited about kitchen refuse, to help them see cast-offs as ingredients in their own right. She wrote An Everlasting Meal, she told me recently, to convince people that when you throw usable food scraps away, "you're just creating an extra problem for yourself--a dual problem." Not only do you have more garbage to deal with, you also have to go buy more food.

Beneath that pragmatic language lies a fundamentally spiritual approach to the problem of waste. Adler is concerned with both the environmental toll of trash and the prevalence of food insecurity in the United States--"We're talking about aesthetics for the rich people and hunger for the poor," she said angrily--but, as befits somebody who describes herself as "pretty woo-woo," she also empathizes with the scraps. In her latest book, a kitchen diary called Feast on Your Life, Adler describes an audience member at an event who asked why Adler cared so deeply about leftovers. She writes, "I answered that it was because I love things so much. Because I am, most of the time, seized by a love for everything, awash in the tireless function of creation, the relentlessness of the world's making. When you feel that, it is hard to throw anything away."

In general, Adler approaches her work more like a philosopher poet than a food writer. Her prose is distinctive and beautiful, with a slight but discernible theological bent. At the start of An Everlasting Meal, she notes that cooking with leftovers mirrors the behavior of nature, and she urges readers to "imagine if the world had to begin from scratch each dawn: a tree would never grow, nor would we ever get to see the etchings of gentle rings on a clamshell." Shortly after, she interrupts her instructions on boiling--start potatoes and eggs in cold water, but drop leafy vegetables "at the last second into a bubble as big as your fist"--to remind her audience that "ecclesiastical writers on the subject point out that in the beginning there was water, all life proceeded from water, there was water in Eden."

Read: Foodie culture as we know it is over

This is not the sort of writing that accompanies most recipes. It's odd and earnest, impractical in that it doesn't contain clear instructions and is not designed to awaken readers' appetites for a specific dish. Rather, the book is meant to make its audience want to cook something, anything, everything. Adler's existential intensity is such that An Everlasting Meal reminds me less of culinarily similar cookbooks such as Salt, Fat, Acid, Heat, by her fellow Chez Panisse alum, Samin Nosrat, than of more sweeping pronouncements such as Rainer Maria Rilke's Letters to a Young Poet and Wendell Berry's The Unsettling of America, which offer grand philosophical approaches to poetry and farming, respectively. Berry, in fact, is an inspiration to Adler; she said that reading his work helped her articulate and embrace her sense that there's an "innate holiness to all things." This belief is the ethos of her books. It's the reason she can make a waste-avoidance strategy like core-and-stem pesto sound delicious, even luxurious. I've learned that it can be, despite the effort, which sometimes overwhelms me.

I asked Adler whether she, too, grows overwhelmed by her philosophy, or struggles to live by it every day. Surely she tosses out the occasional scrap--composts it, at least--when no readers are looking. But no, she said: She saves everything, no matter how tired she is. She was cleaning mushrooms the night before we spoke, and "there were all these little bits that I couldn't really put into the pan because they were going to get burned, and they had a lot of dirt and pine needles stuck on them," she said. "I really tried to force myself to just throw them out, and I couldn't do it. I put them in a plastic bag. They're in the freezer." Someday, I'd wager, they will emerge to flavor beans or soup.

To Adler, this practice is neither a compulsion nor a burden. ("Only for my husband," she cracked when I asked about the latter.) Yet she understands--sort of--that not all readers will want to follow every bit of her advice. Anything that's "stressing you out and feeling like a chore," she said, you just shouldn't do, even if that means the only practice you take from her books is using cheese rinds, which can sit ignored for months without danger, to later season a slow-cooking meal. She denies having ever been a purist, but when she wrote An Everlasting Meal, she was certainly more of an evangelist than she is now. She was coming straight from Chez Panisse, a restaurant famous for doing things by hand as an expression of reverence for its ingredients; she also hadn't yet had a child. Only such a person could write, as she does in that book, "Unless you are an aspiring laser beam, your microwave won't teach you anything. Use yours as a bookshelf, or to store gadgets you don't use." Now she sees that as "a little bit preachy." She's less interested in converting her audience to cooking her precise way than in sharing the habits and tendencies that allow her to cook good food easily, which to her means cooking without using hard-to-get ingredients or fussy techniques. (Also, she's got a microwave in her new apartment, and she loves how quickly it lets her thaw food.)

Ease seems to have become central to Adler's thinking in the years between An Everlasting Meal and Feast on Your Life, though she understands it quite differently than many home cooks. In 2023, exhausted from writing that year's scrap-use encyclopedia An Everlasting Meal Cookbook, she "went through a glorious period of just throwing things out." She recalled a jar of chili crisp that "was empty; all the chili crisp was out of it. But instead of keeping it, and then cracking an egg into it to then put in fried rice, I rinsed out the jar and recycled it." She's remembered that jar for two years--which is to say she's spent two years remembering the egg she could've made. It would have been a good egg.

This reveals Adler's true understanding of ease. For her, scrap saving is the single easiest way to produce flavorful food: The more bits of mushroom you can toss in your broth, the better that broth will be. This will certainly be true once you're in the habit of freezing those mushroom bits--and yet it works only for a person with time to make broth at home. While An Everlasting Meal seemed not to remember the other sorts of people, Feast on Your Life shows glimmers of idiosyncratic anger on their behalf. An insulated mug that she borrows from her brother throws Adler into "internal disarray at a good invention--double-wall insulation--pressed into the service of constant productivity." This, she told me, came from an entirely different place than her earlier reaction to the microwave: not a lack of comprehension of rushing, but a fury at "the structures that make us have to rush."

Read: The culture war comes to the kitchen

Feast on Your Life also reveals a deep exasperation with fussy cooking, which Adler sees as both a cause of waste and an enemy of home-cooking ease. All she does, to borrow a phrase she uses in her newsletter, is turn things "from raw to cooked"; early in the book, she describes a simple farro soup that "tasted like water, beans, grains, vegetables. Why do we make eating complicated? Here, says Creation: Eat this! What should we say but, Thank you!" In reading this line, with its explicitly spiritual appreciation of simplicity, I registered the resemblance between Adler's work and the prayers that observant Jews say to thank God for creating the ingredients of every meal they eat. Adler was raised Jewish, but she spent many years feeling distant from the religion because, pre-meal blessings aside, it tends to be grounded far more in interpreting scripture than in the physical world. Food and cooking, she said, "provided me an alternative, a material path." It delivered her to something close to kitchen animism: a world in which ingredients come to life. When she tells readers of An Everlasting Meal about prepping their greens, she suggests that they just "wash everyone together."

This spirituality can sometimes verge on preciousness. I asked Adler whether she worries about this, and she said yes--or almost yes. Her dedication to saving every scrap "sounds ridiculous when I say it," she conceded. But she sees that issue as a "style problem": a failure of her writing, not a sign that her approach goes too far. My impression is that she's far more interested in respecting resources--which to her always means maximizing them--than she is in sounding grounded or accessible. This conviction is the steel core of her books. It makes her writing, beneath its flights of verbal and metaphysical fancy, insistent and unembarrassed, willing to go too far (as with the microwave) in the service of what are, really, not so much habits as ideals. It also enables her to evolve (again, the microwave).

Adler seems to believe more deeply in enjoying her meals than I think I believe in anything. Far more than any culinary trick or skill I've gathered from reading her over the years, this dedication is what brings me back to her work. Its frank strangeness, whether or not it converts you to stem saving, is a prime example of what I consider her books' greatest pleasure: They let you visit lives and minds--and, in this case, kitchens--that may be nothing like your own.
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The New Allowance

As the financial ecosystem has gotten more complex, so have parents' payments to kids.

by Michael Waters

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Around the 1920s, a certain class of parents--those with enough money to indulge their kids from time to time--started to panic. Toy companies and trinket manufacturers were buffeting kids with ads, and children were pestering their parents for gifts. Many parents wanted their kids to have these new luxuries, but they also wanted them to understand that money had limits.

Parenting magazines suggested an intervention: small weekly payments, called allowances, that kids could squirrel away and use to buy toys or other treats on their own. The hope was that these payments would teach children to save rather than spend. But not everyone was a fan of the idea. Sidonie Matsner Gruenberg, an influential writer and educator, argued that some uses of the allowances confused "the give-and-take of family life with the buy-and-sell of the market place"; a 1935 article in Parents' Magazine argued that the payments would turn a child into a "calculating, hard-bargaining adult."

A century later, allowances are still around. According to a 2018 survey conducted by Merrill Lynch and Age Wave of 2,500 American parents, more than half of those with kids ages 7 to 17 gave allowances out. Earlier this year, a Wells Fargo survey of nearly 1,600 parents of kids ages 5 to 17 found that 71 percent of them gave allowances, with payments averaging $37 a week. These days, though, what an allowance is has expanded. Some parents still give cash. But as credit cards, digital investment tools, and "buy now, pay later" apps have proliferated, some parents (especially wealthier ones) are using the payments to introduce their kids to more complex aspects of the financial ecosystem: bank fees, interest rates, investing, credit scores, loan payments. Lisa Jacobson, a history professor at UC Santa Barbara and the author of Raising Consumers: Children and the American Mass Market in the Early Twentieth Century, told me that, essentially, these are "allowances supercharged for the era of finance capitalism."

Allowances--and the squabbles surrounding them--have long served as a window into an era's fiscal habits and anxieties. The payments "get continually reimagined as the political economy changes," Jacobson said; after the Great Depression, for example, it became more popular for people to split payments for expensive purchases into smaller installments, so some parents started teaching their children the basic principles of credit and repayment. Later in the century, as more parents began opening bank accounts for their kids, those became a typical place to park allowances, offering children an early introduction to the practice of depositing and taking out money, writing checks, and interacting with a financial institution.

Read: Parents are gaming their kids' credit scores

Today, as the list of skills required for self-sufficient financial citizenship has ballooned, some better-off families have taken allowances even further--and a new group of apps and games has popped up to help. Greenlight, for example, lets kids funnel their allowance savings into ETFs (a type of investment fund), play mini-games on the difference between credit and debit cards, and study the basics of maintaining a good credit score. Another app, Till Financial, encourages children to set up payments for platforms such as Spotify and Netflix to learn about the rhythms of subscriptions. It also creates incentives for kids to save by letting parents match what children have stowed away once they've hit their savings goals. (This is similar to Bill and Melinda Gates's method: In 2014, Melinda said that they pushed their kids to save their allowance money for charity by promising to match those funds at the end of each year.) The app and debit card FamZoo suggests that parents give their children mock loans to teach them about compound-interest payments. Offline, some parents use games such as Cashflow for Kids (created by the author of the up-by-your-bootstraps book Rich Dad Poor Dad), which teaches children about investing in companies, "acquiring assets and dealing with the perils of liabilities."

Of course, conversations about money (and allowances more generally) tend to look different depending on a family's socioeconomic status, and most families are not using investment apps for their kids. But some middle- and upper-income parents see allowances as an elaborate instructional opportunity: The families put curbs on how much cash they dole out not because they can't afford to spend more but to help their kids understand the limits of money. Those who encourage their children to invest do so not because they need the tiny dividends but to help kids learn.

For working-class parents, however, allowances are more likely to serve an actual budgetary purpose. Parents may say, "Here, you get $5 a week," J. Michael Collins, a professor of personal finance at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me, because that is all they can afford to give their kid to spend for fun. But that type of budgeting offers kids a valuable lesson. It teaches them that "you can't always ask me for something," Joyce Serido, a professor who has studied family finance at the University of Minnesota, told me. "It's up to you to learn how to manage your money."

Many parents, as they prepare their kids for an uncertain economy, probably fall somewhere in the middle, neither setting up a diversified investment portfolio for their children nor limiting their kids to a physical piggy bank. (And plenty don't give allowances at all.) If a child has a phone, they probably won't have Greenlight installed on it--but they might have a payment app: According to the Wells Fargo survey, about half of respondents said they paid their kids' allowance (at least in part) through apps such as Apple Pay and Venmo, direct deposits in a digital checking account, or prepaid debit cards. (Lots of banks offer accounts designed for kids, too.) The average parent probably doesn't expect their child to act as a junior day trader, but many parents do talk with their kids, as they always have, about the modern nuances of how to handle their money. A majority of the parents who responded to the Age Wave and Merrill Lynch survey said they'd taught their 13- to 17-year-olds about "debt, credit, budgeting and the benefits of investing."

Despite parents' efforts, allowances aren't necessarily minting a new generation of financial sophisticates. Overall, Serido said, the research on allowances is mixed. Families approach them so differently and inconsistently that it's hard to make an overarching claim about how effective the payments are at teaching kids to use money responsibly. A 2021 paper concluded that receiving allowance payments early in life didn't have a statistically significant impact on someone's likelihood of carrying a credit-card balance or opening a bank account by early adulthood. People who'd received allowances as kids were slightly (7.4 percent) more likely than others to be paying their own bills as a young adult, but that was about the only evidence of a longer-term benefit.

Read: The job market is hell

Still, the impulse to try to teach kids to navigate a convoluted financial system is understandable, given that there's so much else parents can't prepare their kids for, economically. With homeownership slipping out of reach for many young people, student-loan debt rising, and AI scrambling the job market, many parents are worried for their children's future--and teaching kids the nuances of bank fees, ETF investments, and credit scores may feel like a way to reassert control. Parents can't predict what employment or housing will look like in two decades, but they can stuff their children with economic know-how and pray that it will be enough.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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John Roberts's Dream Is Finally Coming True

The chief justice has been working to neuter the Voting Rights Act since the beginning of his career.

by David Daley

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




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

In 1982, when the Voting Rights Act was up for reauthorization, the Reagan Justice Department had a goal: preserve the VRA in name only, while rendering it unenforceable in practice. A young John Roberts was the architect of that campaign. He may soon get to finish what he started.

Last month, at the oral argument in Louisiana v. Callais, a majority of the conservative justices seemed to signal their willingness to forbid any use of race data in redistricting. That could lead to the end of the VRA's Section 2 protections for minority voters, and allow states across the South to redraw congressional districts currently represented by Black Democrats into whiter, more rural, and more conservative seats, potentially before the 2026 midterms.

A central question of the case, hotly debated during oral arguments, is whether Section 2 should prohibit election laws and procedures that have a racially discriminatory effect, or just those passed with clear racially discriminatory intent. Roberts almost certainly had flashbacks. This is the same question that was at the center of the 1982 reauthorization fight. Back then, the future chief justice's job was to design the Department of Justice's VRA strategy.

When Roberts first arrived at DOJ in 1981, fresh off a clerkship for William Rehnquist at the Supreme Court, he was assigned two important portfolios: prepping Sandra Day O'Connor for her confirmation hearings and voting rights. O'Connor sailed through the Senate. The VRA would be more contentious: A 1980 Supreme Court decision in City of Mobile v. Bolden had required plaintiffs making a Section 2 claim to prove that lawmakers had racial-discrimination intent. That's difficult to demonstrate, and it brought nearly all Section 2 litigation to a halt.

Read: This is the presidency that John Roberts has built

Civil-rights groups, Democrats, and moderate Republicans wanted to use the VRA reauthorization to override Mobile and clarify that Congress clearly meant to remedy all racially discriminatory effects. The Reagan administration was divided. Moderate Reaganites did not want to battle over the landmark law, which was popular. Ideological conservatives within DOJ spoiled for a fight. They were content to extend the act, just so long as it was impossible to use. Roberts led the way.

Roberts's papers from this era, housed at the National Archives, show his determination and dedication. They include memos and talking points, draft op-eds, scripted answers for bosses to deliver in meetings and before Congress, and presentations he gave to senators and Hill staff. These files show how Roberts devised the messaging strategies that made it possible for the administration to claim it supported the VRA, while actually helping to neuter it--an approach he has since mastered as chief justice.

When Roberts started as a special assistant to Attorney General William French Smith at DOJ in August 1981, pragmatic White House aides who wanted to avoid the messiness of a voting-rights fight appeared to hold the winning hand. Earlier that summer, the conservative representative Henry Hyde had experienced something of a conversion after public hearings across the South, reversed his own position, and urged his old friend Ronald Reagan to come aboard. Reagan addressed a national NAACP convention that June and vowed he would never allow barriers to be placed between any citizen and the ballot box. By August, he told The Washington Star that he would back whatever 10-year reauthorization Congress sent him, punting the question of intent versus effects to lawmakers.

But that fall, as the White House planned to release a statement confirming that Reagan would support whatever compromise Congress reached, DOJ pushed back hard. The attorney general demanded a meeting with Reagan. Following the meeting, Reagan embraced two of Smith's proposals--maintaining the intent standard, and making it easier for localities to escape Section 5 preclearance, which required all bodies in covered states to get approval before making any changes to election law or procedures. (Roberts would effectively end that requirement with his decision in 2013's Shelby County v. Holder, neutering the law by freezing the formula that determined which states were covered.)

Reagan now declared the effects standard "new and untested"--a position that hewed almost verbatim to Roberts's talking points. In his end-of-year news conference, Reagan channeled Roberts again. The effect rule "could lead to the type of thing in which effect could be judged if there was some disproportion in the number of officials who were elected at any governmental level," Reagan said. "You could come down to where all of society had to have an actual quota system."

Listen: If the Voting Rights Act falls

This is almost exactly what Roberts would write in his December 1981 memo titled "Why Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act Should Be Retained Unchanged": "Incorporation of an effects test in SS2 would establish essentially a quota system for electoral politics." Then came the line that could be seen as defining decades of future jurisprudence: "Violations of SS2 should not be made too easy to prove, since they provide a basis for the most intrusive interference imaginable by federal courts into state and local processes."

Roberts inspired Reagan's shift. His words and ideas made up the core of the president's statements. He placed the administration into an intent-versus-effects fight that Reagan's political counselors thought unnecessary.

The next battle would be before the U.S. Senate. Roberts would script that too.

The Senate debate had kicked off with a mid-November New York Times op-ed from Vernon Jordan, then head of the National Urban League, titled "Diluting Voting Rights." Roberts must not have liked what he read. Reagan's endorsement of the intent standard "was not only a political mistake," Jordan wrote, but a "disservice" to conservatism. Then the civil-rights leader lowered the boom. Intent to discriminate, he wrote, is impossible to prove.

"Local officials don't wallpaper their offices with memos about how to restrict minority-group members' access to the polling booth," Jordan wrote. "Discriminatory effects, however, are clear to all." Proving intent, he argued, shifted and required the burden of proof and required evidence that "would be virtually impossible to assemble."

"The President's endorsement of the Voting Rights Act," he concluded, "is a sham."

Roberts quickly drafted a counterattack and circulated it to DOJ higher-ups. The pugnacious response insists that the intent test would make a "radical change" to the Voting Rights Act and slams the House version as a "radical experiment." Roberts conceded that local officials might not wallpaper their offices with racist memos, but insisted that "circumstantial evidence" would still suffice, "as Mr. Jordan presumably knows."

"The only ones who could be disappointed by the President's actions," Roberts held, "are not those truly concerned about the right to vote but rather those who, for whatever reason, were simply spoiling for a fight," fiercely attacking the integrity of a man who had devoted his life to the struggle for civil rights.

Roberts's audience wasn't civil-rights leaders or New York Times readers. The DOJ team needed to keep the number of Senate proponents for the intent test below 60, the threshold for defeating a filibuster. Senator Strom Thurmond chaired the Senate Judiciary Committee. Opponents of the VRA's effects provision felt confident that they could engineer a host of obstructionist feints and amendments to block its passage. So it shocked them when Senator Charles Mathias, a Republican, filed his bill, which included the effects test, with 60 co-sponsors. If the coalition of 40 Democrats and 21 Republicans held, the reauthorization would pass easily. Thurmond sputtered in disbelief when informed of the number: "They must not have read the bill!"

A stunned Roberts prepared to fight on. "Do not be fooled by the House vote or the 61 Senate sponsors of the House bill into believing that the President cannot win on this issue," Roberts wrote in a January 1982 memo to the attorney general. Roberts's allies were segregationists, his math was bad, and his political instincts worse, but he urged his troops onward, confident in his own assessment of Congress. "Many members of the House did not know they were doing more than simply extending the Act, and several of the 61 Senators have already indicated that they only intended to support simple extension," he wrote. "Once the senators are educated on the differences between the President's position and the House bill, and the serious dangers in the House bill," Roberts insisted, "solid support will emerge for the President's position."

Roberts worked every angle. The Senate Judiciary Committee was a chance to educate senators. The day before the attorney general was scheduled to testify, the administration abruptly asked for a delay. Roberts remained focused. On January 25, 1982, he sent Smith a memo of likely questions and suggested answers to help guide his remarks. In his behind-the-scenes brief to his boss, it's apparent that Roberts was not willing to countenance a single improvement to the VRA.

In the brief, in detailing his objections to the effects test, Roberts supplied a tendentious account of supposed open-minded inquiry that pointedly ignored the testimony of experts and misrepresented the words of civil-rights leaders. He counseled Smith to tell Congress that "in reviewing the Voting Rights Act last summer in the course of preparing recommendations to the President, I met personally with scores of civil rights leaders." Roberts wrote, "The one theme from these discussions was clear: the Act has been the most successful civil rights legislation ever enacted and it should be extended unchanged. As the old saying goes, if it isn't broken, don't fix it."

Here Roberts was merely parroting an earlier talking point he'd circulated during the House debate; it had nothing to do with the actual views of civil-rights leaders who, in fact, were determined at all costs to repair the defective Mobile decision.

His memo encouraged Smith to double down on loose talk of racial quotas before Thurmond's committee, contending without any empirical backing that the effects test "would establish a quota system for electoral politics"--here he underlined quota system--which "we believe is fundamentally inconsistent with democratic principles."

The next day, January 26, Roberts again urged Smith to stiffen his resolve on the effects question as the attorney general prepared to begin his testimony. Roberts also attended a crucial meeting at the White House where DOJ officials sought to shore up Reagan's opposition to the effects test--"once and for all," a seemingly frustrated Roberts wrote.

Read: The decision that could end voting rights

In this final prehearing memo, the young aide exhorted his boss: "I recommend taking a very positive and aggressive stance." Roberts certainly followed that advice; he had grown weary of all the bureaucratic skirmishing with Reagan's political team, and demanded that the White House "actively work" to enact DOJ's preferred policy. He insisted his position could be sold politically. "The President's position is a very positive one," Roberts wrote, repeating his pet mantra. "If it isn't broken, don't fix it."

In his memos, Roberts maintained that the effects test would "throw into litigation existing electoral systems at every level of government nationwide when there is no evidence of voting abuses nationwide supporting the need for such a change." Roberts also again sought to tie opposition to the effects test to the administration's overall stance on race and affirmative action. "Just as we oppose quotas in employment and education, so too we oppose them in elections." Roberts concluded, imperiously, "It is very important that the fight be won, and the President is fully committed to this effort. His staff should be as well."

No one could question Roberts's commitment. That day he sent Smith yet another memo, a two-page response to an editorial in The Washington Post that endorsed the effects test. Then, in an early February 1982 memo to his direct boss, Brad Reynolds, Roberts offered handwritten edits on a draft op-ed. "I do not agree with the Attorney General that it is necessary to 'talk down' to the audience," Roberts proclaimed. "The frequent writings in this area by our adversaries have gone unanswered for too long."

Roberts remained hopeful that his position would prevail in the Senate, either by putting the filibuster back in play, enabling a presidential veto, or slowing things down sufficiently in order to gain a negotiating cudgel as the VRA neared expiration. Whatever obstructionist vision beguiled him most, Roberts worked the Senate hard. He assembled clips of op-eds aligned with his side along with his "Why Section Two of the Voting Rights Should Be Retained Unchanged" essay to be sent to friendly offices. He ran all this past Ken Starr--then a counselor to Smith, 16 years before the Monica Lewinsky investigation--with a handwritten note penned daringly on the attorney general's letterhead: "Ken--possibilities to distribute to senators." He signed it simply "John."

Orrin Hatch's Judiciary subcommittee--after five weeks of hearings focused almost entirely on intent versus effects--began to fall into line. It preserved the intent standard in the Senate bill, which then moved to Thurmond's kingdom, the full committee. By then, Senator Bob Dole had seen enough. The Kansas Republican was determined that the GOP be the party of Lincoln, not Thurmond. He quietly settled the matter: Section 2 would carry the effects standard. The language of the accompanying Senate report could not have been clearer. Racial effects would be enough. Dole informed Reagan that DOJ could continue to fight--but they'd lose. He had at least 80 votes.

Back at Justice, Roberts's band of brothers didn't seethe so much as they threw up their hands in resignation. "The Reagan administration took the principled view over the politically advantageous," Michael Carvin, the famed conservative litigator who served at DOJ with Roberts, told me, "and then they eventually caved."

A different strategy would be needed. That April, as Roberts and others at DOJ battled, young conservative law students, joined by mentors such as Robert Bork and Antonin Scalia, would have the first national gathering of what would become known as the Federalist Society at Yale Law. Conservatives came to a new conclusion: If you want to change the law, change the judges.

More than two decades later, about to ascend to the high court, Roberts would brush aside concerns about his views on voting rights by suggesting that the 1982 fight was a youthful folly, and that he had just been doing his job. "Senator," Roberts told Russell Feingold, a Wisconsin Democrat, "you keep referring to what I supported and what I wanted to do. I was a 26-year-old staff lawyer. It was my first job as a lawyer after my clerkships. I was not shaping administration policy. The administration policy was shaped by the attorney general on whose staff I served. It was the policy of President Reagan. It was to extend the Voting Rights Act without change for the longest period in history at that point, and it was my job to promote the attorney general's view and the president's view on that issue. And that's what I was doing."

Read: How the Court became a voting-rights foe

This was not entirely accurate. Once again, Roberts was masterfully playacting support for a law he worked to thwart. The effects standard came from DOJ. It was not originally the policy of President Reagan. It was not the president's view. Roberts had done far more than what he claimed under oath. And when he and fellow young Reaganite Samuel Alito arrived at the Supreme Court, the arguments that had once lost in Congress would now carry the day--not because things had actually changed in the South, but because the arena moved to the judiciary.

Now John Roberts doesn't need the president, 60 senators, or 218 representatives. Four like-minded conservatives on the Court would be enough. It appears there are five--plus Roberts himself.



This article was adapted from David Daley's book, Antidemocratic.
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Something Ominous Is Happening in the AI Economy

The last time so much wealth was tied up in such obscure overlapping arrangements was just before the 2008 financial crisis.

by Roge Karma

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




A company that most people have never heard of is among the year's best-performing technology firms--and a symbol of the complex, interconnected, and potentially catastrophic ways in which AI companies do business these days.

CoreWeave's IPO in March was the largest of any tech start-up since 2021, and the company's share price has subsequently more than doubled, outperforming even the "Magnificent Seven" tech stocks. On Wall Street, CoreWeave is regularly referred to as one of the most important companies powering the AI revolution. In the past few months, it has announced a $22 billion partnership with OpenAI, a $14 billion deal with Meta, and a $6 billion arrangement with Nvidia.

Not bad for a former crypto-mining firm turned data-center operator with zero profits and billions of dollars in debt on its books.

CoreWeave's business model consists of buying up lots of high-end computer chips, and building or leasing data centers to house those chips. It then rents out those assets to AI companies that need computing power but prefer not to take on the huge up-front costs themselves. If this is straightforward enough, CoreWeave's financial situation is anything but. The company expects to bring in $5 billion in revenue this year while spending roughly $20 billion. To cover that gap, the company has taken on $14 billion in debt, more than half of which comes due in the next year. Many of these loans were issued by private-equity firms at high interest rates, and several use complex forms of financial engineering, such as giving the money to newly formed legal entities created for the explicit purpose of borrowing on CoreWeave's behalf (more on that later). CoreWeave also faces $34 billion in scheduled lease payments that will start kicking in between now and 2028.

From the May 2025 issue: The new king of tech

The money that CoreWeave is making, meanwhile, comes from just a few intimately connected sources. A single customer, Microsoft, is responsible for as much as 70 percent of its revenue; its next biggest customers, Nvidia and OpenAI, might make up another 20 percent, though exact numbers are hard to find. Nvidia is also CoreWeave's exclusive supplier of chips and one of its major investors, meaning CoreWeave is using Nvidia's money to buy Nvidia's chips and then renting them right back to Nvidia. OpenAI is also a major CoreWeave investor and has close financial partnerships with both Nvidia and Microsoft.

All of this might make CoreWeave the purest distillation of a trend sweeping through the AI sector. In recent months, tech giants including Amazon, Google, Meta, Microsoft, and Oracle have been making gargantuan investments in new data centers, tying together their fortunes through circular financing deals, and borrowing huge piles of debt from lightly regulated lenders. The companies and their most ardent backers argue that these deals will set them up to capture the limitless profits of the coming AI revolution. But the last time the economy saw so much wealth tied up in such obscure overlapping arrangements was just before the 2008 financial crisis. If the AI revolution fails to materialize on the scale or the timeline that the industry expects, the economic consequences could be very ugly indeed.

The extreme financialization of the AI sector reflects a simple reality: The infrastructure required to train and run AI systems is so expensive that not even the largest companies have enough cash to pay for it all. Spending on data centers is conservatively projected to exceed $400 billion this year, roughly the size of the economy of Denmark; McKinsey estimates that it will reach nearly $7 trillion by 2030. Creative measures are necessary to pay for all of this investment.

At the center of the action is Nvidia, the world's most valuable company. Companies that train and run AI systems, such as Anthropic and OpenAI, need Nvidia's chips but don't have the cash on hand to pay for them. Nvidia, meanwhile, has plenty of cash but needs customers to keep buying its chips. So the parties have made a series of deals in which the AI companies are effectively paying Nvidia by handing over a share of their future profits in the form of equity. The chipmaker has struck more than 50 deals this year, including a $100 billion investment in OpenAI and (with Microsoft) a $15 billion investment in Anthropic. Formally, these transactions don't obligate the AI companies to spend money on Nvidia's chips--an Nvidia spokesperson told Bloomberg that the company "does not require any of the companies we invest in to use Nvidia technology"--but in practice, that's where the money goes.

OpenAI has made its own series of deals, including agreements to purchase $300 billion of computing power from Oracle, $38 billion from Amazon, and $22 billion from CoreWeave. Those cloud providers, in turn, are an important market for Nvidia's chips. OpenAI has also invested in several smaller AI start-ups, which in exchange have agreed to pay for ChatGPT enterprise accounts. Even when represented visually, the resulting web of interlocking relationships is almost impossible to track.

Together, these arrangements amount to an entire industry making a double-or-nothing bet on a product that is nowhere near profitable. A single company, OpenAI, is simultaneously a major source of revenue and investment for several cloud companies and chipmakers; a close financial partner to Microsoft, Oracle, and Amazon; a significant customer for Nvidia; and a leading investor in AI start-ups. And yet the company is projected to generate only $10 billion this year in revenue--less than a fifth of what it needs annually just to fund its deal with Oracle. It is on track to lose at least $15 billion this year, and doesn't expect to be profitable until at least 2029. By one estimate, AI companies collectively will generate $60 billion in revenue against $400 billion in spending this year. The one company that is making a lot of money from the AI boom, Nvidia, is doing so only because everyone else is buying its chips in the hopes of obtaining future profits.

The AI companies and their boosters see this as a gamble worth taking. Demand for AI services, they point out, is growing at an exponential rate. According to calculations by Azeem Azhar, a widely cited AI-industry analyst, the direct revenues from AI services have increased nearly ninefold over the past two years. If that pace continues, then it's only a matter of time before AI companies will begin making record-shattering profits. "I think people who fixate on exactly how these investments are being financed are stuck in an outdated way of thinking," Azhar told me. "Everyone is assuming that this technology will improve at a linear pace. But AI is an exponential technology. It's a whole different paradigm."

If, however, AI does not produce the short-term profits its proponents envision--if its technical advances slow down and its productivity-enhancing effects underwhelm, as a mounting body of evidence suggests may be the case--then the financial ties that bind the sector together could become everyone's collective downfall. The extreme concentration of stock-market wealth in a handful of tech companies with deep financial links to one another could make an AI crash even more severe than the dot-com crash of the 2000s.

And a stock-market correction might be the least of America's worries. When equity investments go bad, investors might lose their shirts, but the damage to the real economy is typically contained. (The dot-com crash, for example, didn't cause mass unemployment.) But the AI build-out is so expensive that it can't be funded by equity investments alone. To finance their investments, AI companies have taken on hundreds of billions of dollars in debt, a number that Morgan Stanley expects to rise to $1.5 trillion by 2028. When a bunch of highly leveraged loans go bad at the same time, the fallout can spread throughout the financial system and trigger a major recession.

The AI sector's debt is, of course, not guaranteed to go bad. But the complex way in which it is arranged and packaged isn't reassuring. For instance, earlier this year, Meta decided to build a new data center in Louisiana that will cost $27 billion. Instead of applying for a loan from a traditional lender, the company partnered with Blue Owl Capital, a private-equity firm, to set up a separate legal entity, known as a special-purpose vehicle, or SPV, that will borrow the money on Meta's behalf, build the data center according to Meta's instructions, and then lease it back to Meta. Because Blue Owl is technically the majority owner of the project, this setup keeps the debt off of Meta's balance sheet, enabling the company to keep borrowing at low interest rates without worrying about a hit to its credit rating. Other companies, including xAI, CoreWeave, and Google, have borrowed or plan to borrow huge sums through similar kinds of arrangements.

Meta has described its arrangement with Blue Owl as an "innovative partnership" that is "designed to support the speed and flexibility required for Meta's data center projects." But the reason the credit-rating system exists is to give lenders and investors a clear sense of the risk they are taking on when they issue a loan. A long history exists of companies trying to circumvent that system. In the run-up to the 2008 financial crisis, several major financial institutions used SPVs to keep billions of dollars in household debt off of their balance sheets. Enron, the energy corporation that famously collapsed in 2001 after a massive accounting scandal, used SPVs to mask its shady accounting practices. "When I see arrangements like this, it's a huge red flag," Paul Kedrosky, a managing partner at SK Ventures and research fellow at MIT who has written extensively about financial-engineering techniques, told me. "It sends the signal that these companies really don't want the credit-rating agencies to look too closely at their spending."

SPVs aren't the only 2008-era financing tool making a comeback. Data-center debt totaling billions of dollars is being sliced up into "asset-backed securities," which are then bundled and sold to investors. This is not an inherently problematic way for companies to fund their borrowing. But Kedrosky argues that during periods of heightened speculation, these vehicles turn debt into a financial product whose worth is disconnected from the value of the underlying asset it represents--which can encourage reckless behavior. "Investors see these complex financial products and they say, I don't care what's happening inside--I just care that it's highly rated and promises a big return," Kedrosky said. "That's what happened in '08. And once that kind of thinking takes off, it becomes really dangerous."

Roge Karma: Just how bad would an AI bubble be?

Then there are the so-called GPU-backed loans. Several data-center builders and cloud providers, including CoreWeave, have obtained multibillion-dollar loans to purchase chips by posting their existing chips as collateral, just as many homeowners used their homes as collateral to take out loans for second and third homes in the 2000s. But, as Advait Arun, an analyst at the Center for Public Enterprise, notes in a recent report on the AI sector's finances, whether that collateral will hold its value is far from clear. When new chip models are released, the value of older models tends to fall. According to Arun, if the collapse in chip prices were steep enough, a vicious cycle could ensue. As older chips fall in value, any loan using those chips as collateral suddenly becomes at risk of default. Lenders might respond by calling in their loans early, before companies have the revenue to pay them back. At that point, the lender might try to sell the chips to recoup their investment, but that will only flood the market with even more chips, driving down the values of existing chips even further, causing other lenders to call in their loans and so on. "A few months ago I would have told you that this was building toward a repeat of the dot-com crash," Mark Zandi, the chief economist at Moody's Analytics, told me. "But all of this debt and financial engineering is making me increasingly worried about a 2008-like scenario."

The federal government responded to the 2008 crisis by limiting the ability of traditional banks to take on big, risky loans. Since then, however, private-equity firms, which aren't subject to the same regulatory scrutiny as banks, have gotten more heavily into the lending business. As of early this year, these firms had lent about $450 billion in so-called private credit to the tech sector, including financing several of the deals discussed above. And, according to one estimate, they will lend it another $800 billion over the next two years. "If the AI bubble goes bust, they are the ones that will be left holding the bag," Arun told me.

A private-credit bust is almost certainly preferable to a banking bust. Unlike banks, private-equity firms don't have ordinary depositors. In theory, if their loans fail, the groups that will be hurt the most are institutional investors, such as pension funds, university endowments, and hedge funds, limiting the damage to the broader economy. The problem is that nobody knows for certain that this is the case. Private credit is functionally a black box. Unlike banks, these entities don't have to disclose who they are getting their money from, how much they're lending, how much capital they're holding, and how their loans are performing. This makes it impossible for regulators to know what risks exist in the system or how tied they are to the real economy.

Evidence is growing that the links between private credit and the rest of the financial system are stronger than once believed. Careful studies from the Federal Reserve estimate that up to a quarter of bank loans to nonbank financial institutions are now made to private-credit firms (up from just 1 percent in 2013) and that major life-insurance companies have nearly $1 trillion tied up in private credit. These connections raise the prospect that a big AI crash could lead to a wave of private-credit failures, which could in turn bring down major banks and insurers, Natasha Sarin, a Yale Law School professor who specializes in financial regulation, told me. "Unfortunately, it usually isn't until after a crisis that we realize just how interconnected the different parts of the financial system were all along," she said.

An AI-induced financial disaster is far from inevitable. Still, given the warning signs, one would hope for the federal government to be doing what it can to reduce the risk of a crisis. Instead, the Trump administration is doing the opposite. In August, the president signed an executive order that instructs federal agencies to loosen regulations so that ordinary 401(k) holders can invest directly in "alternative assets" such as, yes, private credit, a change that could expose a far broader swath of the public to the fallout if AI loans go bad. Perhaps that is the key difference between 2008 and 2025. Back then, the federal government was caught off guard by the crash; this time, it appears to be courting one.
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He's Undocumented. She's Not.

A young couple decides whether to stay in the U.S.--or leave.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




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

There are an estimated 14 million people living in the U.S. illegally, and only so many ways to find them. Even with ICE's roughly $28 billion annual budget, even with a massive recruitment campaign and the rapid deployment of Border Patrol, the Trump administration may not be able to accomplish its goal of 1 million deportations every year. So the administration has started to lean more heavily on a different strategy: asking migrants outright to leave voluntarily. The Department of Homeland Security launched a $200 million advertising campaign explicitly urging migrants to "self-deport." "Do what's right," DHS Secretary Kristi Noem said. "Leave now." More recently, Donald Trump called on social media for "REVERSE MIGRATION," and later clarified that he wanted to "get 'em out of here; I want to get 'em out."

In this episode, we follow one couple as they make a decision: Should they stay and build a life in the U.S., or submit to Noem's orders and leave? Matt Borowski is an undocumented immigrant from Poland, but he did not tell Maddie Polovick that until their second date. By then, she was already falling in love. They got married five years ago on a mountain peak in Colorado and settled in Chicago, close to her best friend and some of her family. By the time Border Patrol showed up in Chicago this fall, Borowski's few legal paths to citizenship had dried up. One day, he broached the idea of moving to Poland, and she cursed him out. But he kept bringing it up, because day by day, it was becoming harder to avoid: The place they wanted to make home did not want him. They had to decide.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Just a quick note: This episode contains some cursing that you may not usually hear on this show.
 
 On September 6, President Trump posted a fabricated image on Truth Social of a burning Chicago skyline with helicopters flying overhead. "'I love the smell of deportations in the morning,'" he wrote, a reference from Apocalypse Now.

[Sounds of protests]

Rosin: A couple of days later, the Department of Homeland Security announced "Operation Midway Blitz."

TV anchor 1: Operation Midway Blitz will "target the criminal illegal aliens who flocked to Chicago and Illinois--"
 TV anchor 2: --agents and demonstrators pushing and shoving outside an ICE facility just outside the city this morning--
 TV anchor 3: From tear gas being deployed outside a Logan Square market to an alderperson being handcuffed checking on a man who had been detained and injured.


[Sounds of protests]

Rosin: These types of scenes have since played out all across the country in the pursuit of one ambitious goal: at least a million deportations every year.

But even with ICE's $28 billion annual budget--the largest for a law enforcement agency in the federal government--it still may not be possible to deport the 14 million or so people who are here illegally.

So maybe these ICE raids aren't just ends; they are means to something else: to get people to choose to leave voluntarily.

[Music]

Rosin: And there's more than one way to accomplish that.

There's the overt way: Make people afraid to go to work or take their kids to school or even leave their homes.

And then there's a more subtle way, where the constant pressure wears down something that once felt real: this American idea, or maybe hope, that there could be a future here.

Maddie Polovick: People knew what the election meant for us. But I just couldn't bring myself to say it.


Rosin: Last spring, we met a young couple in Chicago. One's a U.S. citizen, and the other is undocumented, from Poland.

Matt Borowski: Yeah, honestly, when this started happening, I thought it was only a matter of time before this hits closer to us.
 Polovick: Yeah.
 Borowski: It was only a matter of time.


Rosin: They may not be the kind of couple that most people think of when it comes to this issue, because they have more choices than most.

But the past year had them asking exactly the question this administration wants them to ask: Is it just better to leave?

Borowski: There are Black Hawk helicopters flying over my head. Apartment complexes are being attacked in the middle of the night. Right now, it does feel like things are kind of just falling apart.


Rosin: For the last several months, we asked them to document how they would make that decision.

Polovick: Today's our five-year anniversary. (Laughs.)


Rosin: They sent us more than a hundred recordings--

Family member:  Cheers to family.
 Family member 2: To family!


Rosin: And more than 40 hours of the life they've made.

Polovick: Oh my God. How do you feel? (Laughs.)
 Borowski: Whew.
 Polovick: (Laughs.)


Polovick: There's just so many lemons here. At some point, you're like, Okay, can we make some fucking lemonade?
 Borowski: But they're not lemons.
 Polovick: What are they?
 Borowski: It's shit.
 Polovick: Okay.


Rosin: And day by day, it was getting harder to hide.

Borowski: I've heard reports of ICE being around and sniffing around, but never a raid like this. And now I'm freaking out.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this is one snapshot of one couple who are about to make a choice.

Rosin: How did you and Matt meet?
 Polovick: We met online, and it was really one of those things, like, as soon as we started talking, as soon as we had our first date, it was like, Okay, there's something special about this guy.


Rosin: On Maddie Polovick and Matt Borowski's first date, they went to a restaurant in Chicago known for their Tater Tots.

On their second date, Matt told her that he was undocumented.

[Music]

Rosin: And was your reaction like, Uh-oh, or what was your reaction?
 Polovick: (Sighs.) I would say I was taken aback. I think if I knew a little bit more about the situation, the hurdles that he has navigated and would navigate, I think if I would've known that, I would've been more concerned. But at the time, I was just very like, Huh, okay. It's enough to give me pause. But I enjoyed his company enough that I was like, Okay!
 Rosin: (Laughs.)
 Polovick: This is good information.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Polovick: I would like to proceed, but--
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Polovick: Maybe there's a little bit of hesitation in my brain, but it's okay. (Laughs.)


Rosin: The more serious things got between them, though, the more questions Maddie had.

Polovick: And at least at that time, 'cause we weren't talking about leaving America yet, at least, it was like--us staying in America was really the only thing that was on the table, so it was like, Okay, with the immigration stuff in particular, this is going to live with him, and am I okay with that? Am I okay with this becoming my life?


Rosin: For Matt, that life had meant never being able to plan ahead, had meant applying for a job as a teenager and breaking down when the owners found out that he'd lied about his paperwork, and continuing to lie about his paperwork because what other choice did he have?

Matt's life had always been precarious, which was tolerable when he was alone. But now, there was Maddie.

Borowski:  Can you, for my sake--
 Polovick: What?
 Borowski: --elaborate on the whole derailing your life thing a little bit more?
 Polovick: It was--
 Borowski: Because I'm thinking about it again, and I'm thinking about those conversations.
 Polovick: Yeah.
 Borowski: So I need to be kind of--not reminded, but I almost wanna hear how close we were to not working.
 Polovick: We were never close.
 Borowski: But you know what I mean when I say that. Like--
 Polovick: We were never close. (Sniffles.) I said this before, and I'll say it again: When I met you and started falling in love with you, it felt like coming home after a really long time of being away.
 Borowski: Yeah.


[Music]

Rosin: Maddie and Matt got married five years ago on a mountain peak in Colorado. It was just the two of them. They wore the same clothes that they'd worn on their first date, and they had a picnic of snacks from Trader Joe's.

Love can conquer a lot of things, but the immigration system is not one of them.

And because of the way Matt had come to America--illegally, with his mom from Poland, when he was 6--there was no real pathway for him to citizenship. And for someone in his situation, marrying a U.S. citizen does not undo that.

At one point, he did have protected status under DACA, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, who are sometimes called "Dreamers." But there was also a point in his life when he had no money, nowhere to live, and no support from his family. So he missed one window to renew his DACA application, which meant that he would have to file a new one.

But no new applications have been processed for years. Trump has opposed the program going back to his first term.

Matt's only real option would be to leave the country and apply for a visa, which would automatically trigger a 10-year ban--so no option that allows him to keep building a life in the U.S. with Maddie.

Now, as an undocumented person, Matt can hide better than some because he's white and speaks English without an accent. Maddie, who's half white and half Black, has joked that ICE is more likely to stop her than him.

Borowski: It's no question that the color of my skin and my nationality helps me. It just does. And I'm very aware of that, and I'm honestly very lucky, in a fucked-up way, but it's not like I'm afraid of a witch hunt or something. It's more so just any sort of benign incident where my status could be looked up. And it's very easy to find that I do not have papers.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. Does your wife think you're being paranoid or reasonable?
 Borowski: A mixture of both.


[Music]

Rosin: Compared to a lot of undocumented people in Chicago, Matt has it easy. But compared to people who can live and work here safely, he lives a life of real and constant uncertainty.

Matt could never really count on a career, never leave the country, never vote, never be pulled over or arrested on the off chance that it could lead to something worse.

And then last year, some hope: Under the Biden administration, DHS announced a policy called Keeping Families Together, which would allow some undocumented spouses of U.S. citizens to apply for legal status while they stayed in the country.

Polovick: It felt like a godsend. I remember he woke me up one day in June and was like, You will not believe the news that has just come out.


Rosin: The program was tailor-made for them.

Polovick: 'Cause there were very specific restrictions on it. You had to have been married for several years. You had to have entered the United States at a certain time. And so we spent all summer riding this high of, like, We are finally gonna get Matt status. This is finally gonna happen. Oh my God.
 
 It was only supposed to be, like, a few weeks. But a few weeks turned into another few weeks, and then it turned into a month. And that was when the hammer fell.


Rosin: The same week that Trump won his reelection in November, on a campaign filled with the promise of mass deportations, a judge in Texas said that the Biden administration had overstepped its legal authority. He struck down the Keeping Families Together policy for good.

Matt and Maddie were back to square one, back to feeling like they were being pushed out of the place that they wanted to make a home if someone would just let them.

Matt packed a go bag, stashed away some cash, and made sure to always have his Polish passport within reach.

Borowski: My sister-in-law who's Polish, her aunt, who has a green card, was detained at O'Hare not long ago. And things like that are just like, Okay, she was detained, and she was let go. Green card--okay, fine. That's not gonna happen with me if they look into my situation.


[Music]

Borowski: I'm never gonna forget this. It was the most vivid dream about being home I've ever had.


Rosin: Matt had lived in the U.S. for 24 years; he didn't know any other place as home. But sometimes in his dreams, there was this other place.

Borowski: I really did feel like I was there for a second, and it was the closest I'd ever felt to feeling that way. Everything is so vivid, and I can see it. I'm almost there, you know?


Rosin: There are still things Matt remembers about Poland. His town in the southeast of the country was quiet, rural. He remembers farming equipment, picking strawberries in a field, and he remembers living in a house with his mom, uncle, and grandparents.

Borowski: This was, what, nine, 10 years after the Soviet Union fell. So obviously, we had TVs, but we didn't have cable; we didn't have anything like that. So it was a very simple life, is the best way I can put it, yeah. And we would all just sit together and watch storms. And that was it. It's peaceful, ultimately.
 Rosin: Why is a storm peaceful? That's an unusual word for a storm.
 Borowski: Well, if it's from a distance. If it's at a distance, it is peaceful. Yeah, I don't know--destruction at a distance, it's an interesting thing to think about.


Rosin: Matt and his mom left Poland in 2001, got on a plane without Matt saying a proper goodbye, and landed in Mexico City, where he says they walked across the border and into the U.S. illegally.

Eventually, they made their way to Chicago. His mom met up with a guy from Poland who became his stepdad, although the two of them never officially married. Several years later, they had another kid: his half brother, Jakub, who's American.

If one day he up and moved, disappeared to another country in the same way that he left, Matt says the only person he would miss would be Jakub.

He hasn't spoken to his parents in years.

Polovick: We had been going on all of these walks at the park by us, and then there was one day we went on a walk on the pier--great view of the city. And so we had gone out there on a walk, and that was when Matt first floated the idea of Poland.


[Music]

Rosin: After trying and failing so many times to find a legal way to stay in the U.S., the more Matt thought about it, the more Poland made sense as a place they could live instead.

For every immigration roadblock that Matt faced here in the U.S., Maddie could clear them easily in Poland. Because they were married and Matt would be a citizen, Maddie could get temporary residency right away.

So last year, he brought it up.

Borowski:  I would describe her as angry.  I would describe her as angry; I would describe her as defiant.


Polovick:  I told him verbatim: I am not fucking moving to Poland.


Borowski: Initially, she just shut down. She was not having it.


Polovick: I was irate. I stormed off on this pier. I left him, and I was like, No, I'm not--you're--get the fuck out of here.


Borowski: She would probably tell you that she felt like I was taking her away from something or taking something away from her.


Polovick:  It was hard for us to relate to each other sometimes because it felt like I was being asked to give up more than he was. I don't wanna go further away from my family. I moved here with my best friend from college. So people like that, that I'm like, No, I don't wanna leave her.
 And so there was this whole world that I had built for myself that now I was being asked to possibly have it all ripped away.


Rosin: Before Matt and Maddie could stop going around in circles and have a real conversation about Poland, they had to look at this deeper question: What is home?

On the one hand, for Maddie, Matt was home. It's why, she said, she fell in love with him. But home for her was also her brother, her best friend from college, her favorite bar. How could she leave all that?

So in February, Matt tried to cut through their fighting with a plan.

Polovick:  And Matt is like, Yeah, Mad, I think you should visit.


Borowski:  I bought the plane ticket, and I said, You're going because if you don't go, I feel like you're gonna resent me.


Polovick: I did not want to go. But it wasn't because I didn't want to go; it was because I knew if I went, it means that this is real. And for a while, I was like, Yeah, okay. Yeah, maybe. We'll see. And admittedly, I kind of was hoping that he would forget about it and it wouldn't be brought up again, and I'd just kind of let life pass by, and then: Maddie, I think you should visit.


Borowski: This is Maddie talking about going to Poland to check it out since I can't.
 Polovick: I just--I really did feel myself getting emotional, like, my eyes getting prickly as I was seeing it.


Rosin: In May, around the same time the Trump administration was offering migrants $1,000 to "self-deport," Maddie had just come back from her trip.

Before going, they'd both agreed that if she didn't like Poland--if she had any negative feelings whatsoever--it was off the table.

[Music]

Rosin: When you were there, could you see your own self anywhere?
 Polovick: Yeah, I could. I could.
 The way that I felt when I was there was the same way that I felt when I met him, which was, This feels right. It just, like, in my bones, it made sense to me.
  This thing that felt like, Oh, I'm not someone that would leave America. I'm not smart enough or courageous enough to do that. I don't know. But when I was there, it was like, No, you can do this, and it will be okay.


Polovick:  Yep. (Laughs.) Oh, I took this 'cause I thought it was funny.
 Borowski: "Sensual pierogi"?
 Polovick: (Laughs.) I was like, What is a sensual pierogi? So we gotta go there, and we gotta find out what their sensual pierogi are.
 Borowski: The fuck.
 Polovick: We gotta find out what their sensual pierogi are.


Rosin:  So how serious are you guys? On a scale of one to 10--one is just like, Meh, let's go to Poland, and 10 is like, We have plans; I'm saving for a plane ticket, scouting for an apartment--where are you on that scale?
 Borowski: Ten.
 Rosin: Ten?
 Borowski: Ten. We're, like--
 Rosin: Damn.
 Borowski: It's set. It's set.  It sucks, but it's like, Okay. (Laughs.) Honestly, that's kind of what it's like. It's like, Okay, fine. Because of the way I grew up, I am very good at letting things go, which is not necessarily a positive thing, but it's a survival mechanism. I'm very good at letting things go, and I'll just deal with it later.


Borowski: Hold on. My heart's racing now.
 Polovick: My heart is racing. (Laughs.) My heart is racing. Do you really think we should get these now? I've yet to see it below a thousand.
 Borowski: I've never seen it below a thousand.


Rosin: Maddie was maybe not so good at letting things go, or at least she hadn't had much practice.

But they seized the moment: A deal is a deal.

 Borowski: --flying back--you look like you're shaking.
 Polovick: I am.
 Borowski: Oh my God. (Laughs.)
 Polovick: I am. I am shaking.
 Borowski: It's okay. It's okay. Hey, baby girl. It's okay.
 Polovick: Yeah.


Rosin: At the end of May, they sat down to book their flights to Poland. They picked seats on the right side of the plane because that was the side where you could see the city as you left.

Borowski:  Okay, so outbound flight Tuesday, November 4, 2025.
 Polovick: Departing 5:20 Chicago.
 Borowski: Arriving 11:40 a.m. in Krakow.
 Polovick: I feel so shaky.
 Borowski: You ready? Yeah?
 Polovick: (Voice breaks.) I think we should do it. I think we should do it. How do you feel?
 Borowski: Let's do it.
 Polovick: Okay.
 Borowski: You wanna put your hand on the mouse? Just put it on my hand. Three, two, one. Oh.
 Polovick: (Laughs.)
 Borowski: That's anticlimactic. Three, two, one. (Laughs.) Fucking stop! Okay. I'm just gonna do it.
 Polovick: It's 'cause you're hitting it at the wrong--
 Borowski: Fucking right-click.
 Polovick: My heart is pounding.
 Borowski: This is the most ridiculous thing ever.
 Polovick: Oh my God. Okay, don't reload the page.
 Borowski: Ooh, okay.(Laughs.) Oh, fuck this place. Let's fucking go! Come on!
 Polovick: I can't believe--
 Borowski: (Laughs and claps.)
 Polovick: I'm so ready to go.
 Borowski: Let's do this!
 Polovick: (Laughs.)
 Borowski: Let's fucking go.
 Polovick: Yeah.
 Borowski: Let's fucking go.
 Polovick: Yeah. Yeah. (Laughs.)
 Borowski: Come on!
 (Sounds of couple kissing.)
 Polovick: Yeah. (Laughs.)
 Borowski: (Laughs.)


[Music]

Rosin: It's one thing to buy a plane ticket. But it's another to realize what you might be leaving behind.

That's after the break.

[Break]

Polovick: Okay, we're recording. Okay, so this is kind of some bittersweet news to share with you guys, but it is exciting.


Rosin: At the start of summer, Maddie--who worked at a nonprofit in Chicago--let her co-workers know that she would be leaving her job.

Polovick: My last day here will be mid-October. And the reason it's coming to an end is because, in early November, Matt and I are moving to Poland--
 Co-worker 1: Oh, Maddie!
 Polovick: --and we're moving to Poland because of--some of you know this--but Matt is undocumented. And over the duration of our relationship, especially in the last year, things have gotten a lot worse, right? We work in this community. We serve immigrants.


Rosin: For Matt, this move was a homecoming of sorts. He'd lived in America for the majority of his life, but he'd kept up with his Polish, and he still had some extended family back in Poland.

Co-worker 2: --that leading up to October is probably gonna be very difficult, as well, emotionally, so--


Rosin: For Maddie, of course, this move was different.

Co-worker 2:  If you have any questions, feel free to ask me or Maddie. I'm sure you have plenty of questions. But we have so much more to look forward to. And you can always come back here if you'd like. (Laughs.)
 Co-worker 1: Maddie, don't be afraid. That's all I have to say, Maddie. Don't be afraid.


Rosin: Maddie was leaving behind a career. She did not speak the language, would not know anyone in Poland besides Matt. And although she could return to the U.S., it would only be for shorter visits.

A life with Matt meant they were probably never going to live in America again.

Polovick: That's what I'm resenting right now. I'm resenting that I'm having to move--just bear with me--but I'm having to move to this fucking country, and I have to learn this fucking language.


Rosin: They had given themselves enough time to get ready for the move--and enough time to second-guess it.

Borowski: Are you gonna be okay?
 Polovick: I don't have another option. And I mean that literally. I don't have another option--I have to find a way to be okay. So I have to do the things that I have to do.  That's how I will be okay.
 Borowski: Don't forget Polish.
 Polovick: And don't forget Polish. And don't forget to do my knee exercises. And don't forget to find time to talk to my friends before I leave America and literally never live here ever fucking again. And--do you want to keep going?
 Borowski: Look, you saying this shit does not make me feel better.
 Polovick: I'm saying that facetiously. It's just, like--there's just a lot.
 Borowski: It's not facetious. It doesn't come off as facetious.
 Polovick: (Sighs.)
 Borowski: I know you have a lot to do. What the fuck have I been doing since January? Everything. I know there's a lot to do. I know. It's not funny anymore.
 Polovick: Okay, well, I'm--I don't know. Do you want me to apologize for being bitter?
 Borowski: No.


[Music]

Rosin: Matt had his own reservations too. One was that the move would hurt his relationship with Maddie. Another was that he was turning his back on the home that meant more to him than he sometimes let on.

On his last day of work--when his colleagues showered him with cards, tamales, and hugs, and helped him nearly close the bar down after work--he was caught off guard.

Borowski: So yeah, it's just hard to let that go, man. It's--shit. Yeah, just a lot of connections were made over the last three years, more than I, I guess, paid attention to.
 Polovick: Yeah.
 Borowski: Yeah. It makes me wanna stay. As hard as the job is and as hard as it is living here, that voice in the back of my head is like, You should stay, man. Look at all this--
 Polovick: I know.
 Borowski: --and you wanna start over?


Rosin: Most of all, they were leaving behind Maddie's family, who had become Matt's family now too.

Rosin: Who was the first person you told in your family that you were leaving?
 Polovick: I would say--seriously, I would say it was my dad.
 Rosin: What did he say?
 Polovick: He understood, and he was not surprised that we were making this choice.


Buddy Polovick: Yeah. Lots of stages of grief. We accept it. The thing that gives me comfort is knowing that they're gonna have a healthy, secure life, and it's gonna be good.


[Music]

Sherri Polovick: I think of so many other families that are going through this and they don't have a happy outcome, and they have a worse outcome of someone being deported to a country that either they fled or they don't live in, and I feel like this is the best outcome possible, so.
 Buddy Polovick: Yeah. It'll be okay.
 Sherri Polovick: It's just our story. We're just one.


[Sounds of whistles and people shouting]

Rosin: With a little more than a month left before their flights, everything around them seemed to be ramping up. ICE and Border Patrol had Chicago on edge, and Trump was threatening to send in the National Guard.

Donald Trump: Well, we're going in. I didn't say when. We're going in. When you--


Rosin: Tensions were also escalating in Poland after news broke that they'd shot down Russian drones in Polish airspace.

News anchor: --news out of Poland: the military there accusing Moscow of an act of aggression after Polish and NATO forces scrambled to shoot down--


Rosin: And Maddie was having panic attacks.

Polovick:  Okay, I am really freaking out. (Exhales.)
 Borowski: Gimme your hand. Gimme your hand. Gimme your hand. It's okay.
 Polovick: Oh my God. I feel like I'm gonna throw up.
 Borowski: Hey, hey, hey. It's okay. It's okay. It's okay. It's okay. Oy, oy, oy. It's okay. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. In and out. In and out. In and out.
 Polovick: (Breathes and sniffles.)
 Borowski: Keep holding my hand. It's okay.


Polovick:  I've had so many dreams over the years where I have this terror that comes over me because I'm like, Oh my God, what have we done? We've left America. We can't go back. What have we done?
 And I've had that dream so many times. But also, at the same time, there's just so much joy 'cause I'm like, We're out. We did it. We're not in America anymore. But like, What have we done?
 Buddy Polovick: Yeah.
 Polovick: That's what I'm thinking about, is like, Okay, it's gonna be real this time. It's not gonna be a dream.


Polovick:  Do you think I'm weak?
 Borowski: No. No.
 Polovick:  I just wonder how you think about me sometimes with this.
 Borowski: I think about you as my wife, and I love you a lot. I think about you as my wife who is fucking amazing for being willing to get on a plane with me and fly 5,000 miles across the Atlantic and settle somewhere new. That's what I think of you.
 I will be eternally grateful for what you're doing. Whew, tears.


Polovick:  How's it looking in there?
 Drew Polovick: We're good.
 Polovick: Yeah?
 Buddy Polovick: The sardine can is being packed as we speak.
 Polovick: Wow, well--


Rosin: On their last day in America, all of Maddie's family; Matt's brother, Jakub; and all of their luggage were loaded into a van to go to the airport.

Polovick: Air France, 5C--5C. We're this way. Okay, so I think Matt and I are gonna check all of our bags, and then we'll say goodbye.


Rosin: Who will you miss the most, do you think?
 Polovick: Oh. I'm gonna miss my brother.
 Rosin: Mm.
 Polovick: Yeah. I'm gonna miss my brother the most.


[Music]

Polovick: Ooh, I think it's hitting me a little bit. (Sniffles.) It's okay--I'm excited. Yeah. I'm glad that we got to live in the same city for a little bit. That was really special. (Laughs.)
 Drew Polovick: Don't say that. (Laughs.)
 Polovick: (Laughs.) I know. I know. I know.
 Drew Polovick: That's why I brought my sunglasses inside.
 Polovick: (Laughs.)
 Borowski: Hey, as soon as I walked in, I cried. As soon as I walked in, I cried.
 Polovick: Shit, I'm getting really warm in this. (Laughs.) I'm a little sweaty--I don't know about you guys. (Laughs.)
 Borowski: I just had my passport scanned for the first time.
 Polovick: Oh my God, yeah.


Rosin: After all the bags had been checked and the boarding passes printed, the only thing left to do was the thing that they'd been dreading.

They found a space off to the side, and for a moment, they were quiet.

Borowski: It's that time, right?


Rosin: Matt went to his younger brother, Jakub, first.

Borowski: Remember when I moved back for a little while when I was, like, 22, 23, and I left really quickly, and we had the same sort of thing happen--you remember?
 Jakub: Yeah.
 Borowski: I think of it as that, except now that I'm leaving and I'm going where I'm going, you at the very least know that I can be safe, you know?
 Jakub: (Cries.) I love you.
 Borowski: I love you, man. I love you too.


Rosin: They said goodbye to Maddie's mom.

Sherri Polovick: Oh, I don't wanna say goodbye, Mad.
 Polovick: We're gonna see each before we know it.


Borowski: --because I look at you as Mom now, you know? Yeah. Like, everything I wanted in one.


Rosin: They said goodbye to Maddie's brother.

Polovick: I know. I know.
 Drew Polovick: I'm so mad at you. (Laughs.)
 Polovick: (Laughs.)
 Drew Polovick: I changed my mind--this is the new maddest I've ever been.
 Polovick: (Laughs.)


Rosin: And then, it was time.

Polovick: Oh, shit. Is this it?
 Borowski: This is it.
 Family member: Wait, how do you say goodbye in Polish?
 Polovick: Goodbye? Well, there's, like, 12 different ways to say anything.
 Family member: Farewell.
 Borowski: Farewell. I just say it like this: Do zobaczenia.
 Family members: Do zobaczenia.
 Borowski: That's "until next time."
 (Polovick, Borowski, and their families repeatedly say, "Do zobaczenia," to one another.)
 Polovick: Okay. Let's do it.
 Family member: They're off.
 Borowski: Bye.
 Family member: Love you guys.
 Polovick: See you on the other side.


[Airplane dings]

Rosin: As the plane lifted off--there, in seats 17D and 17F, with a one-way ticket--they found themselves caught between two homes: one full of the people who loved them, a few thousand feet below, and the other full of uncertainty, a few thousand miles ahead.

Borowski: Ah, fuck.
 Polovick: (Exhales.)


Rosin: The day before their flight, we'd asked Matt if he felt like he was giving something up by leaving America. And he said that he did.

When we asked him what he felt he was giving up--a country, a city, an idea--his answer was: "On what could've been."

[Airline employee makes an announcement: "Ladies and gentleman, welcome to Warsaw. It is 20 past four. You may now deactivate flight mode. Please keep your seatbelt fastened until the seatbelt sign has been switched off."]

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Ethan Brooks. Rob Smierciak engineered and composed original music. Ena Alvarado fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of audio at The Atlantic, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Star Who Represents Iran's Golden Age--And Its Future

Googoosh's love songs are both banned and beloved in her homeland. Her new memoir reveals a life as rich and painful as Iran's history.

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Publicity material for Googoosh: A Sinful Voice, a new memoir by the Iranian singer in exile, calls her a predecessor to Beyonce and Madonna--a comparison that might seem over-the-top to American readers but in fact sells her short. Googoosh, born Faegheh Atashin, is indeed the greatest pop star in Iranian history, but for her compatriots, she has long represented something more: In a country highly polarized over politics, religion, and education, she straddles all divides. Shiite clerics, Baluch fishermen, and Tehrani teenagers have all spent hours listening to Googoosh. It's hard to find an Iranian who wouldn't know the lyrics to one of her songs.

What makes this truly remarkable is that she was banned for 21 years from singing, beginning with the Islamic Revolution in 1979 and ending when she was allowed to leave the country in 2000. I grew up in the 1990s in Tehran, the same city she was living in, and in spite of the ban, her music never felt far away. She was a favorite of mine and also of my parents, grandparents, and younger cousins. Each of us had our own touchstone songs, but every generation had time for Googoosh.

One source of her persistent fame is pervasive nostalgia for the relative prosperity that preceded the revolution. This longing for a supposed golden age has generated many memes and online spoofs, but like most things Iranian, it's often misunderstood by outsiders. Many of her compatriots don't miss the repressive rule of the shah; they yearn specifically for the benefits of the 1970s: double-digit economic growth, a dramatic rise in living standards and international esteem, unprecedented social liberalism, and a sense of cultural effervescence, of which Googoosh is a prime example.



On one level, she was associated with the leadership that would be displaced by the fundamentalists. A darling of the state broadcaster and a regular at the imperial court, Googoosh sang for the shah's family and was dispatched to Oman to perform for troops fighting a left-wing insurgency there (a picture of that performance is in the book). But Googoosh was also taken up by urban intellectuals who sympathized with the shah's opponents. Behrouz Vossoughi, a new-wave actor loved by anti-shah rebels, was her co-star in many films and eventually her second husband. Some of her songwriters were committed lefties. The notorious secret police, SAVAK, asked her to take "certain abstract lyrics" out of her songs, fearing that they "could have been interpreted with anti-regime undertones," she recounts. These lyrics were erased from recordings, but she still sang them defiantly in live performances, even for the royal family.

In the book, Googoosh makes clear her lack of interest in politics: "All I cared about was poetry, the emotions and the sensations that allowed me to release whatever I had pent up." This line might ring hollow in a country as politically charged as Iran, but it strikes me as not only sincere but also key to her fame. Her broad popularity is owed to her genuine disinterest in partisanship, coupled with an authentic love of her homeland. In her memoir, the story of her life converges with the story of her country--a tale at once triumphant and tragic. Co-written with Tara Dehlavi, the book is charmingly modest and accessible, even for those who know little about her. It is not trying to be a primer on Iranian music history; instead, Googoosh recounts her tumultuous life in an unpretentious confessional style.

Read: The Islamic Republic was never inevitable

Both of Googoosh's parents grew up in Iran's large Azeri Turkic community, and Azeri was her first language. Her father, Saber Atashin, spoke Persian with a thick Turkic accent that she believes might have limited his prospects as an actor. Her maternal grandfather had served as a colonel in the Azerbaijan People's Republic, a short-lived autonomous statelet backed by the Soviets. Its collapse, in 1946, led to his execution and his family's banishment to Tehran, where Googoosh was born, in 1950.

Her rise to stardom was painful at every stage. Googoosh's father had her perform risky acrobatic tricks onstage from the age of 3. After her parents separated, she lived with her father and his new wife, Mouness--a stepmother she portrays as a monster. It didn't help that her mother initially vanished without a goodbye; the girl was told she was dead. (She returned when her daughter was 5, Googoosh writes, "without any explanation.")

She describes being mocked at school because she was "in the entertainment business, which was considered lower class," and because she was the only child appearing in Tehran's legendary cabarets. As she writes, "Even New Yorkers would be shocked by a child that young performing late at night in a sophisticated nightclub." But like many kid performers, she found solace in her world on the stage. As she describes it, she became Iran's best-known pop star "not because I wanted to but because I had to"; her voice was "the only thing I had some control over." It was, in short, "my therapy." She was not yet 10 when she played the lead role in the 1960 film Fear and Hope, and she would go on to star in 29 movies.

Scandal and torment trailed her adult career from the start. At 17, she married Mahmoud Ghorbani, a struggling cabaret director; had a child; and was ceaselessly scrutinized--baseless rumors alleged that she was a bad mother or a drug addict. It would be hard for anyone to endure such public notoriety, never mind a young woman with little family to fall back on. She writes that Ghorbani's infidelities doomed their marriage. (Ghorbani didn't respond to requests for comment, but in the past few days, he has released videos in support of Googoosh.) Then she married Vossoughi, seemingly the love of her life--but according to Googoosh, he was jealous and controlling, which doomed their marriage. Her third husband, Homayoun Mesdaghi, suffered from a freebase-cocaine addiction, she writes. Unbeknown to many, she was often penniless, betrayed by husbands and managers. As she tells it, her marital life became an all-too-familiar story; exploitative men surrounded her and took advantage.


Googoosh performing at Scotiabank Arena in Toronto in 2025. She remains broadly popular with Iranians across the world. (Jeremy Chan / Getty)



Although she recounts her suffering with confidence and dignity, the contrast between her public image and her private life is shocking. Even as she sang of heartbreak, she often sounded joyful--the Dua Lipa of her day. In 1972, she shaved her head and then kept her hair short, launching a fashion revolution. The style instantly became known as Googooshi, and the name has stuck to this day. Her look and her lyrics inspired envy. "I want to sing right here, only for my own heart," she crooned, testifying to a life of liberation. But in the memoir, she gives us the backstory: The fabled haircut was "a direct result of my feelings of hopelessness towards the end of my first marriage," she writes, "my way of punching a wall."

Read: They killed my source

For all her pain, Googoosh doesn't sound bitter on the page. She recounts with excitement the emergence of Tehran in the 1960s and '70s as a cosmopolitan hub. Iranians flocked to see films such as Federico Fellini's La Dolce Vita and Billy Wilder's Some Like It Hot. Street life flourished and intellectuals gathered at new universities and cafes. Googoosh got to perform in Italy, Tunisia, and France with the likes of Ray Charles, Tina Turner, and Charles Aznavour. She regaled King Juan Carlos of Spain when he visited Iran in 1978.

All of that came to an abrupt end in 1979 as the Islamic Republic, in its quest to build a puritan new man, severely restricted the arts. Solo singing by any woman, even of a religious song, was banned (and remains so today). Googoosh represented what the mullahs hated most: a free woman doing what she liked, wearing what she liked, even appearing nude in a film. Ludicrous stories spread, alleging that she had worked with SAVAK and even personally tortured a cleric.

Googoosh, who was in New York when the shah's regime was overthrown, decided to return to Iran a few months later; she recalls telling Mesdaghi that she would "rather die in my homeland at the hands of zealot revolutionaries than dying little by little, day after day, in exile." In her homeland, she faced not only unemployment but also government harassment. In 1980, she was arrested and held for a month in a dingy basement, together with her fellow pop singer Marjan and a number of sex workers. The regime wanted to make a point about how it saw female singers. She made friends with them and took inspiration from their strength in facing the goons of the new regime.

After her release, she was barred from leaving the country, even to see her son, who had fled Iran, eventually settling in Los Angeles. Forced to sign a pledge never to sing or perform again, she lived an often quiet life. In the 1990s, she married the Iranian filmmaker Masoud Kimiai, who eventually helped her get a passport; in 2000, she left for a world tour and never returned.

Since leaving her country, Googoosh has lived a rock-star life in exile, selling out venues such as the Royal Albert Hall and Madison Square Garden. Excluding political figures, she might be the most famous Iranian in the world today. And yet, her most memorable songs date back to the 1970s. The revolution killed her career when she was 29, but not her popularity or her legend.

Read: Why Reading Lolita in Tehran holds up

To the certain consternation of the Islamic Republic, Googoosh and her generation of musicians have only grown in stature. Some Iranians save up to vacation in Dubai or Armenia just to see them onstage. An Iranian show similar to American Idol, helmed by Googoosh, was broadcast from London to millions of viewers in Iranian homes via satellite. An Iranian-born hijabi living in Germany won a season, presaging an Iran in which people with or without the veil can live peacefully next to one another. As Googoosh notes throughout the book, her fans include many religious Iranians, including the grandnephew of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.

Googoosh's patriotism pervades her memoir, but it is never showy. Speaking of Iraqi President Saddam Hussein's attack on Iran, she writes that "whether or not you supported the new regime, everyone was united for Iran." War veterans have reciprocated her support through the years, sending dozens of appreciative letters. Even as they fought under the Islamist slogans of the new regime, they secretly listened to her music, on cassette or on Radio Kuwait. "Your voice and the melodies brought peace to our troubled minds," a soldier wrote, adding that her music reminded his comrades of their schoolyard crushes and first loves.

If Googoosh continues to speak to Iranians, it's perhaps because her story stands for Iran: glory and growing pains in the 1960s and '70s, quiet resilience in the '80s and '90s, reemergence in the 2000s, and continued hope for a better future. She reminds us of our best days and our worst days and, most important, of a homeland worth caring about.
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The Media CEOs Jockeying for Trump's Support

By appearing noncommittal in the fight over Warner Bros., the president is inviting competing bids for his blessing.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 10 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.

The president isn't picking sides in the battle to own Warner Bros. Discovery--at least not yet. On Friday, the company announced that Netflix would acquire it for $83 billion. A day later, Paramount Skydance launched a roughly $108 billion hostile-takeover bid, backed in part by Donald Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner. But when Trump was asked on Monday for his take on the media showdown, he was noncommittal: "None of them are particularly great friends of mine."



It's not for lack of trying. Netflix CEO Ted Sarandos made a play for the president's favor last month, visiting the White House to discuss Warner Bros.' prospects. Before then, the leading candidate to purchase the media giant was Paramount Skydance. Its CEO, David Ellison, is the son of the software centibillionaire Larry Ellison--a key Trump ally--and has teased sweeping changes to CNN (owned by Warner Bros.) if his company succeeds in its takeover. Paramount Skydance's chief legal officer, Makan Delrahim, handled antitrust law for the Justice Department during Trump's first term. The Ellisons' relationship with the president is close enough that when Trump reportedly asked Larry to green-light Rush Hour 4--almost 20 years after Rush Hour 3 came out--Paramount Skydance made it happen.



The Netflix-Warner Bros. deal will likely spend more than a year in regulatory review. Presidents can't unilaterally decide who buys or sells a company, but that reality has so far been less important than the perception that Trump might be able to sway the outcome. Asked on Sunday whether the mammoth transaction would meet the bar for regulatory approval, Trump said, "I'll be involved in that decision." Craig Aaron, the president of the media watchdog Free Press, told me that when it comes to corporate mergers, he's never before seen "personality-based wooing" of any president on this scale: "He's saying, Impress me--nobody's my friend yet, but they could be." Much of the analysis from Wall Street, Aaron said, comes down to "Who does Trump like best? It's an almost unfathomable way of doing business."



Mega-businesses structure their mega-deals in a way that's consistent with existing regulations rather than with a president's particular whims. The Justice Department and the Federal Trade Commission vet most telecommunications deals independently of the president--but their influence has limits. Trump learned that lesson during his first term, when his Justice Department sought to stop AT&T and DirecTV's 2017 purchase of Time Warner. On the campaign trail in 2016, Trump had gone on record opposing the deal, claiming that it consolidated too much power in too few hands (his feud with CNN, then owned by Time Warner, may have had something to do with it too). But even with Trump's explicit backing, the Justice Department couldn't stop the merger; in 2019, a federal appeals judge ruled that the deal could stand.



Things are different this time around. Paramount and Skydance completed their merger in August under the watchful eyes of Trump-appointed regulators. As part of an effort to get the deal over the line, the companies agreed to certain mandates set by the Federal Communications Commission: dismantle DEI programs and install an ombudsman to oversee the ideological bias of the company's content. Because Netflix isn't looking to buy any of the Warner Bros. cable networks, the FCC won't be involved in the approval process--but the Justice Department and the FTC could still attach all sorts of strings to the deal. The traditional regulatory split, wherein the regulators, not the president, review the deal, remains intact. But the ongoing hollowing out of the Justice Department may end up supercharging Trump's influence: Many of the "normative restrictions around the president using the department as a weapon" have been eroded during Trump's second term, according to my colleague Quinta Jurecic.



There's also the question of Trump's broader interest in antitrust enforcement. During the Biden administration, the DOJ and the FTC instituted new Merger Guidelines that increased federal scrutiny of major deals; for now, those rules remain in place. Trump has fretted in the past about consolidation, but the broad MAGA coalition includes both populist trustbusters and unabashedly pro-corporate figures. His promise to "be involved" with the deal's approval process could cut both ways.



As of now, no company has fully earned Trump's loyalty. At the Kennedy Center Honors on Sunday, David Ellison sat with him in the presidential box. The following morning, Trump castigated Paramount Skydance for allowing an interview with Marjorie Taylor Greene to air on 60 Minutes. By making a show of his indecision, the president is inviting a battle for his affections--but staying friends with Trump can be its own challenge.



Related:

	The apocalyptic potential of the Netflix-Warner Bros. deal
 	Why the Gulf monarchs shower Trump with gifts
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	Something ominous is happening in the AI economy.
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Today's News

	The U.S. military seized a large oil tanker off Venezuela's coast, President Donald Trump said, following an interview released yesterday in which he said that Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's "days are numbered."
 	A federal judge blocked the Trump administration from deploying the California National Guard in Los Angeles.
 	A federal judge ordered the unsealing of grand-jury records from Jeffrey Epstein's 2019 sex-trafficking case, citing a new law requiring the release of Epstein-related documents while protecting victims' privacy.
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The Most Impractical Tool in My Kitchen

By Tyler Austin Harper

My relationship with carbon-steel knives began with a lie. When I was in graduate school a few years ago, I walked into a schmancy New York City knife shop, determined to buy a lithe 210-millimeter Suisin Gyuto. But the clerk didn't want to sell it to me. The poor man had quite evidently been traumatized by prior customers who had bought (and presumably returned) high-maintenance knives that they were not prepared to take care of. He seemed desperate to get me to buy a stainless-steel one instead.
 But no, I wanted that knife. I had landed on it after countless hours poring over Reddit threads when I should have been writing my master's thesis. "It will be a lot of work!" the salesman said. Then: "It will rust!" And: "It must be hand washed!" And: "Can I show you these knives over here?" His pleas became more and more plaintive until, eager to end both of our miseries, I exclaimed: "It's a Christmas gift for a friend! He has other carbon-steel knives already!" The lie, at last, appeased him. Minutes later I was out in the cold, clutching my shopping bag, inside it my tall, thin "gift" wrapped in gold paper.
 The salesman was, of course, right.


Read the full article.
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Can Jollibee Beat American Fast Food at Its Own Game?

A fast-growing Filipino chain is serving burgers and chicken that seem like typical American fare--until you taste them.

by Yasmin Tayag

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




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

"Jolly morning!" is a weird way to be greeted, no matter the context. But it rang out, like birdsong, from behind the counter of a fast-food joint I visited in the Los Angeles suburbs in May. Although the restaurant's bright overhead lighting and giant menus suggested a typical American chain, something was a little off. Along one wall, a floor-to-ceiling mural depicted a cartoon bee in a chef's hat demonstrating the dance steps of the twist.

The bee is the eponymous mascot of Jollibee, which now has about 80 locations across the United States. Its food seems familiar until you taste it. Chickenjoy, the chain's signature fried chicken, has a golden, rippled exterior, just as you might expect. But tooth meets flesh with a burst of garlic, citrus, and something salty and fermented, a little like soy. What lingers on the tongue is a blast of umami that's so deeply chicken-y, it's hard to square with the mild-flavored meat that Americans have come to know.

The menu's other highlights smack of the surreal. The Aloha Burger is savory-sweet, sporting a halo of grilled pineapple beneath layers of bacon and cheese. Jolly Spaghetti is slathered in a sugary meat sauce and garnished with grated cheese and hot-dog slices. Crisp hand pies ooze purple ube and golden mango.

Jollibee does not serve American food, not exactly. The chain is based in the Philippines, which developed a taste for burgers and fried chicken during its years as a U.S. colony, and has since made the foods its own. Despite Jollibee's off-kilter dishes and feel--or perhaps because of them--Americans are eating it up. USA Today and Eater recently ranked its fried chicken as the best in the country among fast-food restaurants, beating out brands such as Popeyes, Chick-fil-A, and KFC. The company, once threatened by the incursion of McDonald's into its territory, is aggressively expanding across the U.S.; in 2022, it opened its flagship in Times Square, a block away from McDonald's New York anchor store. Fast food, an export pushed out around the globe by the U.S., is now boomeranging back in unexpected--and, so far, lucrative--ways.


A statue of the Jollibee mascot, ushering customers into a store in West Covina, California (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



Two symbols dominate the haze of Manila's skyline: church steeples and signs bearing Jollibee's logo. Often, the Catholic Church and Jollibee go hand in hand: Final blessings at Sunday Mass release worshippers to their post-service meal, and children's birthday parties start with blessings over sweet spaghetti (and sometimes end with a visit from an employee in a giant bee costume, as I observed enviously in my own childhood during visits to Manila).

Jollibee is often described as the McDonald's of the Philippines, but that doesn't do the chain justice. It has approximately 1,300 locations across the nation, which is about the size of Arizona. Per square mile, Jollibee has nearly four times the number of stores in the Philippines as McDonald's does in the U.S.

Driving down Manila's main highway in May, I turned at a colossal golden statue of the Virgin Mary and headed toward one of the city's main business districts. Chubby red lettering at the top of a skyscraper came into view: Jollibee TOWER. At a Jollibee across the street from the headquarters, I met Ernesto Tanmantiong, the global CEO and president of Jollibee Foods Corporation. We sat down for a light breakfast: a Burger Steak (beef patties smothered with mushroom gravy) and rice for me; Chickenjoy and pineapple juice for him.

Tanmantiong, who is trim with graying hair, wore a bright-red polo embroidered with the words CHOOSE JOY! He told long-winded stories and laughed at his own jokes, which made him seem less like the leader of a company worth north of $4 billion and more like a guy who hangs out in the food court at the mall, albeit one wearing what appeared to be a blue IWC Portugieser watch worth about $13,000. Employees call him Sir Ato, combining respect for authority with the familiarity of a nickname. He has worked at the company since his older brother, Tony Tan Caktiong, known as Sir Tony and now Jollibee's chairman, founded it in 1978.

Culinary ambitions ran in the family. Tanmantiong's father had cooked at a Chinese temple in Manila before opening a restaurant in the southern city of Davao. In 1975, Tan Caktiong borrowed family money to open two Manila franchises of Magnolia, a popular Filipino ice-cream company established by a U.S. volunteer Army cook. With college graduation and a wedding imminent, Tan Caktiong figured that ice cream was as good a way as any to make a living. But before long, he started serving burgers too, bringing on his sister to develop recipes and Tanmantiong to manage operations. He renamed his restaurants Jollibee, which captured the family's business ethos: Employees should work as hard and harmoniously as bees, but unless they're happy, that kind of effort is "not worth it," Tanmantiong said. Jollibee's burgers were soon outselling the ice cream.


Ernesto Tanmantiong, the global CEO and president of Jollibee Foods Corporation (Sonny Thakur for The Atlantic)



The U.S. had seized control of the archipelago at the turn of the previous century, after the Spanish-American War, bringing American soldiers and officials--along with the food they ate back home. Over time, that reshaped the national appetite. Tom's Dixie Kitchen, a Manila hot spot opened in the 1910s by a Black GI, popularized southern-style fried chicken. After the Philippines was granted independence in 1946, the hunger for American food remained. Local burger chains such as Big 20, 50/50, and Tropical Hut proliferated by serving distinctly Filipinized burgers. The Filipino palate, also shaped by a long history of Indigenous, Chinese, and Spanish settlement, demands maximum levels of sour, sweet, salty, and umami. Tropical Hut, for instance, serves an onion-sweet, heavily seasoned beef patty sandwiched between sweetened buns.

Jollibee followed in this same tradition. Its Yumburger--so named because it was "more yummy than others," Tanmantiong said--appears to be a standard American burger. Yet its patty is sweet and intensely savory (the recipe is kept secret, but amateur attempts to re-create it rely on flavorful add-ins such as oyster sauce, banana ketchup, and MSG). Its dressing--thick, tangy, saccharine--is like Big Mac sauce, distilled into something more potent. The company may prize joy, but its burger recipe is the result of a ruthless development strategy, carried out by Tanmantiong's father and sister: Copy the competition, then improve it.

From the January/February 2018 issue: Robots will transform fast food

Chickenjoy was designed the same way. Homegrown chicken chains, such as Max's Restaurant and Classic Savory, were popular, but they didn't serve the southern-style breaded version that the family had in mind. Tanmantiong sought inspiration abroad, before Filipinizing the final recipe. The chicken is served with a gloopy sweet gravy that Anthony Bourdain once described, not disparagingly, as the "sinister brown sauce." (He also called the sweet spaghetti--a spin on the pasta dish once served as rations to American GIs--"deranged, yet strangely alluring.")

In Jollibee's early days, even as it was seeking to perfect American fast food for the Filipino palate, American fast-food chains were racing into the country. Around 1980, Tanmantiong and his brother started to notice American businessmen hanging around local Jollibees. "We already knew that it was McDonald's," he said. With just 10 locations across the country, Jollibee seemed to stand little chance against the global giant. Tan Caktiong sought advice from E. Smith Lanning, an American corporate strategist living in Manila. Lanning's prognosis was grim: Jollibee's service was too slow, its footprint too small.

Perhaps most challenging was the prospect that its identity was too Filipino to compete with McDonald's. Minyong Ordonez, a titan of Filipino advertising, warned the family about what some locals derisively called the "American mentality"; people assumed that anything made in the U.S. was better by default, and thus worth paying more for.

"We decided to face them head-on," Tanmantiong said. Unable to fill locations as big as its competitor's, Jollibee swarmed each new McDonald's with a ring of smaller stores. It marketed itself as a restaurant where every family could go for an affordable treat; even today, a combo meal of spaghetti, fries, and a drink is cheaper than McDonald's. (Ahead of my meeting with Tanmantiong, Jollibee corporate staff cautioned that the restaurant might be crowded because it was payday for many workers; it was indeed packed.)


A Burger Steak, Chickenjoy, Jolly Spaghetti, and rice (Sonny Thakur for The Atlantic)



Most of all, Jollibee set out to convince locals that its food was superior--more flavorful and better aligned with their taste buds--than whatever McDonald's could offer. During our breakfast, Tanmantiong expounded on a concept that is central to the Jollibee brand: langhap sarap, which roughly translates to "breathe in deliciousness." The fried chicken is not just meant to be eaten; you should be able to taste it before you even unwrap it. When I ordered the chicken at a drive-through in the Manila suburbs, the closed paper bag filled the car with dizzying richness. It verges on sensory overload, which is the point: Any American meal should seem bland in comparison.

Read: One community's complicated relationship with SPAM

And more often than not, it does. McDonald's has tried to adapt its menu in the Philippines to local tastes, and it thrives there today, but it has failed to surpass Jollibee in terms of market share or cultural significance. The bone-in fried chicken I ordered at a McDonald's drive-through was monotonously salty; the sweet spaghetti tasted synthetic and was topped with a single hot-dog slice. As an American, I found it both disorienting and disappointing to see McDonald's playing catch-up. As a Filipino, I was appalled that I hadn't gotten my money's worth of hot dogs.

When I visited the Jollibee Commissary in nearby Laguna, the company's 24-acre flagship production plant, I didn't breathe in deliciousness so much as bathe in it. A cloud of steam, perfumed with onions and beef, marked the entrance to the spaghetti room, where sugary sauce bubbled in stainless-steel vats the size of hot tubs. Buckets of diced bell peppers, beef tallow, and textured vegetable protein were stacked next to sealed containers of powder, which I assumed was the company's secret spice mix. (My guides, in lab coats, would neither confirm nor deny this.) In the pie room, huge metal tubes squirted jammy mangoes and peaches onto strips of pastry. The Laguna plant is one of many, but it is the only one that makes Jollibee's peach-mango pies (the company insists on using Filipino mangoes). I watched assembly-line workers hand-packing them--tens of thousands a day--into boxes addressed to stores across the globe.

Read: The beloved Filipino tradition that started as a government policy

Jollibee's growth outside the Philippines initially followed the migration of Filipinos abroad. Since the 1970s, so many Filipinos have left home in search of better jobs that, in 2024, their remittances accounted for more than 7 percent of the Philippines' national income. Many of Jollibee's 1,800-plus international locations exist where there are large pockets of homesick Filipinos, which is most places: the Middle East, Southeast Asia, Europe, and America. Even in areas without a Jollibee, its parent company is at work. Worldwide, Jollibee Foods Corporation operates more than 10,000 stores under the 19 Filipino and international brands it has swallowed up, which include Smashburger, the Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf, and the Michelin-starred dim sum chain Tim Ho Wan. Tanmantiong's goal is to become one of the top five restaurant companies in the world (one recent estimate ranked Jollibee 17th; McDonald's is consistently first). He believes it can happen--if Jollibee can win over America.


A restaurant in West Covina, California (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



Jollibee opened its first U.S. store in 1998; by 2020, it had 48. Most were concentrated in regions with dense Filipino-immigrant populations, such as Los Angeles and New York. But those locations have been successful enough that Jollibee has ventured into other markets. In October, when I visited the Times Square restaurant at lunchtime, a steady flow of customers--roughly half were Filipino--cycled in and out of the packed dining area, where Chickenjoy or chicken sandwiches were on nearly every table. Nationwide, average revenues per store were at least double those of Popeyes and KFC in 2024, David Henkes, a food-and-beverage-industry analyst at Technomic, told me.

The warm reception from the "mainstream"--company parlance for non-Filipino Americans--has emboldened Jollibee to ramp up its expansion, Tanmantiong said. In 2021, it announced a plan to open 500 stores across North America before the end of the decade, and recently launched a franchising program to accelerate its growth. A few blocks away from the Times Square flagship, a new storefront is preparing to open by Grand Central Station, right next door to a McDonald's.

Tanmantiong's hopes for expansion rest mostly, but not entirely, on the distinctive flavor of Jollibee's food. During our interview, about three-quarters of the way into my Burger Steak, we were interrupted by whistles and cheers. Jollibee himself had arrived, and he was bounding toward me in a flame-red suit and black bow tie. The lids of his huge doll eyes fluttered maniacally as he spread his arms for a hug. I let out a little scream--whether from joy or shock, I'm not sure. The staff clapped in unison as he invited me to dance by the counter, his striped thorax--abdomen?--gyrating. A pirouette later, he raised his hands for a double high five. In addition to the fried chicken, this is what Tanmantiong is exporting to America. "Aside from superior taste," he told me later, in a boardroom in the company's tower, "you get the joy of eating in a Jollibee store."

How far can Jollibee go in the U.S.? A week after my trip to Manila, my stomach still reeling from my fast-food extravaganza there, I sat down with Beth Dela Cruz, the president of the chain's North America division. I'd made the mistake of scheduling another breakfast meeting, at a franchise in West Covina, California, a suburb of Los Angeles. Dela Cruz, compact and energetic, had an auntie's indefatigable determination to compel me to eat more. Our meal included, but was not limited to, fried chicken (regular and spicy), spaghetti, two kinds of burgers, pineapple juice, and peach-mango pie. Across the street from the restaurant was Jollibee's American headquarters, a glass tower topped with the company logo.


Beth Dela Cruz, the president of Jollibee's North America division, at a restaurant in West Covina, California (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



I wanted to know how the company, having overcome Filipinos' "American mentality" decades ago in Manila, was seeking to do so again, in America itself. Chickenjoy may be exceptionally tasty, but Americans do not live on fried chicken alone. Jollibee's other offerings--which, in addition to the burgers and spaghetti, include palabok, rice noodles slathered in pork- and-shrimp gravy--are not as approachable.

Dela Cruz was, unsurprisingly, sanguine. "People freak out" about the sweet spaghetti, she said. "But then when they taste it, it becomes, like, an unexpected experience." (In the Times Square restaurant, I'd watched a middle-aged flight attendant from Atlanta carefully remove the hot-dog slices from hers; she told me she loved the chicken but wouldn't be ordering the spaghetti again.) The company has made concessions to its American audience. The spaghetti here is less sweet, and the pies are bigger. A line of Angus-beef burgers, available only in the U.S. and Canada, was designed to meet North American expectations: less seasoning and more sauce, Luis Velasco, the region's senior vice president and marketing head, told me. Other menu items found in some U.S. locations include baked macaroni and cheese, chicken tenders, and southern-style biscuits, all of which I tasted during my breakfast with Dela Cruz. They were good, but they weren't all that distinctive. The Angus burger, Dela Cruz said, "has really good flavors, but it's meant for the mainstream"--a euphemism, I thought, for relatively bland.

And as for the joy? Dela Cruz has succeeded, at the least, in importing Jollibee's colorful branding and goofy mascot. Ty Matejowsky, an anthropology professor who studies Jollibee (yes, really) at the University of Central Florida, told me about a recent proliferation of memes expressing nostalgia for a more fun era of American fast food, before McDonald's cartoonish red roofs and PlayPlaces and Pizza Hut's kitschy pendant lamps were given a sterile modern makeover. Jollibee seems to supply something a little like that--a "current of happiness," he said. The service at the locations I visited was typically about as warm as any I'd experienced in Manila.

But happy low-wage workers aren't always widely available in America. (In 2023, Jollibee settled a legal dispute with a group of employees in New Jersey who had sought better working conditions and higher pay.) Over-the-top friendliness is not the cultural default in the U.S. the way it is in the Philippines, and fundamental elements of the brand are inevitably lost in translation. In the Philippines, Jollibee is an institution; in America, it's mostly just another chicken restaurant, and may never be destined to be anything more. Even if Jollibee opens up 500 stores in the U.S., McDonald's has more locations in Ohio alone.

Still, Jollibee doesn't have to topple the fast-food giants, or re-create an era when fast food was a little more fun, to play a part in reshaping the American palate, much as the U.S. reshaped the Filipino palate a century ago. On that front, it has one major advantage. For all of Jollibee's weirdness, it isn't entirely foreign. Because it is Filipino, it is also American.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "Postcolonial Chicken."
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The Most Impractical Tool in My Kitchen

Carbon-steel knives are high-maintenance. And that's the point.

by Tyler Austin Harper

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




My relationship with carbon-steel knives began with a lie. When I was in graduate school a few years ago, I walked into a schmancy New York City knife shop, determined to buy a lithe 210-millimeter Suisin Gyuto. But the clerk didn't want to sell it to me. The poor man had quite evidently been traumatized by prior customers who had bought (and presumably returned) high-maintenance knives that they were not prepared to take care of. He seemed desperate to get me to buy a stainless-steel one instead.

But no, I wanted that knife. I had landed on it after countless hours poring over Reddit threads when I should have been writing my master's thesis. "It will be a lot of work!" the salesman said. Then: "It will rust!" And: "It must be hand washed!" And: "Can I show you these knives over here?" His pleas became more and more plaintive until, eager to end both of our miseries, I exclaimed: "It's a Christmas gift for a friend! He has other carbon-steel knives already!" The lie, at last, appeased him. Minutes later I was out in the cold, clutching my shopping bag, inside it my tall, thin "gift" wrapped in gold paper.

The salesman was, of course, right: Carbon-steel knives are a pain. They rust easily, react poorly when exposed to acidic ingredients such as tomatoes and lemons, and lose their shine almost immediately, taking on splotchy mottling that can charitably be described as "rustic." Stainless steel, by contrast, embodies everything that modern, technological civilization esteems: It is low-maintenance, looks permanently brand-new, and can be purchased at a big-box store. Still, after I brought my Gyuto home to my small Queens kitchen and used it to slice and dice onions, carrots, and mushrooms for Julia Child's beef bourguignon, I fell in love with the knife's balance and humble beauty--and, yes, the fact that it was sharp as hell.

Read: Americans need to party more

A carbon-steel knife will not necessarily make you a better cook. Unless you work at a high-end sushi spot, you're unlikely to really need one. Since the invention of modern stainless steel in 1913 and the widespread production of knives made of the material in the decades that followed, carbon-steel knives have been largely a relic of the past. But the case for adding carbon steel to your knife block is not about utility. It is a stand against the march of efficiency that has affected perhaps no sphere of American life more than our diets. They are noticeably out of place in a food culture that includes fast-casual restaurants, meal boxes by mail, 20-minute "weeknight recipes," and Silicon Valley-approved meal replacements such as Soylent--and that's exactly the point.

Carbon-steel knives also cultivate habits of mind--patience, focus, repetition--that the pace and shape of modern life make so hard to develop. As with carbon-steel pans, you must first work to cultivate a "patina," a protective layer of oxidized metal on the knife's surface that prevents rust from forming. (I break in my knives by cutting up a large chuck roast, which usually gives the blade a pleasant blueish-gray tint.) Even once the knife has a good patina, you cannot leave it unattended on the counter, covered in lime juice, while you scroll Instagram. If you are working with something acidic or using the knife for an extended period, it needs to be intermittently wiped down and dried to prevent rusting.

Most Japanese-style carbon-steel kitchen knives have asymmetric bevels, meaning that each side of the cutting edge is sharpened at a different angle. This means that the knives demand your diligence if you want to retain your fingers and maintain the blade. It also means that they should not be run through a standard-issue countertop electric knife sharpener, but must be either honed at home with a whetstone (less intimidating than it sounds) or sent off to a knife shop. The attention that carbon-steel knives require also makes them wonderful gifts, because they represent a show of confidence in the recipient: I think you can take care of this without reducing it to a slab of rust.

In the years since that first purchase, I've added more carbon-steel knives to my collection, including a French-made 12-inch Sabatier that I use to make quick work of overgrown Maine winter squashes, and my beloved 270-millimeter Misono, which I bought to celebrate getting my first professor job. As I've grown older and busier, and become a parent, I no longer reach for one of these every day. I keep a few stainless-steel numbers in the drawer for hectic weeknights. But I have few greater pleasures in my life than pouring a glass of wine, pulling out a well-loved carbon-steel knife on a quiet winter weekend, and feeling the blade glide through the ingredients of the day.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/12/carbon-steel-knives/685182/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The 10 Best Movies of 2025

The standout films that helped cinema survive another turbulent year

by David Sims

Tue, 09 Dec 2025



Great cinema has never died, but there's something particularly heartening about the fact that it survived 2025. Looking back at this turbulent year, rife with the usual industry concerns over the viability of the theatrical experience, young people's slipping attention spans, and Hollywood's overreliance on franchises, unearths a diverse crop of gems. Many of my favorite films were major studio releases--blockbusters, even--that challenged audiences in innovative, surprising ways. While there were indie triumphs and international standouts to consider, too, this year demonstrated that movie stars can still have cultural impact, and that large budgets can be spent on more than just costumed do-gooders.

A few titles just outside my top 10 are worth mentioning: James Gunn's wheel-reinventing superhero film Superman; Ira Sachs's wistful and talkative drama, Peter Hujar's Day; Ari Aster's frighteningly bold satire Eddington; Kleber Mendonca Filho's expansive Brazilian memory piece The Secret Agent; and Carson Lund's lovably shaggy baseball snapshot, Eephus.






Chibesa Mulumba / A24



10. On Becoming a Guinea Fowl (directed by Rungano Nyoni)

Nyoni's dark comedy about a family in Zambia features the most arresting opening scene of the year. A woman named Shula (played by Susan Chardy), dressed as Missy Elliott from her music video for "The Rain," drives past someone who's collapsed on the road. She discovers that it's her uncle, a problematic yet nonetheless celebrated figure in her family. What follows is an absurd reckoning that mixes surreal humor and domestic drama as Shula chafes against her relatives' hysterical funeral planning. On Becoming a Guinea Fowl is Nyoni's second film (after her intriguing debut, I Am Not a Witch), and it cements her genre-blurring style as one to eagerly follow.






Sabrina Lantos / Sony Pictures Classics; Everett Collection



9. Blue Moon (directed by Richard Linklater)

Watching the lyricist Lorenz Hart (Ethan Hawke) settle in at a bar after the opening night of Oklahoma!, one might wonder whether an entire movie can be devoted to what quickly unfolds--a cranky legend's meltdown over his failing career. The answer is a resounding yes, especially in the hands of Linklater, who loves a challenging chamber piece, and Hawke, his richest artistic collaborator. They plunder incredible comedy and pathos from their subject, a diminutive man of great talent poisoned by jealousy, the strictures of showbiz, and Hart's personal demons.




A24



8. If I Had Legs I'd Kick You (directed by Mary Bronstein)

Speaking of extended meltdowns: The actor Rose Byrne has never been better than she is in Bronstein's incendiary portrait of motherhood, careerism, and the slog of having responsibilities. Jarring, shuddery close-ups illustrate the never-ending emotional spiral of its main character, Linda (Byrne), who struggles to raise a kid who has a chronic health issue while keeping her home and career stable. Despite its heavy premise, the movie also has absurdities, among them Conan O'Brien as a judgmental, prissy therapist. Serious belly laughs and nerve-racking moments arrive in equal measure; tonally, there's nothing quite like it.




A24



7. Marty Supreme (directed by Josh Safdie)

Josh Safdie's first solo-directorial effort since splitting with his brother, Benny, is of a piece with the pair's high-octane work, such as Uncut Gems and Good Time. Marty Supreme, however, operates on a far grander scale than Safdie has pursued before. The filmmaker's passion for foolhardy underdogs and train-wreck charmers electrifies this tale of a postwar striver (an unbelievable Timothee Chalamet) trying to make his name in table tennis. The 1950s setting lends new maturity to Safie's breakneck style; Marty's a hustler from the margins, standing in for any determined artist during an era when America seemed simultaneously alive with economic possibility and closed off to outsider thinking.




Sony Pictures



6. 28 Years Later (directed by Danny Boyle)

I worried this legacy sequel to 2002's totemic zombie movie, 28 Days Later, might exist for one purpose: the filmmaker Danny Boyle seeking safe creative harbor after a couple of flops. Instead, he turned in his most visually adventurous work in years. Boyle expands upon the original film's world while cleverly weaving in salient themes, namely Britain's recent tendency toward political isolationism and nostalgia. The exhilarating new angles on zombie-horror tropes that should be dead and buried by now--the societal allegory, the design of the undead themselves--are impressive. And on top of all that, 28 Years Later is just a blast.




Warner Bros. / Everett Collection



5. Sinners (directed by Ryan Coogler)

Coogler was already one of America's most exciting filmmakers, yet I was still stunned by the ambition of Sinners, which wraps a daring breadth of subjects into an appealing blockbuster package. The vampire period thriller, set in 1930s Mississippi, is rip-roaring fun. But, like any great genre film, it uses the supernatural to examine deeper concerns: the false promise of assimilation, the elemental magic (and century-long exploitation) of the blues. Powered by dual roles from Michael B. Jordan, Sinners was an out-of-the-box hit--the likes of which moviegoers don't get very often anymore.




Janus Films



4. Caught by the Tides (directed by Jia Zhangke)

One of the best movies made about the sweep of the 21st century thus far, the Chinese director Jia's newest effort is a collage of footage he's gathered over more than two decades, including lost scenes and abandoned ideas. With the actor Zhao Tao, his wife and muse, at the center, the loose narrative follows a woman named Qiao Qiao as she leaves her northern Chinese city to journey from province to province, searching for a former lover. Jia takes viewers through environments that will be familiar to devotees of his past films, which deal with the country's array of changes in recent years. Even the uninitiated will be beguiled, though, by the director's meditative style, his skillful portrait of industrial upheaval and decay, and the sense of wistfulness driving Tao's lovely performance.




Warner Bros. / Everett Collection



3. Weapons (directed by Zach Cregger)

I was blown away by Cregger's tiny-scale horror debut, Barbarian, in 2022. His follow-up is bigger, longer, and stuffed with characters; the plot swerves, however, are as well earned as those of its predecessor. Though Weapons focuses on an almost unbelievable event--a community in fantastical disarray after nearly an entire classroom of children vanishes--the tensions feel uncomfortably real. The movie evokes the distinctly American mob mentality that can develop in the face of tragedy. Cregger provides answers to the awful mysteries he sets up and delivers satisfying action sequences. At the same time, he doesn't let his audience off easy. Viewers end up cheering for the kind of carnage that, in a less confident movie, should be sending them out of the theater screaming.





 Neon / Everett Collection



2. It Was Just an Accident (directed by Jafar Panahi)

One random night in Tehran, a car mechanic, Vahid (Vahid Mobasseri), notices a customer's shuffling gait. The next day, Vahid ambushes the man and prepares to bury him alive, convinced he is the anonymous, prosthetic-leg-wearing guard who tortured him in a state prison. The subject has personal resonance for Panahi, whose politically charged work has frequently attracted the ire of the Iranian government; following a prison sentence, he has had to make his recent films in secret. It Was Just an Accident tackles the insidious feeling of being resolute in one's convictions--which Vahid is, for a time. Most of the movie sees him shuttling his captive around town, connecting with other former inmates for help corroborating his theory. The mood toggles between high comedy and dark drama with slippery ease until the story reaches its unforgettable conclusion. I saw this film months ago; I still think about it every single day.




Warner Bros. Pictures



1. One Battle After Another (directed by Paul Thomas Anderson)
 Year-end lists should be idiosyncratic, and critical consensus can be dull. Sometimes, though, we get films like One Battle After Another, and everything else simply has to make way. Anderson's shaggy adaptation of Thomas Pynchon's novel Vineland rushes right at contemporary America: War brews on the sidelines, political resistance rears its head, and a younger generation of activists contends with the fraught legacy of their elders' beliefs. One Battle After Another deals with all of those threads while also being a rollicking action movie with a sweet, gooey core. Somehow, none of it ever tips into ultraseriousness or total absurdity; the audience can both laugh at such inventions as a cabal of white supremacists (named the Christmas Adventurers) and shudder at the kind of power these characters represent. Anderson knows better than anyone that a Hollywood movie, at its full power, can deliver those two feelings at once.
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OpenAI Is in Trouble

The start-up is falling behind in the AI race.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




For nearly three years, Marc Benioff, the CEO of Salesforce, was a ChatGPT devotee. Then, late last month, he abruptly converted to Google's chatbot, Gemini. "Holy shit," he wrote on X. "I've used ChatGPT every day for 3 years. Just spent 2 hours on Gemini 3. I'm not going back. The leap is insane."



When Gemini 3 was released in mid-November, it appeared to crush OpenAI's top model on a suite of evaluations shared by Google. The bot has since received widespread praise from the tech industry. One analyst said that Gemini 3 is "the best model ever." Another crowned Google as the "AI winners." Sam Altman appears alarmed: Last week, in a company-wide memo, the OpenAI CEO reportedly declared a "code red" effort to improve ChatGPT's capabilities.



OpenAI once had a clear technological edge. When the firm kicked off the AI race in 2022 with the launch of ChatGPT, Google was caught off guard and declared its own "code red." Google's early chatbot offerings were indeed a mess: The very first demo of Bard, the precursor to Gemini, included a factual error. A year later, the "AI Overviews" in Google Search were telling users that it was healthy to eat one rock a day. Meanwhile, OpenAI has become the world's most valuable private company under the assumption that it will always set the pace. But its ascendance no longer seems inevitable.



The warning lights for OpenAI were flashing even before Google launched Gemini 3. OpenAI has not had a stable or even convincing lead on major AI benchmarks for many months. An image-generating model released by Google this year, called "Nano Banana," is substantially faster than ChatGPT and has expanded Gemini's user base--which, by multiple measures, is growing several times faster than ChatGPT's. Nor is Google the only rival pulling ahead: Anthropic's Claude is widely considered the best model at coding, despite OpenAI's efforts to catch up. Even Elon Musk's Grok is about level with the latest version of ChatGPT. (OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic, did not respond to a request for comment.)



To be fair, this isn't the first time that OpenAI has appeared to lose its advantage, only to then quickly reclaim its spot as the leading AI firm. Last year, when bots from Google and Anthropic seemed to be catching up with ChatGPT, OpenAI released its "reasoning" models and launched an entirely new paradigm of AI development. Now practically every top AI lab has these "reasoning" models (Gemini 3 is one). In January, when the Chinese AI start-up DeepSeek developed a bot equal to and cheaper than those of many top U.S. companies, OpenAI responded with its own new, extremely cost-efficient AI model. OpenAI could very well stage a comeback this time, too: Its chief research officer, Mark Chen, said recently on a podcast that the company has internal models on par with Gemini 3 that will be released soon. But the company has never appeared to be this far behind across so many dimensions. More than ever, OpenAI seems like just another chatbot company.



In any case, OpenAI does not appear all that focused on building the "smartest" bot. Instead, the firm has moved aggressively to stake out a commercial empire. In recent months, OpenAI has been busy rolling out new shopping features, a web browser, an AI-centric social-media app, and, to top it off, group chats. Such tools are not exactly steps on the road to digital superintelligence. Instead, they can be understood as a concerted attempt to build a self-contained OpenAI ecosystem. ChatGPT is becoming a one-stop-shop for anything you might need to do on the internet: browsing, working, emailing, shopping, planning vacations, sharing AI-generated content with friends. In his "code red" memo, Altman reportedly said some of these commercial projects would be deprioritized to work on ChatGPT.



OpenAI's commercial ventures may have come at a cost. According to a recent investigation by The New York Times, OpenAI has factored user engagement and retention into ChatGPT updates. Those tweaks, in turn, may have made some versions of ChatGPT dangerously obsequious--it has appeared to praise and reinforces some users' darkest and most absurd ideas--and have been the subject of several lawsuits against OpenAI alleging that ChatGPT fueled delusional spirals and even, in some cases, contributed to suicide. (OpenAI has denied allegations in the first lawsuit alleging that ChatGPT drove a user into a mental-health crisis, and is reviewing a set of more recent ones.)



OpenAI's push to build a family of services is already the go-to playbook for tech giants such as Apple and Google for locking users into their products. In this sense, the firm was already playing catchup. What should concern OpenAI most about the launch of Gemini 3 is not the model's technical prowess but that Google immediately began integrating the bot into its existing ecosystem. Google has at least seven products that have 2 billion users each; OpenAI has yet to reach 1 billion on any. Altman's "code red" declaration is a reminder that, despite OpenAI's unprecedented rise, it remains very much a start-up.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/12/openai-losing-ai-wars/685201/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Looking for Signs of a Black Hole

Day 11 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Day 11 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Looking for Signs of a Black Hole. Spiral galaxy M83, also known as the Southern Pinwheel, lies about 15 million light-years away from Earth. Recent observations by the James Webb Space Telescope revealed the presence of highly ionized neon gas--evidence that suggests the presence of a long-sought supermassive black hole at the heart of the galaxy.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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What Explains Trump's Aggression Toward Venezuela? Who Knows.

To better understand the president's foreign policy, one must study the behavior of small children.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Updated at 11:13 a.m. ET on December 11, 2025

After campaigning on promises to end American entanglements overseas, Donald Trump announced a mere month after winning the 2024 presidential election that the United States' "ownership and control of Greenland is an absolute necessity" for "National Security and Freedom throughout the World." In his inaugural address, weeks later, he delivered a casus belli against Panama, accusing the country of mistreating the United States: "China is operating the Panama Canal. And we didn't give it to China. We gave it to Panama, and we're taking it back."

Now, as the first year of his second term draws to a close, President Trump is mobilizing for war against ... Venezuela?

The buildup to a possible conflict with Venezuela, which has included attacks on boats and a gathering of forces in the Caribbean, is unusual, even surreal, in its lack of a coherent public rationale. Not only has the administration failed to seek authorization for continued operations from Congress--as the Constitution requires for any military action longer than 60 days--it is barely engaging in the kind of jingoistic rhetoric that usually prefigures a conflict. The administration has doubled the reward for anything that might help lead to Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's capture, but Trump hasn't convincingly explained why.

Read: Trump's boat strikes could make the cartel problem worse

The administration has insisted that Trump is targeting Venezuela because of its involvement in the drug trade. "This mission defends our Homeland, removes narco-terrorists from our Hemisphere, and secures our Homeland from the drugs that are killing our people," Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth wrote on X in November. Donald Trump Jr. recently defended his father's air strikes on alleged drug boats in the Caribbean by arguing that drug cartels pose "a far greater clear and present danger to the United States than anything going on in Ukraine and Russia."

A problem with this explanation is that regime change is an incredibly cost-ineffective strategy in any war on drugs. Another is that Trump, who has pardoned or otherwise granted clemency to more than 90 drug criminals across both terms, has taken a shockingly lax posture on the narcotics trade. On his second day in office this year, he pardoned Ross Ulbricht, the founder of Silk Road, once the largest online black market for drugs and goods. Trump recently pardoned former Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez, who had been convicted in an American court of turning his country into a "narco-state" that was exporting drugs to the U.S. It makes little sense why Trump would go out of his way to free one Latin American leader but take another one out for the same offense.

There is a long, sordid history of national leaders, including American ones, publicly lying their way into war while insiders know the real reason. In this case, the administration is barely spinning a story, and it's not clear that anyone actually knows the real reason for the military buildup in the region or the deadly strikes on alleged drug boats, which have killed nearly 90 people since September.

Is Trump targeting Venezuela because Maduro's government is a dictatorship? The U.S. did indeed declare Maduro's electoral victory last year illegitimate, but Trump himself loves dictators. He enjoys their company and waxes jealous over the displays of submission they receive. One might hypothesize that Maduro is different because he is a left-wing dictator, unlike Trump favorites such as Vladimir Putin and Viktor Orban, but that doesn't hold up, either--Trump has fawned more ostentatiously over the Communist dictators Xi Jinping and Kim Jong Un than any other president in history.

Toppling Maduro also doesn't align with Trump's long-standing criticism of regime change. His foreign-policy-strategy document, published in November, affirms, "We seek good relations and peaceful commercial relations with the nations of the world without imposing on them democratic or other social change that differs widely from their traditions and histories."

Lacking any halfway-plausible case for war, Trump's supporters have resorted to depicting anybody who criticizes his actions as sympathetic to his targets. Joe Concha's column in the Washington Examiner is headlined, "Anti-Trump Democrats Appear to Take the Side of Narco-Terrorists." The invocation of the term narco-terrorist is most precisely defined as "a drug dealer Trump doesn't like."

Batya Ungar-Sargon, who has previously complained that Trump was unfairly denied the Nobel Peace Prize, is trying to rerun the Iraq War playbook by labeling narcotics a kind of weapon of mass destruction. "To Democrats and their sympathetic media, you're not allowed to stop chemical weapons from killing your children," she declared recently. "You're supposed to politely ask them not to come. And if they do, you're supposed to politely put them on trial, with a taxpayer-funded lawyer, of course."

If you remove politely, which anyone who's seen Breaking Bad or Narcos knows is not how the Drug Enforcement Administration operates, Ungar-Sargon's account of America's antidrug policy is accurate. The way it traditionally works is that we tell foreign drug dealers not to come, and, yes, if they do, we try them in court. The practice is less dramatic than using missiles to destroy boats that might have drugs, but it has the advantages of being legal and less likely to incinerate innocent fishermen.

As it happens, the only figure in this conflict who has treated drug lords with politeness is Trump, who announced on Truth Social in late November, "I will be granting a Full and Complete Pardon to Former President Juan Orlando Hernandez who has been, according to many people that I greatly respect, treated very harshly and unfairly."

Jeff Flake: When leaders mistake brutality for strength

Donald Trump Jr. recently tried to explain his father's foreign doctrine as a kind of brilliant unpredictability. "What's good about my father, and what's unique about my father, is you don't know what he's going to do," he said. "The fact that he's not predictable ... forces everyone to actually deal in an intellectually honest capacity."

Intellectual honesty does not seem to be the hallmark of this administration's foreign policy. A more helpful way of understanding the president's whims is to think of him as a small child who develops an obsessive fixation on a new toy before losing all interest. You can wait him out or try to appease him, but you can't talk him into a rational assessment of cost versus benefit, or assume his stated preference will hold true for very long.

This puts the president's defenders in an uncomfortable position. Perhaps Trump will follow through on his threats to rid the world of the supposed perils of Maduro and his alleged drug cartels, or maybe he'll just move on. Residents of Greenland and Panama are certainly grateful the president has found a new toy.



This article originally misstated the full name of the Drug Enforcement Administration.
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How to Stop Trump's Plan to Steal the 2026 Elections

Brennan Center President Michael Waldman on how Donald Trump could try to subvert the 2026 midterm elections, how he can be stopped, and what can be done to reform America's electoral system. Plus: David on Trump's silly award from FIFA.

by David Frum

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts on the absurd Peace Prize awarded to Donald Trump by FIFA. David discusses how the invented prize reflects what FIFA understands about our president--that he's the kind of leader who can be won over with shiny trinkets and fancy ceremonies.

Then, David is joined by Michael Waldman from the Brennan Center for Justice to discuss how the Trump administration might try to undermine or even outright steal the 2026 elections. David and Michael discuss the possible actions Trump could take, along with the systems in place to stop him and what reforms need to happen to the American electoral system. Michael also discusses the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and what Republicans are doing to undermine it.

Finally, David closes the episode with a discussion of an article titled "How Responsibility Shapes Career Success for Leaders," and what a lesson in management tells us about Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth's leadership and accountability (or lack thereof) in the controversy over the strikes in Caribbean Sea.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Frum:  Hello and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Michael Waldman, president of the Brennan Center [for Justice] at the New York University School of Law. We'll be discussing at the end of the show not a book this week, but an article: "How Responsibility Shapes Career Success for Leaders," published in 2024.

But first, before the discussion and before the article, some thoughts on events of the week. A lot of the things the Trump administration does are just horrifying, terrible, destructive. Some of them are silly and weird, and I wanna talk this week about one of the silly and weird ones. As you may have observed, President [Donald] Trump was just awarded the first-ever Peace Prize by the football association FIFA. Now, those of you who follow sports more closely than I do know that FIFA is not exactly a paragon of moral integrity, so any award from FIFA seems kind of dubious; a peace prize seems even more dubious. But there they were at the Kennedy Center here in Washington, D.C.--or, as President Trump said during one of the ceremonies, the soon-to-be-called Kennedy-Trump Center, because he does have a fantasy of renaming it for himself, but it's still, for the moment, the Kennedy Center. At the Kennedy Center, there was a big ceremony, and President Trump was awarded this FIFA Peace Prize.

Now, this is a prize that was created in November of this present year, 2025--never been awarded before. Unlike the Nobel [Peace] Prize, it's a real doorstopper: It's a giant desktop trophy, and it comes with a disc, a medal, that can be worn around the neck. The actual Nobel Prize comes with a disc too, but it doesn't have the little attachment that allows you to hang it around your neck like a prizefighter. But as the FIFA president said to President Trump, You can now wear this with you wherever you go, and it will not be surprising if he does. President Trump does dearly, dearly love a prize.

Now, why did FIFA do this? We don't exactly know, but it is noteworthy that, along the way, President Trump has done many, many things that might be considered a threat to FIFA plans. FIFA awarded the 2026 World Cup to a joint bid from North America: from the United States, Canada, and Mexico. Not to the United States alone, but to the three NAFTA--or as it used to be; today, USMCA--the three trading partners in the USMCA.

And President Trump has been making a lot of noises that he's getting ready to blow up the USMCA altogether. And even if he doesn't quite do that, he's done other things that FIFA might consider threatening. He's imposed limits on visas from many countries, including many of the countries that are big investors in FIFA in the Middle East. And he was lobbied successfully in June of this year to say, okay, that any visa restrictions will not apply to people [who] are traveling to play in the World Cup or their immediate family or their coaches, so that was good news for FIFA. And he was finally persuaded to make a more than $1 billion commitment of taxpayer funds to support and provide security for the FIFA events in the United States. This announcement was made by the White House coordinator for [the] World Cup, a true merit appointee, son of Rudy Giuliani, Andrew Giuliani, who's--you didn't know this, but he is the White House coordinator for the World Cup. But at every step of the way, there have been problems, they've been overcome, but FIFA has been worried about them. So what better way of locking in President Trump's support than to announce that he's going to be given a prize, a peace prize, both a trophy and an around-the-neck medal?

Now, it might not have occurred to Donald Trump that he even wanted a peace prize if President Obama hadn't got one first. And that seems to have really stuck with him. And everybody in the world has seen it. President Trump has talked so often about his hunger for a peace prize, and it's become a talking point, that if you want President Trump's favor and you're on television, you have to say he should get a peace prize. Now he's got one--not the Nobel original but the FIFA, and as I said, bigger, gaudier, and you can wear it around the neck.

It's absurd, but what it also is a warning of is the president of the United States is someone who is very vulnerable, susceptible to these kinds of childish, imbecile blandishments. And if you know that and I know that and the FIFA people know that, everybody knows it, that you can manipulate the president of the United States with appeals to his vanity and with little geegaws that no republican leader should want--lowercase-r republican.

There have been a series of events that indicate that Donald Trump does not understand the role of president in the way that George Washington and Abraham Lincoln understood it. You drive around downtown Washington, you will see hanging from the Department of Labor, near the Capitol Hill, a giant banner with President Trump's picture on it. Well, that's just not done. Presidents, living presidents, are not honored in that kind of way in the United States--or they never have been before. Or the National Park Service just announced that they will no longer have free entry to the parks on Martin Luther King Day and Juneteenth, federal holidays, but they will have free entry on June 14, President Trump's birthday.

When I first heard this story, that the National Park Service was going to offer free admission on President Trump's birthday, I thought, I bet this story is being exaggerated, because June 14, President Trump's birthday, is also Flag Day. So maybe that's why June 14 is free: It's because it's Flag Day, and they've replaced Martin Luther King Day with Flag Day. That's a little culture worry, but it's not quite monarchical. But when you go to the National Park Service website and see, they actually describe June 14 as "Flag Day/President Trump's birthday." That is, the Park Service is itself saying at least 50 percent of the reason you get a free ticket is because it's President Trump's birthday. The United States has never before marked in any way the birthday of a living president. And it leaves most of the presidents' birthdays just gathered together in a single President[s'] Day that started as George Washington and Lincoln's birthday, and has now been grouped together to be a catchall for everybody, but only the past presidents--those out of office, and ideally, those who are passed away--because democracies, republics, don't honor living leaders in their lifetime.

But that's what we've done. And that's what FIFA understands about us, that [we're] just kind of a joke country with a kind of joke leader, and you can get things out of him by giving him a geegaw. It's shameful, it's embarrassing, and it's not the worst scandal, but maybe it's part of the series of explanations that helps you to understand why the worst scandals keep happening and why nobody is stopping them.

And now my dialogue with Michael Waldman.

[Music]

Frum: My guest today is Michael Waldman. Michael Waldman has been president of the Brennan Center [for Justice] at New York University since 2005. The center's named for the famed liberal Supreme Court Justice William Brennan, and the Brennan Center is an academic institution to study the state of American democracy and the U.S. Constitution while upholding the values of the late justice. Michael is the author of the book The Supermajority: How the Supreme Court Divided America, published in 2023. He previously served as director of presidential speechwriting in the Clinton administration.

I should mention two personal connections to Michael. In the 1990s, our children attended the same preschool. There was an interval of, I think--or I recall--30 minutes between the start time for the slightly older and the slightly younger children, and Michael and I sometimes chatted in those intervals. Without him being indiscreet in any way, I look back on it and realize I owe a lot of my understanding of what happened in the [Bill] Clinton years to those brief conversations in a school play yard. Later, the youngest of my daughters worked for one of her college summers as a paid intern at the Brennan Center.

I asked Michael here today because we record this in the beginning of December of 2025. The political outlook looks pretty bleak for Republicans and for President Trump, but it doesn't look like they're willing to accept that political outlook without doing something about it, and that's a little outside the bounds of normal rules in American politics. So given Michael's deep expertise in American democracy and American courts, I've asked him to talk about how a nefarious actor might try to twist, distort, or even outright steal the 2026 elections.

Michael Waldman, thank you so much for joining me today.

Michael Waldman: It's great to be with you, David, and we have the secret decoder ring, also, of having been presidential speechwriters to different presidents, and there's a lot at stake right now in the values of our country and our Constitution that we all care a lot about.

When you think about it, in any democracy, the voters need to have the ultimate say, and the ultimate check on authoritarianism is the voice of the voters, if properly heard. And we had, in recent years in this country, a lot of pressure on the election system: COVID, threats of violence, actual violence, rampant disinformation. But encouragingly, the system hardened itself. Voting-rights groups worked with law enforcement, worked with businesses, and worked with these bipartisan election officials, who are real heroes, and the system held, and the elections were pretty free and fair and ultimately uneventful.

Frum: Which elections are you talking about that were--

Waldman: 2020, 2022, 2024. The difference now, of course, is for the first time, I think, in American history, the federal government and the Trump administration are actively waging an effort to undermine the 2026 elections.

Frum: We did have the unpleasantness of 2021 and the attempt to overturn an election, but the election-casting system was honest and fair in '20, 2022, and '24.

Waldman: It was the highest voter turnout, despite the pandemic, in over a century, and it was free and fair.

Frum: So let's talk about the election ahead. The problem that President Trump has--let's put ourselves in his shoes for a moment: He's done a lot of things that are either, if not illegal, certainly likely to expose him to bad publicity and negative implications if they ever come out--the way he's made apparently $1 billion from the crypto industry just since becoming president, accepting gifts from foreign potentates in violation of the Constitution, the slew of pardons of people who seem to not deserve them and who look like they've mounted pressure campaigns and lobbying campaigns in President Trump's inner circle, the strange mystery around the outreach to Russian businesses by American businesses that is like a side protocol to Trump's pressure on Ukraine. So there are a lot of things he doesn't want people to know about, and if he were to lose control of either or both houses of Congress, those things would come to light, and maybe there would be consequences. So now, from his point of view, think about it as he would: What can a president and a party that is still in control of Congress do to bend things their way?

Waldman: Well, there is much they can do to try to undermine the way the system works, but there are limits as well. And I wanna stress that, in each of these areas, there are things that can be attempted, and there are potentially effective pushbacks that can make sure that the election actually does happen as we would hope it happens, where the voters, however they choose, get the last word.

One thing that President Trump has tried to do already is to take personal control of the election system. He issued an executive order in March purporting to do just that. It purported to require that you had to produce a passport, not even a birth certificate but a passport, to register to vote on the federal form, to order states to turn over their sensitive voter data to DOGE because what could go wrong with that, and other things of that nature. But that has been blocked by the courts because the Constitution is quite clear that states run our elections; Congress has an important supervisory role in passing legislation, but the president has no role. And that key fact--the president has no role in so much of this--is really the thing that gives the greatest hope to blocking this kind of activity.

They also tried to pass legislation that embodied a lot of these same ideas; it's called the SAVE Act. Of course, the appropriate way to do things is to pass legislation. This bill would've been, I think, a pretty egregious, restrictive bill in terms of voting in that it would require people to produce a passport or a birth certificate to register to vote, and that's something we know for sure that at least 21 million Americans don't have ready access to--and, actually, many more than that when you think of women who've changed their names because they got married. That bill passed the House, but it's actually been blocked and stalled in the Senate. So a lot of those kinds of things, the normal push and pull of politics is having its way.

They're doing a lot of other things too, and again, there's a lot of reasons for it, but it's certainly consistent with an effort to undermine the election and its integrity. They purged, fired, the election-security experts in the federal government, who had done a lot to protect against Russia and Iran and other potentially malevolent actors, and domestic actors as well, and who play a really important role with state and local election officials, who are not necessarily all that technologically sophisticated. They purged those people. What's happened is a lot of people on the outside, including the Brennan Center, have worked to make sure these folks have somewhere to land so they can actually do a lot of this same expert protection outside the government. It's not quite as good, but it actually is the kind of thing that can make a difference.

They are threatening to use the tools of law enforcement to scare off people in the election machinery. Think about the infamous phone call in 2021 with [Georgia Secretary of State] Brad Raffensperger, where Trump, at that point, said, We need to find 11,000 votes. Now think of that same call with a far more potent threat of prosecution, of the kind we saw with [former FBI Director] James Comey and with [New York State Attorney General] Letitia James and others. And so the fight to stop the weaponization of the Justice Department is also part of the fight over this.

And then there's a risk that troops or ICE or other forces like that will go into communities to mess things up around the election, which is also illegal.

Frum: Well, you haven't mentioned gerrymandering; we'll get to that. But the troops are something that worries me a lot, especially when you think about this in connection with the permission to briefly detain U.S. citizens. So, supposing the local National Guard commander who's deployed to the swing district--Charlotte, North Carolina, some place like that--takes it in his mind that maybe there are a bunch of illegal immigrants standing in this voting line, and they turn out to be U.S. citizens. Well, he can't detain them forever, but he may be able to detain them for a few hours, at least 'til after the polls close. The Supreme Court seems to have green-lit that.

Waldman: Those are known as Kavanaugh stops, which I suspect is not something Justice [Brett] Kavanaugh is proud of having his name attached to it.

Frum: This may be pushing the courts farther than even the courts would go, but if you say, We're in this one district. We think a lot of these people are illegal immigrants. We need to detain them, check their papers. That obviously takes time. Is that something that you worry about, or is that at the outer rim of probabilities?

Waldman: Well, we worry about it because we've seen that kind of misuse of domestic law enforcement before, in recent months. One of the things that startled me the most over the past year was when Governor Gavin Newsom and other Democratic political leaders held a press event to announce the ballot initiative that they were doing on redistricting--the one that eventually passed--somehow, armed and masked immigration agents showed up en masse outside the event, and they said it was a coincidence. But that kind of thing does give worry.

Here's the bottom line. It didn't happen, for example, in New Jersey, Virginia, or New York, or California this past election. It's certainly not a given, and I wanna stress again: It's illegal. There are numerous laws--federal and state and the Constitution--that say you cannot interfere with an election, including parts of the Voting Rights Act that the Supreme Court has not seen fit to touch. This is the kind of thing where we, at the Brennan Center, and others as well, we have the briefs written up and ready to go; the toner's in the printer. And this is the kind of the thing that the courts have been strong in stepping up to, but we certainly hope it won't come to that.

Frum: Now, the courts have given broad permission to gerrymandering, and we have seen some efforts in some states to do that. As you say, that's something that also may contain some of the seeds of its own undoing, that gerrymandering--and you'll explain how this works--can actually sometimes rebound on its authors if they're unlucky or if they're overconfident. But that's, I think, part of the story that people are paying a lot of attention to: the Texas gerrymander, an attempted gerrymander in Indiana, other states as well.

Waldman: No question. And as you know, gerrymandering has been with us since the beginning of the country. I always like to point out that, in the very first congressional election, Patrick Henry drew a district to try to keep James Madison from being elected to Congress. That was before they'd invented the word gerrymandering. It's gotten a lot worse over the years, thanks--among other things--to technology. Both parties do it when they can.

And what has happened is the Supreme Court in 2019 in a case called Rucho [v. Common Cause] said, We will not police partisan gerrymandering. We won't allow federal courts to even hear those cases. And so Texas, which, like the other states, does its redistricting every 10 years--that's what the census is actually for; it was a kind of a big innovation to have a census in the Constitution. It was for the drawing of congressional maps, among other things. Texas, in the middle of the decade, was urged by President Trump to do something it was not planning to do, which was a new redistricting, a new gerrymander. It was explicitly to create five seats, they hoped, for the Republicans, done at the expense of communities of color, at the behest of someone who doesn't live in Texas: President Trump.

What I don't think they counted on was two things. One is, the Democrats got fired up. And as we know, California, which has a nonpartisan redistricting commission, which had been passed into law by Arnold Schwarzenegger when he was governor, Democrats there went to the voters and said, This is to counter the Texas gerrymander. And they created, they hoped, five new Democratic districts. And you're starting to see this partisan arms race all over the country.

In partisan terms, it may turn out to be something of a draw. But even beyond that, as you said, the way these gerrymanders work assumes that they can create more narrow districts, but that it will still work out to their benefit--that's true for any political party. And sometimes, if the voters have a wave election, where people are all rushing to the polls to vote their opposition to the current party in power, it can actually not only not have the desired impact, it can actually create more victories for the other party. That is, in technical terms, called a "dummymander."

Frum: Yeah.

Waldman: So it could be--

Frum: Let's go a little slow and explain to people how this works. the analogy I use--maybe you have a better one--it's like you have a piece of toast, and you've got some jelly, but not quite enough for the whole toast. So you put the jelly on the toast, and the jelly's all heaped up on one piece of the toast. Those are your safe seats. Then you take your knife, and you start spreading the jelly thinner over the toast, and you can sort of reach farther along the piece of toast. But the problem is, little bald spots begin to appear where you had piles of jelly before. And if you're not careful, pretty soon, the bald spots are bigger than the jelly itself, and it might as well have had no jelly as trying to put the jelly all over the whole piece of toast.

Waldman: I'm getting hungry hearing this, but I think that's right. And in Texas in particular, for example, what they aimed to do was move some more Democratic voters out of Democratic districts,and, in fact, to try to flip some of the southern Texas districts that have been, to many people's surprise, moving toward the Republicans even though they're heavily Hispanic. But that kind of assumed that the voting patterns in that community would stay the same as they were in 2024, when Donald Trump won a very substantial share of the Latino vote all over the country. The ICE raids, the brutality, and all these other things we've seen seem to be pushing that community back toward a, in a sense, more traditional partisan landing spot in the Democratic Party.

Frum: And in South Texas, the effect of tariffs--these are low-income districts; the tariffs are designed to land most heavily on them, to transfer the burden of taxation from high-income people to lower-income people by making everyday life more expensive. And people who know exactly what every item in the grocery basket costs today, what it cost six months ago, those people are people who are becoming tariff voters.

Waldman: It's a very interesting thing to see this issue play out in that people really keep track of what the price of food is, keep track of what the price of gas is in ways that they don't keep track of many other things, where the dollars and cents are often buried in larger sets of numbers.

Frum: Yeah, I didn't wanna get too hopeful too early, but there are some signs of hope here, and one of the things you mention is that the Trump administration seems not to understand its own past political successes and the origins of their failures. And one of the things I'm struck by is when you mention, well, they wanna have passports as the only form of ID. So this disadvantages people who don't travel internationally. This disadvantages, as you say, women who've changed their name, who may not have updated their passport. Who does it not disadvantage? People who travel a lot, and women who haven't changed their name. And historically, the people who travel a lot would be likely to be Republicans because that implies higher levels of income. But in today's electorate, the people who travel a lot may not be Republicans anymore.

Waldman: It's true that the diploma divide is something neither party really have wrapped their minds around, and I think probably both of them are somewhat uncomfortable with the implications. About half of all Americans don't have a passport. How do they summer in France?, you might ask.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Waldman: Well, that's reality. And more people have a birth certificate, but they don't actually necessarily know where it is: I think it's in a shoebox in my mother's closet. So you'll hear people talk about "documentary proof of citizenship," and of course, only eligible citizens should vote. Indeed, only eligible citizens overwhelmingly do vote. But actually demanding this kind of paperwork turns out to be something that a lot of people wouldn't have, and it's not the case that it necessarily affects only Democrats or only Republicans.

Frum: The same thing with voter-rolls purges. If you say, We're gonna make it a little bit difficult for people who don't own their homes to vote and a little tougher for renters, as opposed to homeowners, and especially long-established homeowners, again, in 2005, it was a good premise that people who had lived in their house for a number of years were probably Republican leaners. I'm not sure that that's still true in 2025.

Waldman: I don't think that, in some senses, that the kind of careful parsing of political demographics is what is behind all of this. It's kind of more of a muscle memory, an emotional impulse that we see playing out, and sometimes, it has actually caused quiet ruptures inside the president's own coalition.

When his executive order on requiring a passport was blocked, when Congress blocked the SAVE Act, the president put out another post on social media saying, I'm going to do an executive order ending vote-by-mail, and, by the way, the state election officials are merely agents who work for the president, and their job is merely to count the votes as agents for the president. Again, James Madison and the other boys who wrote the Constitution had a different idea. But there never was an executive order, and they backed down very quickly. And I don't think it's too much of a leap to surmise that the Republican Party operatives and state chairs, who have said, Look, we finally crawled out of the hole where you told everybody voting by mail and voting early was a terrible, corrupt thing--that's how Republicans often voted. Before this was politicized, it was the snowbirds in Florida; older voters were more likely to take advantage of these--

Frum: Military voters.

Waldman: Military voters. These are conveniences that aren't unsafe; they're actually perfectly secure, and people like them. And so I think there was, from what I understand, pushback within the Republican Party, saying, Don't do this thing.

Frum: Yeah. And among older voters, it's not just snowbirders, who are comparatively affluent, who vote by mail; it's also people who are quite a bit older and who may be more housebound, so people over 80. They may have a lot of reasons why they don't wanna go mobilize all the paraphernalia they need to be mobile on a particular day chosen by other people if they can do it from their home, and those people may well be Trump voters or Republican voters.

Waldman: One in three voters in this country right now vote other than in person on Election Day, and that's consumer choice.

Frum: Let me ask you about the most ominous and fraught possibility, which is--this is a precedent that is much cited on the Republican side, and I'll just jog your memory because I'm sure you know this story better than I do, but in 1984, there was a very contested race in the state of Indiana, came down to a few dozen ballots' difference between the Republican and the Democrat. American voting institutions, just as we all discovered in the year 2000, are not that accurate. And it became very much a kind of metaphysical question about whether the Republican or the Democrat had really won this race in 1984 in Indiana. And the question was, given that the answer was: In the end you can't ultimately know down to the single, exact vote what exactly the intention of every last voter was, so if there's a separation of, I think, a few dozen, who decides?

So the Democrats then had a majority in the House, and they said, You know what? We're gonna have a committee of two Democrats and one [Republican], and they're going to examine--if I'm remembering this right. Became a big hullabaloo. And finally, the Democrats just asserted, Look, the Constitution says the House determines its own qualifications. That means, ultimately, the speaker of the House decides who gets seated. The courts have no role. Nobody has any role. The speaker decides. And the Democrats took the seat. And the Republicans all vowed, There will be payback for this someday if we ever get a speakership in a tightly contested race. And that's, I think, something that a lot of Republicans have in mind or are thinking about in 2026: that, if it really comes down to it, if it's on a knife edge, that Speaker [Mike] Johnson says, You are seated, and you are not.

Waldman: Well, you're right that it's--the counting of the votes and the decisions about who gets seated, it's sort of like a congressional analog to January 6. And these are some of the kinds of things that happen very rarely that keep election law nerds up at night.

I think there would be a pretty significant difference between one seat decades ago where that might have happened and the idea that, if voters really speak in a loud voice in an election, but then, the party that lost simply says, Well, we're just not going to count those. We're just not gonna count those wins. Sorry, Calvin Ball, we won, I think that the response from the public and the courts would be very strong. I think, on that kind of scenario, I don't think that that would just slip by, and the Democrats and the courts and others would not just sort of say, Well, better luck next time. If the voters have spoken, and for some reason, there was an attempt to squelch what they'd said--

Frum: Well, let me pause you. If the '26 outcome is that there are millions more ballots cast for Democrats than Republicans across the country and the Democrats pick up 37 seats, this plan won't work. But if the Republicans can show some strength, if the balance comes down to five or six seats, where the separation is a few hundred or few thousand votes, then this plan does work--or work better.

Waldman: Well, it works if there's not pushback; it works if the courts don't step up. And I think the courts have understood more than they had back then the kind of political shenanigans and the political chicanery that can happen with the machinery of elections. It's the 25th anniversary, coming up, of Bush v. Gore. And to me, the most significant takeaway from that intense recount and then the Supreme Court and other court battles is that both parties came to realize, Hey, the machinery of elections as of 2000 and before, as you were describing, was pretty rickety, and there were a lot of problems. And there actually was a lot of effort to clean up the voter rolls, to make voting more secure, to make the machines better, and a lot of these other things so that, really, we're in much better shape than we were a quarter century ago, even as both political parties mobilized more around these issues.

So I think that the answer to something like that would be that Democrats, in the chance that that were to occur, that all control would come down to one or two seats, Democrats have considerable power to tie up the Congress; the courts would get involved, I think, in that instance, and voters too. I think the ultimate answer, though, is making sure that people have their ability to vote, that there's confidence in the system working, that there's trust in the way votes are cast. That's why, when you look at all this stuff that President Trump and his administration are doing, it's always kind of a question of, like, Well, why are they doing this? What are they doing with all this? And the answer to me seems, ultimately, that they are trying to stir doubt and create a cloud of suspicion to make it easier, should there be the opportunity to push election officials and others to cave. And in 2020, it didn't happen. But I think that they think, if they can cast enough doubt, make enough people think that their voter rolls are clogged with noncitizens or illegal voters or ghosts or whatever, then they can confuse matters enough.

Frum: If you wanna be worried, that's where the politicization of National Guard becomes such an issue. One of the things that has been, I think, very painful to watch here in Washington, D.C., where I'm talking to you, is the National Guard gets deployed in Washington, D.C., quite often: for presidential inaugurations every four years; there are often various kinds of emergencies where the National Guard comes out. And they come from all over the country, and by and large, in my experience--and, of course, the 9/11 experience--people accept them and are often quite happy to see them. They've got a job to do, and Washington is a city that thrives on visitors from across the country, uniformed and not. This time, it's been different. There's been no, I think, or very little, hostility to the National Guard, but there's a lot of quizzical glances, like, Why are you here, and what are you doing? And we don't like the imputation that President Trump is making that the city can't govern and police itself in normal times. But if they are out in many places, especially in swing districts, in 2026, that puts the National Guard in a false position, and it changes the way Americans think about needing the face of their Army, when the Army is paid for to defend them.

Waldman: And when you talk to people with experience in the National Guard, they will say, This is not what these folks signed up to do. They signed up to do disaster relief and the other things that we do rely on for the National Guard. I think that what President Trump has done with the use of the troops--the National Guard and, in limited instances, the active-duty military--is he's done it to show that he can do it. He hasn't really sent tens of thousands of troops in to occupy Portland or anything else of that nature. (Laughs.) It's more to make the point that he is using the military, and it's important to note, as you've written and others as well, this is utterly illegitimate, to use the military domestically as a show of intimidation or force or for normal, regular, everyday law-enforcement matters or other things like that.

When you go to a place like Chicago--I was there a few weeks ago talking to people there--they weren't happy about the National Guard being used in this way. But the National Guard was not there in such large numbers; they were kind of going around taking snapshots of the tall buildings. But what was really dangerous and really disruptive has been ICE and CBP and the way they have swooped into neighborhoods and done the mass deportation with minimal regard for civil liberties and maximum willingness to tear-gas people and all those other things. And again, I think that when you look at ICE and the size that it will expand to under the budget that's been passed, this massive potential domestic force, I think that's something, if there is another Democratic president or another Republican president who's not Donald Trump, they're really gonna need to grapple with what's been created and how to bring it in line with the Constitution.

Frum: And ICE does really see itself as answering to the president, not to the government.

Waldman: They're wearing masks, so we don't know, but it certainly seems more that way. (Laughs.) And these National Guard are regular folks. They're coming from their regular lives. They're normally under the command of the governor of the state. It's very apolitical. It's a citizen-service thing. But this is where governors and mayors, especially, have an important role to play. Police, state troopers, and others can protect elections, and it's an important role for them to play, and this is where it's really been vital that governors have come to understand their role in this federal system: that they can protect their own people and make sure that they protect voters. And this may be another benefit evoked by [voting by] mail, is that it's harder to intimidate people with trouble at the polling place.

Frum: Well, let's talk about governors and mayors and local elections because a lot of the mischief in American elections has occurred at these lower levels. In fact, one of the reasons we have this illusion that there are things called "red states" and "blue states," or that the country's neatly divided between red states and blue states, is because the state levels are often so gerrymandered that states that are really quite closely divided, like Texas, look bright, bright red. And that's a phenomenon of political hijinks at the state and local level, many of which they--

Waldman: And there are a lot of Republicans in Massachusetts. And we have this development of the country into rigid blocks of red states and blue states, and if you're a Democrat in Texas or a Republican in Massachusetts, under the current system, you get little representation.

Frum: Yeah. And the voting lines can be drawn in ways to intensify that. And this seems to have been a phenomenon post-2000, and it seems to have accelerated--nd maybe it's better computers that are to blame--but it seems to have accelerated since 2010.

Waldman: Better computers, wimpier Supreme Court justices.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Waldman: They, for a long time, they knew this was a real problem. They said, We are going to issue a standard. They said, We can't come up with a judicially manageable standard. And in a 2019 case called Rucho v. Common Cause, they said, Actually, it's too hard. We are just not going to police partisan gerrymandering.

I should mention another topic, which could have an impact on redistricting and much else, is the Voting Rights Act. The Supreme Court seems poised, based on their questioning in a recent argument, to really severely weaken, at the most likely scenario, what is left of the landmark Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Frum: For those who don't follow it, what was the 1965 Voting Rights Act? What did it do at the beginning, and in what ways has it been pared back since 1965?

Waldman: The Voting Rights Act was one of the most successful laws in American history. It was the product of the civil-rights movement, of John Lewis and others who bravely marched for voting rights at a time in the South when the Jim Crow segregation meant there were very few Black people who were allowed to vote. And what the Voting Rights Act did, above all else, was to say that states that had a history of racial discrimination in voting had to get permission from the Justice Department or the federal courts before they could change their voting practices; this was called preclearance. And it was hugely successful and really transformed the South and the whole country. Really, starting in 1965 was when we really could be said to have had a multiracial democracy in this country.

In 2013, in a case called Shelby County, Chief Justice John Roberts, writing for the majority, gutted Section 5--meant you couldn't use it anymore--and he basically said, Oh, this kind of racism, that's a thing of the past. The South has changed; the country's changed. And Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg in a dissent said, Well, that's like standing in a rainstorm, holding an umbrella and not getting wet, and saying, therefore, "Oh, I don't need an umbrella. I'm not wet." In other words, that kind of equality in voting flourished because of the protection of the Voting Rights Act.

Well, they eliminated preclearance, but there was a part of the law that was still left called Section 2, which meant you, as a voter, as a civil-rights group, or the Justice Department--people like that--could bring a lawsuit to protect voting rights. Quietly, with much less fanfare, in a case in 2021, the Supreme Court made it much harder to use that for voter-suppression laws, but it still could block racial discrimination in redistricting and to stop what's called the dilution of the political power of communities of color. This is a case called Callais; they actually asked for a reargument. And they made it pretty clear that, while I don't think it's likely they're going to actually declare the whole Voting Rights Act unconstitutional, they're going to make its use in protecting voting districts that will elect Black and Latino candidates much, much harder. And some analyses have said, in The New York Times and elsewhere, that this could add to the Republicans 15 seats in the House of Representatives. I'm not sure it's quite that dramatic, but that would be the consequence of something like this.

Frum: Can't it also backfire on Republicans? Because one of the effects of the Voting Rights Act was you'd have a state like Mississippi, which is approximately, what, near--not quite but nearly--half Black; I don't remember off the top of my head how many seats Mississippi would have, but because you had to guarantee the Black voters a certain number of seats, the majority, the racial majority, could cram them all into a finite number of districts and then take the rest of the board for itself. Once the Voting Rights Act is gone, those Black voters don't disappear, and they haven't lost their right to vote. They now participate in politics across the whole state in new kinds of ways that could create a kind of dummymander by a different name.

Waldman: There was a period a few decades ago where civil-rights groups and the RNC were both urging the creation of more Black-majority or Black-supermajority districts to make sure, not in partisan terms but in representational terms, that there would be members of Congress and other legislators who really represented those communities. We don't really know what would happen, and a lot of us are thinking about what would come next. And in partisan terms, you may be right that it's hard to predict.

I think that there are other kinds of ways to strengthen the law--a lot of these decisions made by the Supreme Court on the Voting Rights Act are not about the Constitution; they're about the way the statutes are worded. Now, the court seems to find any chance it can to gut this law. But one of the things that can happen and should happen on this and on other voting issues and redistricting issues is: I said the Supreme Court backed away from its responsibility, but to me, there is no substitute for national standards on redistricting that applied and should apply to red states and blue states alike. The Supreme Court wouldn't do it, but Congress emphatically has the power under the Constitution to set national standards on redistricting. That would affect partisan gerrymandering; it would also help with racial discrimination in gerrymandering too, as well as the Voting Rights Act. And the legislation that came quite close to passing in Congress a few years ago, the Freedom to Vote Act, it was a kind of an omnibus bill on voting and a number of other things. But it had in it a ban on mid-decade redistricting and a ban on partisan gerrymandering everywhere in the country. If it had passed, what's going on right now on redistricting wouldn't be legal, wouldn't be happening. It passed the House. It had a majority in the Senate. This was a bill that Senators [Kyrsten] Sinema and [Joe] Manchin, while supporting the bill, said they wouldn't change the filibuster rules so it would pass. The Democrats have said that if they get control again, they will find a way to get this passed, even with a majority vote, and that would have a big impact.

Frum: Let's wrap up with two summary questions. As you look at the year ahead, the political year ahead, what has you most worried about a threat to free and fair elections? And second--you can take a pause after this one--should there be free and fair elections? And, should there be a new kind of post-Trump House of Representatives or even two houses of Congress, w What kind of changes should that Congress be thinking about as a way to make elections free and fair for the future?

Waldman: What has me worried is the reality that we have now a federal government working actively to undermine the integrity of the elections. And what eases that worry is when I see people in communities, people in states and across the country actually getting ready to defend those elections, because Trump has his plan, but I think a lot of the rest of us have our plan and know what to do to protect free and fair elections.

In terms of the future, I think this is a moment where the electorate has made really clear, election after election, that it is deeply unhappy with the institutions and with the way things are going in the country. The thing that is noteworthy to me about the 2024 election is that it was the first time since the 1800s that the incumbent party lost the White House three times in a row--different parties, right: Democrat, Republican, Democrat. That doesn't happen. That suggests a real deep unhappiness. And Donald Trump, in his way, intuited this and has responded to it; Democrats have consistently missed it, different ways each time.

But it's pretty clear there's a hunger for real change, and I don't think it's a question of left or right; I think it's the kind of thing, as has happened at other periods, such as a century ago, where reform-minded people of all political factions and in both parties can really try to make changes. So I would encourage everything from national standards to stop partisan gerrymandering, national standards to make sure that there is not racial discrimination or vote suppression. I think that dealing with the role of the Supreme Court is pretty important--as I think you know, I strongly feel that an 18-year term limit for Supreme Court justices would be a good accountability measure. It's a really worthwhile thing to note that it reflects kind of a core American value that nobody should be having that much power for too long. And the most recent Fox News poll showed 79 percent of the public supporting term limits. I think that after scandal is when you get reform--not always, but that's when it happens--and if we do it right, we can make this a season of renewal, even though things occasionally look dark on any given day.

Frum: Michael Waldman, thank you so much for talking to me today.

Waldman: Thank you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

 Frum: Thanks so much to Michael Waldman for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

As I mentioned at the top of the show, my book of this week is not a book at all; it's an article, and an article from an area of literature I don't read that much in: the literature of management studies. But the goings-on at the Pete Hegseth Pentagon--the Department of Defense, as it's legally called; the Department of War, as it now styles itself--forced my attention to this question of management.

Now, one of the things that you have probably noticed is that the Department of Defense, the Department of War, has given many different explanations for how and why it came to be that a boat that was allegedly smuggling drugs was struck not once by the United States armed forces, but a second time--after it had been disabled, after it had been capsized--killing all survivors aboard.

There have been many stories. But all the stories have one theme, which is that the secretary in charge--the secretary of defense; the secretary of war, as he styles himself--repeatedly disclaims personal responsibility. If you like the operation, well, you can credit him, but if you don't like the operation, or if any blame attaches to it, or if any legal liability attaches to it, that was somebody else's decision. He wants credit for anything that went well, but he wants to avoid any blame or liability for anything that went wrong. And as I said, this sent me to the area of management studies and to an article called "How Responsibility Shapes Career Success in Leaders."

Now, [Jack] Zenger was a professor at the Stanford business school, and he was the founder of an important management consulting firm, Zenger Folkman. But he wrote this in 2024: "More than 40 years ago, a colleague of mine, Dale Miller, conducted a study that compared two groups of executives. One group was identified by their colleagues as highly effective and ready for promotion, while the second group was initially considered ready; but upon further reflection [management] was deemed unready or unsuited for that role."

Now, here comes the important part: "Each group received a deck of 62 statements describing management behavior. Each was asked to sort the deck in a forced choice, bell-shaped curve--going from the most effective to the least effective behavior. The highly effective group's top choice was the statement 'Accepts full responsibility for the performance of the work unit.' This item was chosen far more frequently than statements about delegation, planning, staffing, time-management or technical skills. This choice also illustrated the sharpest distinction between the two groups. The managers who had been passed over for promotion attached far less importance to responsible behavior."

Now, Pete Hegseth has not been passed over for promotion; he has been promoted and overpromoted--from Sunday-morning-talk-show host to secretary of defense, with the new title that he's awarded himself of secretary of war. But you can see that the behavior that Zenger describes of not wanting responsibility for the performance of the work unit, that describes him perfectly.

I think there's a clue there, as with the silly prizes Trump wants for himself, the refusal of the most important attribute of leadership--not a silly prize, but actual responsibility--that defines what is going wrong with so much of the United States government and that just defines so much of what is going wrong with the United States military today.

Thanks so much for joining me this week. I wanna add two personal notes before I sign off. One, you may have noticed this week and last a slightly different look for The David Frum Show. We have a new camera and a new set. I hope both meet with your approval. I also wanna mention, as regular viewers, readers, listeners will know, my wife and I are big dog people. This past weekend, we lost a dog who was very close to us, meant more than any just one animal could mean, and that is the dog that belonged to my late daughter, Miranda; the dog's name was Ringo. I wrote a piece about Ringo for The Atlantic last year called "Miranda's Last Gift," and with Ringo very much in my thoughts, if you would like to read the piece, and if you've met with any kind of difficulty at The Atlantic paywall, just send me a note at producer@thedavidfrumshow.com, and I'll make sure you get a gift link to the article.

And with The Atlantic in mind, I hope you will consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of The David Frum Show and of all my colleagues at The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider also following me on social media: @davidfrum on X, or Twitter; @davidfrum on Instagram. There's a Facebook page as well.

Thanks for listening. Thanks for watching. See you next week 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: Brain Rot Is So Last Year

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 3:50 p.m. ET on December 10, 2025.

You've been waiting to build that dream place of yours, there in the spot you picked out a few years back, between the pons and the frontal lobe. Maybe you want to crib some designs from your friend Steve's place; it's got space for the first 115 digits of pi and the names of all 266 popes. But is now really the time for a new memory palace? Look at all the palaces sitting empty now, built by the folks who turned over their thinking to AI in the end.

All the more reason to start thinking and memorizing and building--your opulent mnemonic can be the pride of the neighborhood. Herewith: your first raw materials.

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

Wednesday, December 10, 2025

	What expression defined as "online content deliberately designed to elicit anger" did the Oxford University Press choose as its 2025 word of the year?
 -- From Amogh Dimri's "[REDACTED] Is a Brilliant Word of the Year"
 	The protective coat that gradually develops on metal and prevents rusting is known by what word also used for the sheen that wooden furniture acquires over time?
 -- From Tyler Austin Harper's "The Most Impractical Tool in My Kitchen"
 	What controversial practice shunned by many in Spain over animal-cruelty concerns has been adopted as a symbol by the country's traditionalist far right?
 -- From Begona Gomez Urzaiz's "By the Horns"




And by the way, did you know that the word-of-the-year trend has its roots in Germany? A language society there kicked off the gimmick in 1971 with the selection of aufmupfig, which, as I'm sure you're aware, means "rebellious"--a reference to 1960s counterculture.

American English joined the party in 1990, when the American Dialect Society picked bushlips for "insincere political rhetoric"; see George H. W.'s "Read my lips: No new taxes." Despite that snarky start, all of the selections that followed were sober-minded and decorous ... not! (That's 1992.)

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	Rage bait. The critics have come out in force, complaining that the choice is too meme-y or beneath the dignity of Oxford, but Amogh writes that the word is a great one, because--like cancel or ghosting or selfie before it--it usefully fills a niche. Read more.
 	Patina. The coating is crucial to proper carbon-steel-knife care, Tyler writes in an ode to his fussy blades. Knives of carbon steel are not nearly as low-maintenance as more accessible stainless-steel options, he says, but that's exactly the point. Read more.
 	Bullfighting. In an essay accompanied by some stunning photos, Gomez Urzaiz follows a bullfighter who is definitionally untraditional, for one big reason: She is a woman. 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 fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, December 9, 2025

	What 2025 sequel directed by Danny Boyle is set a little under three decades after the first film--which takes place precisely four weeks after a zombie apocalypse?
 -- From David Sims's "The 10 Best Movies of 2025"
 	A popular Filipino condiment developed amid World War II shortages replaces the tomato in ketchup with what fruit plentiful in the tropics?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "Can Jollibee Beat American Fast Food at Its Own Game?"
 	The writer Irving Kristol quipped that "a liberal who has been mugged by reality" is the best definition of what political label applicable to him (and to his son, Bill)?
 -- From David Brooks's "The [REDACTED] Were Right" 




And by the way, did you know that the Philippines--then a U.S. territory--was also attacked in the Japanese operation that targeted Pearl Harbor? Because of the Philippines' location across the International Date Line, the date there was December 8, 1941, rather than Hawai`i's December 7. Franklin D. Roosevelt's speech more accurately would have mentioned dates "which will live in infamy."

It's not as though FDR didn't know this. Rather, he made the choice to decenter the Philippines in his address, worried that his stateside listeners would not think of the territory as sufficiently American. (For more of this history, I recommend Daniel Immerwahr's How to Hide an Empire!)



Answers:

	28 Years Later. David writes that the follow-up to 2002's 28 Days Later is proof that major studio releases can still push audiences in creative, exciting ways (and be a lot of fun too). It's No. 6 on his Top 10 list. Read more.
 	Banana. Yasmin reports that banana ketchup crops up a lot in recipes that attempt to re-create the fast-food chain Jollibee's punchy flavors, which in her estimation knock American fast food on its backside. That punch is at once a strength and a weakness for Jollibee in U.S. markets. Read more.
 	Neoconservative. It might behoove opponents of Donald Trump to look back to the neocons for some ideas on how to think and talk about their mission, Brooks argues. He writes that the "moral and spiritual tenor" of the original neoconservatives "could be a tonic" for a society in crisis. Read more.




Monday, December 8, 2025

	In the late 1990s, the opening of a Guggenheim Museum outpost designed by the architect Frank Gehry reinvigorated what city in northern Spain?
 -- From Carolina A. Miranda's "Frank Gehry's Best Work Was Not His Flashiest"
 	The American biochemist Jennifer Doudna shared the 2020 Nobel Prize in Chemistry for her work on the gene-editing tool known by what acronym?
 -- From Nancy Walecki's "The Rarest of All Diseases Are Becoming Treatable"
 	Football analysts coined what portmanteau combining a word for the outcome of a game with the word for an intricate Japanese art form to describe when a game ends in a tally never before recorded?
 -- From Josh Levin's "No NFL Game Has Ever Ended ... 36-23"




And by the way, did you know that the highest score ever recorded in an NFL game is the Chicago Bears' December 1940 performance over the Redskins, in which they earned 73 points? Don't feel too bad for Washington--they also set a scoring record! However, it's one matched many times before and since: zero points.

Remarkably, this was a championship game, the Super Bowl equivalent of the era. And the score could have been even higher; by the end of the game, officials were asking the Bears not to kick for extra points, because too many footballs had been lost to the bleachers.



Answers:

	Bilbao. Miranda writes that if you really want to understand Gehry, who died last week at 96, you ought to look past his "titanium showpieces" to his more intimate experiments, including the very quirky house he made for himself. Read more.
 	CRISPR. Nancy reports on the ways that CRISPR has advanced since, including its first use this year to fix mutations specific to a single patient's genes. Plans to streamline the process could attract enough investors to get similar therapies to patients en masse. Read more.
 	Scorigami. Scoring strategy makes some outcomes far likelier than others--say, 36-22, which has happened 11 times, versus the never-before-seen 36-23. Elusive Scorigamis, Levin says, are a reminder that there are yet things left undone in sports, even when it feels like we might have seen everything. Read more.
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The Apocalyptic Potential of the Netflix-Warner Bros. Deal

A streaming company buying one of Hollywood's most storied studios could spell doom for cinemas.

by David Sims

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




For months, Hollywood has fretted about the possible acquisition of Warner Bros. Discovery, home to one of the industry's most storied studios. The likeliest buyer seemed to be one of its chief rivals, Paramount, a legacy movie company suddenly flush with cash and power under its new owner, David Ellison. The son of the tech billionaire Larry Ellison seemingly has his eyes set on controlling as much of American filmmaking as possible, and was rumored to be plotting a big maneuver to merge the two studios; Warner Bros. eventually opened up a bidding war in October, after Ellison made multiple takeover offers. Paramount appeared set to secure a victory, reportedly with the tacit approval of the Trump White House, until surprising news broke last Friday: Netflix had won the auction. Suddenly, a new kind of apocalypse was on the horizon for an industry facing numerous issues already. 

A potential merger of Paramount and Warner Bros. had sparked widespread concerns--primarily because consolidation on this level is often bad for market competition. Left-wing pundits also expressed anxiety about the conservative-leaning Ellison gaining control of Warner Bros.' TV properties, namely CNN, which would give him immense heft in the cable-news space. (Paramount already operates CBS, which has experienced politically fraught turnover in recent months.) But the notion of Netflix--a colossal streaming company that is actively hostile to theatrical exhibition--owning such a venerable Hollywood studio has struck some critics as a grander existential threat. Since announcing the deal, Netflix CEO Ted Sarandos has put out statements trying to assuage any panic. "I think it's important to note that all we are going to do with this is staying deeply committed to releasing those movies exactly the way they've released the movies today," he said at a conference on Monday. He went on to note that, once it assumes responsibility of Warner Bros., Netflix will commit to being in the theatrical business.

The devil, however, will be in the details. Sarandos has never been in favor of the traditional moviegoing experience that Warner Bros., under its present management, still respects: screening films exclusively in theaters for several weeks before allowing them onto any streaming platform. Sarandos considers those windows not consumer-friendly, but they're essentially the only way that theatrical chains can stay afloat; as the trade group Cinema United put it in a statement following the news of Netflix's successful bid, "The proposed acquisition of Warner Bros. by Netflix poses an unprecedented threat to the global exhibition business."

Read: 'Netflix thinks exactly like an old movie studio'

The fate of Warner Bros. has been hanging in the balance for a long time. The company is laden with debt, is swirled up with cable-TV businesses that are no longer the cash cows they once were, and has passed through many corporate hands over the past three decades. Since saddling up with its most recent co-owner, Discovery, Warner Bros. has cut costs, canceled fully finished films as a tax write-off, and embarked on a wild--and ultimately short-lived--rebranding of its successful streaming service, HBO Max.

Despite all of this chaos and red ink, Warner Bros. has just wrapped up an outstanding year creatively, the likes of which any contemporary studio could barely dream of. It had four smash box-office hits, in A Minecraft Movie, Superman, The Conjuring: Last Rites, and Final Destination: Bloodlines. But it also put out two of the best-regarded original films of the year, Ryan Coogler's Sinners and Paul Thomas Anderson's One Battle After Another; both are likely to be major Oscar contenders and demonstrated that the public's appetite for innovative, grown-up moviemaking has not vanished.

That recent success is what makes this acquisition high stakes. When Disney took over 21st Century Fox in 2019, for example, the latter had been floundering for years, struggling to keep up with the industry's shift toward franchises and existing properties. In this case, Paramount or Netflix would be subsuming a studio that's been successful at putting butts in cinema seats--not that getting audiences into the cinemas has been a priority for Netflix, anyway. It's also easy to read nefarious purposes into the top bidders' actions: Ellison trying to gain as much territory as possible in a shrinking media landscape, Netflix trying to tilt the industry even more toward at-home experiences by gaining control over one of its biggest competitors.

Read: Hollywood makes way for the Disney-Fox behemoth

But it's just as easy to imagine none of these merger plans happening. Although Sarandos reportedly met with the White House about the acquisition before Netflix put in its offer, President Donald Trump has commented that the deal "could be a problem" because of the market share the streamer would attain. Paramount, having been spurned at the bidding stage, has launched an all-cash, aggressive takeover as its next move, going directly to shareholders in the hopes of earning their approval. Part of Ellison's pitch is further scaremongering on the dangers posed by Netflix to, among other things, moviegoing.

No matter who comes out on top, the possibilities probably signal more trouble ahead for filmmaking. Unless another major studio is willing to leap ahead and pump out more movies in response to this consolidation--be it Apple, which has half-heartedly mounted a few theatrical campaigns in recent years, or the indie distributor A24, which has scaled up its spending of late--the public could get fewer options in cinemas going forward. As these competing deals get untangled, Warner Bros.' output seems likely to slow down, its corporate future uncertain and its leadership less sure of what movies it can afford to green-light. Hollywood has overcome many roadblocks of late, between the coronavirus pandemic and the crippling nature of 2023's acting and writing strikes. But corporate greed may end up doing the most damage of all.
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        Why Indiana Republicans Are Standing Up to Trump
        Russell Berman

        The Indiana legislature does not keep its constituents at a great distance. As lawmakers convened in Indianapolis on Monday to consider a bill backed by President Donald Trump to redraw the state's congressional map, all that separated them from protesters who had gathered in a corridor just outside the capitol chamber was a series of glass windows. Inside the room, chants of "Just vote no!" and "We want fair maps!" could be heard as clearly as the legislative debate.In an era when politicians ty...

      

      
        What Explains Trump's Aggression Toward Venezuela? Who Knows.
        Jonathan Chait

        Updated at 11:13 a.m. ET on December 11, 2025After campaigning on promises to end American entanglements overseas, Donald Trump announced a mere month after winning the 2024 presidential election that the United States' "ownership and control of Greenland is an absolute necessity" for "National Security and Freedom throughout the World." In his inaugural address, weeks later, he delivered a casus belli against Panama, accusing the country of mistreating the United States: "China is operating the ...

      

      
        John Roberts's Dream Is Finally Coming True
        David Daley

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In 1982, when the Voting Rights Act was up for reauthorization, the Reagan Justice Department had a goal: preserve the VRA in name only, while rendering it unenforceable in practice. A young John Roberts was the architect of that campaign. He may soon get to finish what he started.Last month, at the oral argument in Louisiana v. Callais, a majority of the conservative justices seemed to signal their willingne...

      

      
        USAID Hired the Right-Wing Influencer Responsible for Its Decimation
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        If the U.S. Agency for International Development is a front for the CIA, we're about to find out all about it. A new official inside the agency is prepared to blow the lid off the whole conspiracy.That official is Mike Benz, a right-wing influencer who popularized the notion that Taylor Swift is a secret NATO asset and once wrote, under a pseudonym, "I want white identity politics to grow like wildfire." Benz rose to prominence last year by spreading fantastical claims about USAID, portraying the...

      

      
        The Trump Administration Actually Backed Down
        Quinta Jurecic

        Yesterday, Alina Habba turned--where else?--to X, the Trump administration's second-favorite social-media app, to announce her resignation from a job she did not legally hold. She had "decided to step down" as the top prosecutor in New Jersey, she wrote, after an appeals court ruled last week that she had lacked authority to serve in the role since mid-July. "But do not mistake compliance for surrender," she warned. "You can take the girl out of New Jersey, but you cannot take New Jersey out of the...

      

      
        The Neocons Were Right
        David Brooks

        What comes after Donald Trump? What compelling social vision can replace MAGA's offerings and reverse the tide of global populism? In considering these questions, I find myself returning to an unlikely group of 20th-century thinkers: the neoconservatives.These days, when people hear the word neocons, they tend to think of Republicans who supported the Iraq War. But the notoriety the neocons attained for supporting that war has obscured their origins as a dissident faction within the American left...

      

      
        New York Can't Be Progressive Without the One Percent
        Elias Wachtel

        Fourteen years after Occupy Wall Street, Zohran Mamdani's campaign radiated the spirit of the 99 percent: The mayor-elect promised to pay for free buses and universal child care by raising corporate taxes and increasing the city income tax by 50 percent for New Yorkers earning $1 million a year--roughly, the top one percent. In his victory speech, Mamdani railed against the "billionaire class" and promised that the richest New Yorkers would soon have to "play by the same rules as the rest of us."I...

      

      
        Trump Is Making the Same Mistake as Biden
        David Axelrod

        Donald Trump recaptured the White House in part by relentlessly exploiting Joe Biden's failure to heed widespread concerns about the rising cost of living. Now, bizarrely, President Trump is walking himself--and his party--into the same perilous trap by denying the economic reality that working families are living.In the summer of 2023, as he geared up his ill-fated race for reelection, Biden mounted a campaign to convince the public that his policies had delivered the economy and American workers ...

      

      
        'We Are Looking at a Massive Crisis'
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        Catalina Jaramillo is beginning to envision what her life in South Florida will look like without the financial help that allows her to afford health insurance, medication, and treatment for a series of ailments. Jaramillo has been insured through the Affordable Care Act since being diagnosed with acute kidney disease in 2022, when she was 39. Expanded subsidies help her afford the coverage--and they will expire at the end of the year unless Congress extends them. Jaramillo told me she has little ...

      

      
        The Operator
        Tim Alberta

        Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.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 communicat...

      

      
        The $7,500 Self-Deportation
        Nick Miroff

        Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.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 ha...
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Why Indiana Republicans Are Standing Up to Trump

Small-<em>c</em> conservatism is still a point of pride in the state.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




The Indiana legislature does not keep its constituents at a great distance. As lawmakers convened in Indianapolis on Monday to consider a bill backed by President Donald Trump to redraw the state's congressional map, all that separated them from protesters who had gathered in a corridor just outside the capitol chamber was a series of glass windows. Inside the room, chants of "Just vote no!" and "We want fair maps!" could be heard as clearly as the legislative debate.

In an era when politicians typically operate at arm's length from their voters, the public's easy access to elected representatives is refreshing. In Indiana this week, it's also a bit jarring. The state Senate is meeting under threat. Trump and his allies have vowed to target Republican lawmakers who vote against a redistricting plan that could wipe out the state's Democratic congressional representation, protecting the U.S. House GOP majority. Over the past several weeks, Republican state legislators have faced a wave of "swatting" incidents, bomb threats, and other anonymous acts of intimidation, leading some to worry about their personal safety. The current climate of fear in Indiana, lawmakers in both parties told me, is without modern precedent in the state.

"We can have an argument and still be nice," Mike Gaskill, the Republican chair of the senate's elections committee, said as he opened a hearing on the redistricting bill. It was a plea as much as a declaration.

Indiana Republicans have been targeted because a number of them have done something that few others in the party, either in Washington, D.C., or in state capitals across the country, have dared to do: They have stood up to Trump. The administration launched its redistricting campaign over the summer in Texas, where GOP legislators quickly signed on to a plan to gerrymander the state's congressional map to flip as many as five Democratic U.S. House seats. Republicans in Missouri and North Carolina acceded to similar White House demands.

In Indiana, the GOP holds the governorship and a supermajority in both chambers of the legislature. But from the outset, Republicans in the state Senate have resisted the president's push. Two visits from Vice President J. D. Vance failed to secure enough support, and last month, the Senate voted to reject Governor Mike Braun's call to hold a special session this month to consider a redistricting proposal.

Under intense pressure from the White House--Trump has singled out Indiana legislators by name in Truth Social posts--the state Senate president pro tempore, Rodric Bray, reversed course shortly before Thanksgiving and announced that the chamber would return to Indianapolis this week to consider a redistricting bill passed by the state House. Whether the president's threats of retribution ultimately succeed should become clear today, when the Indiana Senate holds a final vote on a new congressional map drawn to give Republicans all nine seats--they currently hold seven--in the state's U.S. House delegation.

Read: The fear taking hold among Indiana Republicans

The outcome is a mystery even to the highest-ranking Republicans in Indiana. Senators whose votes could be decisive have kept quiet, seeking to buy as much time as possible and avoid making themselves the target of even more harassment. When the elections committee approved the bill on Monday, teeing it up for today's floor vote, three of the Republicans who supported the proposed map cautioned that they were pushing it forward only "for additional vetting" and that they could change their minds. "I'm going to continue listening to my constituents," one of those Republicans, Linda Rogers, told me afterward. She said public opinion in her district, along the state's northern border, was split "pretty equal" between supporters and opponents. Top Republicans in Washington, including House Speaker Mike Johnson and James Blair, the White House deputy chief of staff, have been calling and texting Indiana holdouts this week in hopes of flipping their votes.

The committee vote followed a marathon hearing in which senators heard four hours of testimony from more than 100 members of the public, the large majority of whom urged Republicans to stand strong and defeat the redistricting bill. "It's not just politics. It's a calculated assault on fair representation," Ethan Hatcher, a local radio host who said that he voted for Trump in each of the past two presidential elections, told the committee as cheers erupted from the demonstrators listening outside the chamber.

In the hearing's closing moments, Senator Greg Walker, a Republican, described the harassment he received after declaring his early opposition to redistricting, including an unsolicited pizza delivery and a separate incident in which heavily armed police responded to a false emergency call to his home. He said he was fortunate, because unlike other Republicans subjected to such swatting attempts, he did not have small children who might have been traumatized by the scene. "I refuse to be intimidated," Walker said, reaffirming his intent to vote no. Through tears, he described having held a friend's newborn the night before and worrying about the world the child would inherit. "I fear for this institution," Walker said. "I fear for the state of Indiana. And I fear for all states if we allow threats and intimidation to become the norm."

Over the past few days, I've asked both Republicans and Democrats here to explain why Indiana has become the new hotbed of GOP resistance to Trump. It is not the only state to rebuff the president's redistricting demands; Kansas Republicans also have been unable to muster the votes for gerrymandering, and success in Florida is not assured. But no state has faced the White House-directed onslaught that Indiana has.

I received several answers. Most, however, said that the push for mid-decade redistricting simply ran afoul of the small-c conservatism on which many Indiana Republican legislators still pride themselves. "Midwesterners being midwestern," one anti-redistricting advocate replied with a shrug outside the senate chamber. Republicans told me that state Senate opponents of redrawing the maps tended to be more institutionalist than MAGA, echoing a divide that still crops up among the party's lawmakers in Washington. "I'm such a rule follower, it's not even funny," Walker said during his committee speech on Monday.

Read: 'None of this is good for Republicans'

Democrats told me that many Republican senators in Indiana remained far more pragmatic than their counterparts in Congress have become during the Trump era. In this, they have more in common with Indiana Republicans from an earlier era, such as former Governor Mitch Daniels (a public opponent of redistricting) and the late Senator Richard Lugar, who was known for his friendship with President Barack Obama. Senators have clashed with Republican governors (including former Vice President Mike Pence) over other national flash-point issues such as abortion and gay rights. Most of what they debate, however, draws little interest from the president and his allies. "A lot of these people are not die-hard partisans," Nick Roberts, a 25-year-old member of the Indianapolis city council, told me. Roberts has spoken out against the redistricting plan and is the only Democrat known to have received threats as a result.

The debate on Monday was notably more collegial than the acrimonious exchanges that have proliferated in Congress. Democrats are largely powerless in the Indiana legislature, holding just 10 out of the senate's 50 seats. But they effusively praised Gaskill, a redistricting supporter and staunch Trump backer, for his handling of the hearing even as they encouraged their colleagues to continue bucking the president. "He does not care about Republicans in Indiana. He does not care about Republican senators," Senator Fady Qaddoura, a Democrat representing part of Indianapolis, said of Trump during the hearing. "And if you stand in his way, he will destroy you." Then he said to Republicans: "I pray for you. I pray for your safety."

In the lead-up to Thanksgiving, opponents of redistricting believed that the pressure campaign was fading. A significant bloc of Republicans had joined with Democrats to reject a special legislative session demanded by Trump and called by the governor. But then Bray announced that, indeed, the state Senate would return this month to vote on any redistricting bill passed by the state House, where GOP support for the proposal has been stronger. "Getting that call was a call no one wanted to get," Shelli Yoder, Indiana's Senate Democratic leader, told me. "We really wanted to turn that page."

The lobbying intensified once again. Turning Point Action, a political arm of the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA, declared that it would help raise more than $10 million to spend in primaries against GOP legislators in Indiana who vote against redistricting. As Republicans filed into the chamber yesterday to continue debating the bill, Senator Dan Dernulc told a colleague that he had received a bomb threat to his home the night before. In a brief interview, he would not say how he planned to vote today but declared that the threat would not move him. "I'm going to do what's right and let the chips fall where they may," Dernulc said.

Senator Sue Glick, a Republican opponent of redistricting, received a text from Blair, the senior Trump aide, shortly before the floor debate began yesterday, she told me. Earlier this week, she answered a call that she thought was coming from one of her aides. "Hello, Jim," she said. "No," the caller replied, "this is Mike Johnson from Washington." Perplexed, Glick asked him, "And who are you with?" He replied that he was the speaker of the House. "You know," Glick joked to me, "I'm from the sticks."

Glick said that she and Johnson had a cordial conversation, but she would not back the bill. "There's no good reason for this," she said, commenting that it was "ridiculous" that Indiana had been dragged into a Washington fight that the state did not want. Glick said emails and phone calls from her constituents were running overwhelmingly against the redistricting plan. Backers of the bill have accused Democrats of orchestrating a public outcry--a charge Glick dismissed. In her district, she said, a meeting of the Democratic county committee could be held "in the phone booth behind the courthouse. There's not that many Democrats." When I asked her about Trump's threats to launch a primary challenge against Republicans such as her, she replied: "That's fine. I trust the people to make the right decision."

Read: The Trump steamroller is broken

There were other signs that the White House's strong-arm tactics were backfiring. After Trump used a slur demeaning people with disabilities late last month against the governor of Minnesota, State Senator Mike Bohacek, a Republican who has a daughter with Down syndrome, called out the president and reaffirmed his opposition to the proposal. A rally held last week by Turning Point Action at the statehouse in Indianapolis drew a paltry crowd compared with demonstrations organized by redistricting opponents.

Threats of primary challenges are more potent in Indiana state House races, where lawmakers are up for reelection every two years and will face a filing deadline early next year. Only half of the senators will be on the ballot next year, and a number of Republicans in the chamber have already announced their retirement. GOP senators also have reason to doubt that either Trump or his allies will follow through on promised spending in the coming years, particularly for those whose next election isn't until 2028. "The idea that Trump would be spending political capital not just four months from now, but two and a- half years from now, individually targeting Indiana senators who defied them on one vote? Just crazy," Roberts said. By 2028, "they will have bigger fish to fry."

As the week wore on, opponents of redistricting grew cautiously optimistic that the state Senate would defeat the bill. One Republican critic told me that they were confident the legislation would fail, but added: "I don't want to say anything that's going to jeopardize the vote." Another, speaking on the condition of anonymity because of how sensitive the debate had become, told me that "if anything," the heavy-handed tactics had made Republican senators "dig in their heels a little bit." The senator, who opposes redistricting, said that as he was driving to Indianapolis on Monday, he was worried about how many "no" votes would flip to "yes." But as he began talking with his colleagues, he realized they were holding firm. Later today, he and the rest of the country will find out exactly how much arm-twisting Indiana Republicans can withstand.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/12/indiana-republicans-trump-gop-redistricting/685220/?utm_source=feed
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What Explains Trump's Aggression Toward Venezuela? Who Knows.

To better understand the president's foreign policy, one must study the behavior of small children.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Updated at 11:13 a.m. ET on December 11, 2025

After campaigning on promises to end American entanglements overseas, Donald Trump announced a mere month after winning the 2024 presidential election that the United States' "ownership and control of Greenland is an absolute necessity" for "National Security and Freedom throughout the World." In his inaugural address, weeks later, he delivered a casus belli against Panama, accusing the country of mistreating the United States: "China is operating the Panama Canal. And we didn't give it to China. We gave it to Panama, and we're taking it back."

Now, as the first year of his second term draws to a close, President Trump is mobilizing for war against ... Venezuela?

The buildup to a possible conflict with Venezuela, which has included attacks on boats and a gathering of forces in the Caribbean, is unusual, even surreal, in its lack of a coherent public rationale. Not only has the administration failed to seek authorization for continued operations from Congress--as the Constitution requires for any military action longer than 60 days--it is barely engaging in the kind of jingoistic rhetoric that usually prefigures a conflict. The administration has doubled the reward for anything that might help lead to Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's capture, but Trump hasn't convincingly explained why.

Read: Trump's boat strikes could make the cartel problem worse

The administration has insisted that Trump is targeting Venezuela because of its involvement in the drug trade. "This mission defends our Homeland, removes narco-terrorists from our Hemisphere, and secures our Homeland from the drugs that are killing our people," Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth wrote on X in November. Donald Trump Jr. recently defended his father's air strikes on alleged drug boats in the Caribbean by arguing that drug cartels pose "a far greater clear and present danger to the United States than anything going on in Ukraine and Russia."

A problem with this explanation is that regime change is an incredibly cost-ineffective strategy in any war on drugs. Another is that Trump, who has pardoned or otherwise granted clemency to more than 90 drug criminals across both terms, has taken a shockingly lax posture on the narcotics trade. On his second day in office this year, he pardoned Ross Ulbricht, the founder of Silk Road, once the largest online black market for drugs and goods. Trump recently pardoned former Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez, who had been convicted in an American court of turning his country into a "narco-state" that was exporting drugs to the U.S. It makes little sense why Trump would go out of his way to free one Latin American leader but take another one out for the same offense.

There is a long, sordid history of national leaders, including American ones, publicly lying their way into war while insiders know the real reason. In this case, the administration is barely spinning a story, and it's not clear that anyone actually knows the real reason for the military buildup in the region or the deadly strikes on alleged drug boats, which have killed nearly 90 people since September.

Is Trump targeting Venezuela because Maduro's government is a dictatorship? The U.S. did indeed declare Maduro's electoral victory last year illegitimate, but Trump himself loves dictators. He enjoys their company and waxes jealous over the displays of submission they receive. One might hypothesize that Maduro is different because he is a left-wing dictator, unlike Trump favorites such as Vladimir Putin and Viktor Orban, but that doesn't hold up, either--Trump has fawned more ostentatiously over the Communist dictators Xi Jinping and Kim Jong Un than any other president in history.

Toppling Maduro also doesn't align with Trump's long-standing criticism of regime change. His foreign-policy-strategy document, published in November, affirms, "We seek good relations and peaceful commercial relations with the nations of the world without imposing on them democratic or other social change that differs widely from their traditions and histories."

Lacking any halfway-plausible case for war, Trump's supporters have resorted to depicting anybody who criticizes his actions as sympathetic to his targets. Joe Concha's column in the Washington Examiner is headlined, "Anti-Trump Democrats Appear to Take the Side of Narco-Terrorists." The invocation of the term narco-terrorist is most precisely defined as "a drug dealer Trump doesn't like."

Batya Ungar-Sargon, who has previously complained that Trump was unfairly denied the Nobel Peace Prize, is trying to rerun the Iraq War playbook by labeling narcotics a kind of weapon of mass destruction. "To Democrats and their sympathetic media, you're not allowed to stop chemical weapons from killing your children," she declared recently. "You're supposed to politely ask them not to come. And if they do, you're supposed to politely put them on trial, with a taxpayer-funded lawyer, of course."

If you remove politely, which anyone who's seen Breaking Bad or Narcos knows is not how the Drug Enforcement Administration operates, Ungar-Sargon's account of America's antidrug policy is accurate. The way it traditionally works is that we tell foreign drug dealers not to come, and, yes, if they do, we try them in court. The practice is less dramatic than using missiles to destroy boats that might have drugs, but it has the advantages of being legal and less likely to incinerate innocent fishermen.

As it happens, the only figure in this conflict who has treated drug lords with politeness is Trump, who announced on Truth Social in late November, "I will be granting a Full and Complete Pardon to Former President Juan Orlando Hernandez who has been, according to many people that I greatly respect, treated very harshly and unfairly."

Jeff Flake: When leaders mistake brutality for strength

Donald Trump Jr. recently tried to explain his father's foreign doctrine as a kind of brilliant unpredictability. "What's good about my father, and what's unique about my father, is you don't know what he's going to do," he said. "The fact that he's not predictable ... forces everyone to actually deal in an intellectually honest capacity."

Intellectual honesty does not seem to be the hallmark of this administration's foreign policy. A more helpful way of understanding the president's whims is to think of him as a small child who develops an obsessive fixation on a new toy before losing all interest. You can wait him out or try to appease him, but you can't talk him into a rational assessment of cost versus benefit, or assume his stated preference will hold true for very long.

This puts the president's defenders in an uncomfortable position. Perhaps Trump will follow through on his threats to rid the world of the supposed perils of Maduro and his alleged drug cartels, or maybe he'll just move on. Residents of Greenland and Panama are certainly grateful the president has found a new toy.



This article originally misstated the full name of the Drug Enforcement Administration.
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John Roberts's Dream Is Finally Coming True

The chief justice has been working to neuter the Voting Rights Act since the beginning of his career.

by David Daley

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




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

In 1982, when the Voting Rights Act was up for reauthorization, the Reagan Justice Department had a goal: preserve the VRA in name only, while rendering it unenforceable in practice. A young John Roberts was the architect of that campaign. He may soon get to finish what he started.

Last month, at the oral argument in Louisiana v. Callais, a majority of the conservative justices seemed to signal their willingness to forbid any use of race data in redistricting. That could lead to the end of the VRA's Section 2 protections for minority voters, and allow states across the South to redraw congressional districts currently represented by Black Democrats into whiter, more rural, and more conservative seats, potentially before the 2026 midterms.

A central question of the case, hotly debated during oral arguments, is whether Section 2 should prohibit election laws and procedures that have a racially discriminatory effect, or just those passed with clear racially discriminatory intent. Roberts almost certainly had flashbacks. This is the same question that was at the center of the 1982 reauthorization fight. Back then, the future chief justice's job was to design the Department of Justice's VRA strategy.

When Roberts first arrived at DOJ in 1981, fresh off a clerkship for William Rehnquist at the Supreme Court, he was assigned two important portfolios: prepping Sandra Day O'Connor for her confirmation hearings and voting rights. O'Connor sailed through the Senate. The VRA would be more contentious: A 1980 Supreme Court decision in City of Mobile v. Bolden had required plaintiffs making a Section 2 claim to prove that lawmakers had racial-discrimination intent. That's difficult to demonstrate, and it brought nearly all Section 2 litigation to a halt.

Read: This is the presidency that John Roberts has built

Civil-rights groups, Democrats, and moderate Republicans wanted to use the VRA reauthorization to override Mobile and clarify that Congress clearly meant to remedy all racially discriminatory effects. The Reagan administration was divided. Moderate Reaganites did not want to battle over the landmark law, which was popular. Ideological conservatives within DOJ spoiled for a fight. They were content to extend the act, just so long as it was impossible to use. Roberts led the way.

Roberts's papers from this era, housed at the National Archives, show his determination and dedication. They include memos and talking points, draft op-eds, scripted answers for bosses to deliver in meetings and before Congress, and presentations he gave to senators and Hill staff. These files show how Roberts devised the messaging strategies that made it possible for the administration to claim it supported the VRA, while actually helping to neuter it--an approach he has since mastered as chief justice.

When Roberts started as a special assistant to Attorney General William French Smith at DOJ in August 1981, pragmatic White House aides who wanted to avoid the messiness of a voting-rights fight appeared to hold the winning hand. Earlier that summer, the conservative representative Henry Hyde had experienced something of a conversion after public hearings across the South, reversed his own position, and urged his old friend Ronald Reagan to come aboard. Reagan addressed a national NAACP convention that June and vowed he would never allow barriers to be placed between any citizen and the ballot box. By August, he told The Washington Star that he would back whatever 10-year reauthorization Congress sent him, punting the question of intent versus effects to lawmakers.

But that fall, as the White House planned to release a statement confirming that Reagan would support whatever compromise Congress reached, DOJ pushed back hard. The attorney general demanded a meeting with Reagan. Following the meeting, Reagan embraced two of Smith's proposals--maintaining the intent standard, and making it easier for localities to escape Section 5 preclearance, which required all bodies in covered states to get approval before making any changes to election law or procedures. (Roberts would effectively end that requirement with his decision in 2013's Shelby County v. Holder, neutering the law by freezing the formula that determined which states were covered.)

Reagan now declared the effects standard "new and untested"--a position that hewed almost verbatim to Roberts's talking points. In his end-of-year news conference, Reagan channeled Roberts again. The effect rule "could lead to the type of thing in which effect could be judged if there was some disproportion in the number of officials who were elected at any governmental level," Reagan said. "You could come down to where all of society had to have an actual quota system."

Listen: If the Voting Rights Act falls

This is almost exactly what Roberts would write in his December 1981 memo titled "Why Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act Should Be Retained Unchanged": "Incorporation of an effects test in SS2 would establish essentially a quota system for electoral politics." Then came the line that could be seen as defining decades of future jurisprudence: "Violations of SS2 should not be made too easy to prove, since they provide a basis for the most intrusive interference imaginable by federal courts into state and local processes."

Roberts inspired Reagan's shift. His words and ideas made up the core of the president's statements. He placed the administration into an intent-versus-effects fight that Reagan's political counselors thought unnecessary.

The next battle would be before the U.S. Senate. Roberts would script that too.

The Senate debate had kicked off with a mid-November New York Times op-ed from Vernon Jordan, then head of the National Urban League, titled "Diluting Voting Rights." Roberts must not have liked what he read. Reagan's endorsement of the intent standard "was not only a political mistake," Jordan wrote, but a "disservice" to conservatism. Then the civil-rights leader lowered the boom. Intent to discriminate, he wrote, is impossible to prove.

"Local officials don't wallpaper their offices with memos about how to restrict minority-group members' access to the polling booth," Jordan wrote. "Discriminatory effects, however, are clear to all." Proving intent, he argued, shifted and required the burden of proof and required evidence that "would be virtually impossible to assemble."

"The President's endorsement of the Voting Rights Act," he concluded, "is a sham."

Roberts quickly drafted a counterattack and circulated it to DOJ higher-ups. The pugnacious response insists that the intent test would make a "radical change" to the Voting Rights Act and slams the House version as a "radical experiment." Roberts conceded that local officials might not wallpaper their offices with racist memos, but insisted that "circumstantial evidence" would still suffice, "as Mr. Jordan presumably knows."

"The only ones who could be disappointed by the President's actions," Roberts held, "are not those truly concerned about the right to vote but rather those who, for whatever reason, were simply spoiling for a fight," fiercely attacking the integrity of a man who had devoted his life to the struggle for civil rights.

Roberts's audience wasn't civil-rights leaders or New York Times readers. The DOJ team needed to keep the number of Senate proponents for the intent test below 60, the threshold for defeating a filibuster. Senator Strom Thurmond chaired the Senate Judiciary Committee. Opponents of the VRA's effects provision felt confident that they could engineer a host of obstructionist feints and amendments to block its passage. So it shocked them when Senator Charles Mathias, a Republican, filed his bill, which included the effects test, with 60 co-sponsors. If the coalition of 40 Democrats and 21 Republicans held, the reauthorization would pass easily. Thurmond sputtered in disbelief when informed of the number: "They must not have read the bill!"

A stunned Roberts prepared to fight on. "Do not be fooled by the House vote or the 61 Senate sponsors of the House bill into believing that the President cannot win on this issue," Roberts wrote in a January 1982 memo to the attorney general. Roberts's allies were segregationists, his math was bad, and his political instincts worse, but he urged his troops onward, confident in his own assessment of Congress. "Many members of the House did not know they were doing more than simply extending the Act, and several of the 61 Senators have already indicated that they only intended to support simple extension," he wrote. "Once the senators are educated on the differences between the President's position and the House bill, and the serious dangers in the House bill," Roberts insisted, "solid support will emerge for the President's position."

Roberts worked every angle. The Senate Judiciary Committee was a chance to educate senators. The day before the attorney general was scheduled to testify, the administration abruptly asked for a delay. Roberts remained focused. On January 25, 1982, he sent Smith a memo of likely questions and suggested answers to help guide his remarks. In his behind-the-scenes brief to his boss, it's apparent that Roberts was not willing to countenance a single improvement to the VRA.

In the brief, in detailing his objections to the effects test, Roberts supplied a tendentious account of supposed open-minded inquiry that pointedly ignored the testimony of experts and misrepresented the words of civil-rights leaders. He counseled Smith to tell Congress that "in reviewing the Voting Rights Act last summer in the course of preparing recommendations to the President, I met personally with scores of civil rights leaders." Roberts wrote, "The one theme from these discussions was clear: the Act has been the most successful civil rights legislation ever enacted and it should be extended unchanged. As the old saying goes, if it isn't broken, don't fix it."

Here Roberts was merely parroting an earlier talking point he'd circulated during the House debate; it had nothing to do with the actual views of civil-rights leaders who, in fact, were determined at all costs to repair the defective Mobile decision.

His memo encouraged Smith to double down on loose talk of racial quotas before Thurmond's committee, contending without any empirical backing that the effects test "would establish a quota system for electoral politics"--here he underlined quota system--which "we believe is fundamentally inconsistent with democratic principles."

The next day, January 26, Roberts again urged Smith to stiffen his resolve on the effects question as the attorney general prepared to begin his testimony. Roberts also attended a crucial meeting at the White House where DOJ officials sought to shore up Reagan's opposition to the effects test--"once and for all," a seemingly frustrated Roberts wrote.

Read: The decision that could end voting rights

In this final prehearing memo, the young aide exhorted his boss: "I recommend taking a very positive and aggressive stance." Roberts certainly followed that advice; he had grown weary of all the bureaucratic skirmishing with Reagan's political team, and demanded that the White House "actively work" to enact DOJ's preferred policy. He insisted his position could be sold politically. "The President's position is a very positive one," Roberts wrote, repeating his pet mantra. "If it isn't broken, don't fix it."

In his memos, Roberts maintained that the effects test would "throw into litigation existing electoral systems at every level of government nationwide when there is no evidence of voting abuses nationwide supporting the need for such a change." Roberts also again sought to tie opposition to the effects test to the administration's overall stance on race and affirmative action. "Just as we oppose quotas in employment and education, so too we oppose them in elections." Roberts concluded, imperiously, "It is very important that the fight be won, and the President is fully committed to this effort. His staff should be as well."

No one could question Roberts's commitment. That day he sent Smith yet another memo, a two-page response to an editorial in The Washington Post that endorsed the effects test. Then, in an early February 1982 memo to his direct boss, Brad Reynolds, Roberts offered handwritten edits on a draft op-ed. "I do not agree with the Attorney General that it is necessary to 'talk down' to the audience," Roberts proclaimed. "The frequent writings in this area by our adversaries have gone unanswered for too long."

Roberts remained hopeful that his position would prevail in the Senate, either by putting the filibuster back in play, enabling a presidential veto, or slowing things down sufficiently in order to gain a negotiating cudgel as the VRA neared expiration. Whatever obstructionist vision beguiled him most, Roberts worked the Senate hard. He assembled clips of op-eds aligned with his side along with his "Why Section Two of the Voting Rights Should Be Retained Unchanged" essay to be sent to friendly offices. He ran all this past Ken Starr--then a counselor to Smith, 16 years before the Monica Lewinsky investigation--with a handwritten note penned daringly on the attorney general's letterhead: "Ken--possibilities to distribute to senators." He signed it simply "John."

Orrin Hatch's Judiciary subcommittee--after five weeks of hearings focused almost entirely on intent versus effects--began to fall into line. It preserved the intent standard in the Senate bill, which then moved to Thurmond's kingdom, the full committee. By then, Senator Bob Dole had seen enough. The Kansas Republican was determined that the GOP be the party of Lincoln, not Thurmond. He quietly settled the matter: Section 2 would carry the effects standard. The language of the accompanying Senate report could not have been clearer. Racial effects would be enough. Dole informed Reagan that DOJ could continue to fight--but they'd lose. He had at least 80 votes.

Back at Justice, Roberts's band of brothers didn't seethe so much as they threw up their hands in resignation. "The Reagan administration took the principled view over the politically advantageous," Michael Carvin, the famed conservative litigator who served at DOJ with Roberts, told me, "and then they eventually caved."

A different strategy would be needed. That April, as Roberts and others at DOJ battled, young conservative law students, joined by mentors such as Robert Bork and Antonin Scalia, would have the first national gathering of what would become known as the Federalist Society at Yale Law. Conservatives came to a new conclusion: If you want to change the law, change the judges.

More than two decades later, about to ascend to the high court, Roberts would brush aside concerns about his views on voting rights by suggesting that the 1982 fight was a youthful folly, and that he had just been doing his job. "Senator," Roberts told Russell Feingold, a Wisconsin Democrat, "you keep referring to what I supported and what I wanted to do. I was a 26-year-old staff lawyer. It was my first job as a lawyer after my clerkships. I was not shaping administration policy. The administration policy was shaped by the attorney general on whose staff I served. It was the policy of President Reagan. It was to extend the Voting Rights Act without change for the longest period in history at that point, and it was my job to promote the attorney general's view and the president's view on that issue. And that's what I was doing."

Read: How the Court became a voting-rights foe

This was not entirely accurate. Once again, Roberts was masterfully playacting support for a law he worked to thwart. The effects standard came from DOJ. It was not originally the policy of President Reagan. It was not the president's view. Roberts had done far more than what he claimed under oath. And when he and fellow young Reaganite Samuel Alito arrived at the Supreme Court, the arguments that had once lost in Congress would now carry the day--not because things had actually changed in the South, but because the arena moved to the judiciary.

Now John Roberts doesn't need the president, 60 senators, or 218 representatives. Four like-minded conservatives on the Court would be enough. It appears there are five--plus Roberts himself.



This article was adapted from David Daley's book, Antidemocratic.
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USAID Hired the Right-Wing Influencer Responsible for Its Decimation

Mike Benz was brought aboard to find evidence for his claims that the agency is secretly a spy operation.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




If the U.S. Agency for International Development is a front for the CIA, we're about to find out all about it. A new official inside the agency is prepared to blow the lid off the whole conspiracy.



That official is Mike Benz, a right-wing influencer who popularized the notion that Taylor Swift is a secret NATO asset and once wrote, under a pseudonym, "I want white identity politics to grow like wildfire." Benz rose to prominence last year by spreading fantastical claims about USAID, portraying the agency as a terrorist organization or a spy operation--or both. His comments caught the attention of Elon Musk, setting into motion the dramatic dismantling of the agency. USAID, Benz argued earlier this year, "is notorious for funding the darkest, most controversial, most horrifying projects known to all of mankind."



So it was somewhat surprising for staff remaining at the decimated agency when Benz strode into their office last week. U.S. officials who spoke with me on the condition of anonymity to describe Benz's position said he's a special government employee, a type of executive-branch appointee brought in to perform important services for a limited period of time. Musk had the same status when his DOGE initiative took a chainsaw to the federal bureaucracy.



Benz's mission, officials told me, is to use the agency's archives to substantiate his own allegations about USAID's pernicious influence in the world--its role in foreign regime change, its promotion of "state-sponsored hit pieces," and its suppression of free speech. He's fixated, for example, on communications among USAID staff following the 2024 election, which he has told associates hold the key to the agency's wrongdoing. But his ambitions are ultimately broader, officials said. He wants to prove that USAID has secretly incited so-called color revolutions, a pejorative used often by Russian President Vladimir Putin to blame Western powers for popular uprisings in post-Soviet countries.



Benz did not respond to a request for comment. Current and former USAID employees predicted that Benz's research is going to come up short.



Until this year, USAID provided food, medicine, shelter, and access to clean water in some of the bleakest parts of the world. Its programs treated acute malnutrition in Ethiopia, brought hygiene and sanitation projects to displaced Gazans, and offered security and shelter to Haitians fleeing gang violence. Its roughly 10,000 employees worked in more than 100 countries; in the most recent fiscal year, it spent $21.7 billion, accounting for a mere 0.3 percent of federal spending.



The agency was created by Congress in 1961, an outgrowth of Cold War competition. Humanitarian assistance, the thinking went, was vital to the kind of soft power necessary to counter Soviet influence. In its early years, USAID sometimes advanced CIA operations, perhaps most notoriously through a blandly titled Office of Public Safety that trained police and paramilitary forces in allied countries. A series of reforms sought to divorce development initiatives from intelligence work. Some clandestine work continued. In 2010, USAID created a social-networking service in Cuba designed to kindle opposition to the government.



Predictably, USAID is deeply unpopular with autocratic regimes, which accuse the agency of meddling in their internal affairs. In addition to food and clean water, USAID grants have supported election monitors, anti-corruption watchdogs, and independent media outlets. In 2012, Putin's government blocked the agency's grants and expelled its workers. Human-rights activists lamented USAID's departure, but Russian authorities argued that its true aim was improper political influence. The same argument--that humanitarian assistance was a smoke screen for regime change--eventually found support among Trump acolytes.



Read: Inside the USAID fire sale



Enter Mike Benz, a brash 41-year-old who worked mid-level jobs in Donald Trump's first administration, including a short stint at the State Department. Afterward, he founded the Foundation for Freedom Online, presenting himself as a "national expert on how the government, agencies, non-profits, and large internet platforms work together to censor the speech of Americans." This year, the Trump administration has illegally targeted noncitizens for pro-Palestinian speech, according to a federal judge appointed by Ronald Reagan; threatened broadcast networks over unfavorable coverage; and encouraged campaigns of intimidation against people who criticize the slain right-wing activist Charlie Kirk. But in Benz's telling, the foremost threat to free expression is USAID and associated U.S. humanitarian missions cloaking plots against global right-wing movements. "USAID declared censorship holy war against every single populist group," Benz has said. If USAID didn't exist, he argued, former Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro would still be in power "and Brazil would still have a free and open internet."



In the weeks before Trump returned to the White House and put Musk in charge of downsizing the federal government, Benz's outlandish claims appeared to ignite Musk's animus toward USAID. On Joe Rogan's podcast, Benz argued that the agency's very name was some kind of psychological operation. "Your brain is being tricked when you see the phrase USAID," he said during the December 3, 2024, broadcast. "It's not an aid organization." USAID, Benz said, "is effectively a switch player to assist the Pentagon on the national-security front, to assist the State Department on the national-interest front, or to assist the intelligence community on a sort of clandestine-operations front."



Musk reposted highlights from the podcast with the caption, "Mike Benz just revealed everything." Weeks later, Musk's DOGE initiative began freezing grants and putting agency staff on leave. Benz's assertions--including his reference to USAID as the "Terror Titanic"--offered justification for "feeding USAID into the wood chipper," as Musk boasted of doing in February. He called USAID a "criminal organization." A Washington Post analysis at the time found that the billionaire had reposted, replied to, or otherwise mentioned Benz more than 160 times in the previous year, and that he had never posted about USAID before interacting with Benz's content.



Benz's influence quickly grew. He landed an interview on Tucker Carlson's podcast and appeared with Secretary of State Marco Rubio in April to celebrate a move by the State Department to shut down an office aimed at countering foreign disinformation. "This is amazing news," Benz said.



It was a remarkable star turn for a right-wing activist who once worked in the shadows. Benz used to blog under the pseudonym "Frame Game," as NBC News reported in 2023, exposing comments he had made about "white genocide" and "Jewish influence." In a lengthy post on social media responding to the revelations, Benz said he was Jewish and that his intent was actually to "get people who hated Jews to stop hating Jews."



In one post, from 2018, he elaborated on his aims: "I want two things for the world my grandkids grow up in: (1) A nuclear proliferation treaty on ethnic identity politics in America, and (2) a reversal of white demographic suicide." There were white nationalists who wanted to go further than that, he acknowledged. "I'm not a White Nationalist," he wrote. "I don't have any problem with White Nationalists; it's just not me."



Musk may have fed USAID into the wood chipper, but the agency is not fully dead. The Office of Management and Budget, led by the powerful Trump ally Russell Vought, gained responsibility for its oversight at the end of August. A U.S. official estimated that about 75 people still work at USAID, managing remaining contracts and helping transfer other functions to the State Department.



The majority of the agency's employees used to be distributed around the world; they were laid off or put on leave. Those who remain occupy the ninth floor of an office building in downtown Washington, about three blocks from the White House. That's where Benz showed up last week, telling his new colleagues that Vought had hired him as a special government employee and given him a mandate to investigate USAID from the inside. A spokesperson for Vought did not respond to a request for comment.



Benz has already chafed at aspects of his role, officials told me. He complained to multiple colleagues about the orientation session on ethics, arguing that his status as a special government employee should allow him to operate outside of traditional protocols, as Musk did. In these conversations, he expressed concern, one of the officials told me, that he could be accused of improperly benefiting from his government role by using nonpublic information on his social media. His online commentary continues unabated. In recent days, he wrote on social media that he holds USAID responsible for politically motivated arrests in foreign countries, including in Moldova, the former Soviet republic neighboring Ukraine.



Read: The Trump administration is about to incinerate 500 tons of emergency aid



Current and former USAID staff I spoke with predicted that Benz's research project will end up being consistent with a pattern in Trump's second term: acolytes of the president who whipped up supporters with grotesque tales of government wrongdoing suddenly gaining government power and struggling to find facts to support their mudslinging. This has played out most notably in the case of government files about Jeffrey Epstein, which Trump and his associates once dangled before their base as evidence of Democratic malfeasance but then resisted releasing once they took office.



It's also consistent with the Trump administration's willingness to devote government resources to the investigation of far-fetched claims that seem cribbed from extremist online forums. In June, I reported that the Department of Transportation had agreed to spend as much as $2.1 million to investigate assertions made by the president that diversity, equity, and inclusion programs were to blame for the deadly January crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport.



Meanwhile, Epstein's victims say they still lack answers. The Federal Aviation Administration is still short on air-traffic controllers, who are needed to prevent deadly plane crashes. And, according to a study in the medical journal The Lancet, 14 million people could die over the next five years because of USAID cuts.
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The Trump Administration Actually Backed Down

Alina Habba's resignation is a sign that some checks are still checking.

by Quinta Jurecic

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




Yesterday, Alina Habba turned--where else?--to X, the Trump administration's second-favorite social-media app, to announce her resignation from a job she did not legally hold. She had "decided to step down" as the top prosecutor in New Jersey, she wrote, after an appeals court ruled last week that she had lacked authority to serve in the role since mid-July. "But do not mistake compliance for surrender," she warned. "You can take the girl out of New Jersey, but you cannot take New Jersey out of the girl."

Habba's resignation announcement was as baffling as the legal questions that booted her out of the office. At first, it seemed like the administration was giving up the fight to keep her in the job--until Attorney General Pam Bondi published a companion X post, several minutes later, clarifying that the Justice Department would be appealing the disqualification ruling. (Perhaps you can't take the girl out of New Jersey after all?) The fog of confusion around Donald Trump's effort to install Habba in the U.S. Attorney's Office for the District of New Jersey has yet to entirely lift. Still, amid the legal technicalities and blustering X posts, something quietly important happened: The judiciary stood up to the Trump administration's abuse of power--and the administration backed down.

The peculiar drama around Habba's appointment traces back to this August, when a district judge first found that Trump had illegally installed her in the role. The president had maneuvered to keep her in New Jersey as a way of getting around restrictions meant to prevent a president from appointing his cronies to powerful positions without Senate oversight. He did the same in other U.S. attorney's offices across the country, selecting allies willing to harass his enemies. In the Eastern District of Virginia, he picked Lindsey Halligan, who secured meritless indictments against Trump opponents James Comey and Letitia James--a victory for Trump, until a judge found Halligan's appointment illegal and tossed out both cases. Earlier this month, the week after Halligan's disqualification, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit upheld the August ruling that Habba had been illegally appointed, too. Across the country, judges have disqualified two other U.S. attorneys and are weighing the legality of the appointments of two others.

Read: The Trump lawyer scandal is about something much deeper than legal technicalities

The Third Circuit was the first appeals court to consider Trump's scheme--and its ruling was a major test for how the administration, ostentatiously belligerent toward the courts, would respond to the judiciary's check on presidential power. For the first week following the ruling, the White House and the Justice Department said nothing at all. Habba's X account, which after the lower court's ruling had posted with messages of defiance, remained dormant. Then yesterday's resignation announcement appeared.

Before 2025, the notion that executive compliance with a court order would be cause for special attention would have seemed absurd. But only weeks after Trump's second inauguration, the administration began hinting at the idea of ignoring judicial rulings it disliked. It has since grudgingly moved away from that defiant posture--perhaps in part because district judges have developed their own techniques for making life difficult for the government if it refuses to comply.

The mechanics of criminal justice, in particular, offer judges opportunities for pushing back against spurious prosecutions and similar abuses, as the former prosecutor Randall Eliason recently wrote. In Virginia, the Comey prosecution has foundered not only because of Halligan's illegal appointment, but as a result of judges' objections to the many impermissible legal shortcuts the government appears to have taken along the way--such as searching for evidence without a warrant and informing grand jurors that they could indict Comey on the basis of information that Halligan had yet to actually produce. In New Jersey, following the initial court ruling against the legality of Habba's appointment, judges slowed the operation of criminal courts until they could gain confirmation as to whether her actions cast doubt on the legality of prosecutions across the state. Habba's X post suggests that this paralysis shaped her decision to step down "to protect the stability and integrity" of prosecutors' work.

Even as the administration acknowledged its defeat, it found ways to complain. Habba framed herself as a victim of courts that "became weapons for the politicized left." Likewise, Bondi decried "politicized judges."

Read: Pam Bondi, loyal servant

More substantively, the department's overly complicated response to Habba's disqualification will also create new, unnecessary problems. Habba announced that she would be leaving the office but would return as U.S. attorney if the government succeeds in overturning the Third Circuit's ruling. (Until then, she will serve as "Senior Advisor to the Attorney General for U.S. Attorneys," a position that appears to never have been mentioned on the Justice Department website before yesterday's announcement.) This strange setup will arm Habba's challengers with the additional legal argument that the appeal should be dismissed as moot, given that Habba is not currently in the role. In another twist, Bondi also announced that the U.S. attorney's office will be led in the meantime by not one but three prosecutors, all of whom have ties to Habba or other Justice Department leadership. Criminal defendants in New Jersey are sure to challenge this arrangement.

This past spring, the law professors Leah Litman and Daniel Deacon coined the phrase legalistic noncompliance to describe the Trump administration's habit of wielding "an array of specious legal arguments to conceal what is actually pervasive defiance of judicial oversight." As Litman and Deacon predicted, the government has since somewhat--though not entirely--backed away from this strategy in the face of stricter oversight from district judges and rising public disapproval. The Justice Department's conduct in the Habba case might be understood as the inverse of how legalistic noncompliance conceals disregard for the courts: Here, the government is complying, but in a posture of opposition that seeks to obscure to the public that the administration is actually doing what the judiciary requires.

The approach is not unlike that of a small child who allows their parents to take them home from the park, but screams the whole way back. Like the yelling child, the Justice Department's unnecessarily complicated response to the Third Circuit ruling will probably cause some future headaches. But in the meantime, the government has, however sullenly, admitted defeat.
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The Neocons Were Right

Not about Iraq. But the moral tenor of their political writings could be an antidote to Trumpism.

by David Brooks

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




What comes after Donald Trump? What compelling social vision can replace MAGA's offerings and reverse the tide of global populism? In considering these questions, I find myself returning to an unlikely group of 20th-century thinkers: the neoconservatives.

These days, when people hear the word neocons, they tend to think of Republicans who supported the Iraq War. But the notoriety the neocons attained for supporting that war has obscured their origins as a dissident faction within the American left, one that was staunchly anti-communist but mostly preoccupied with domestic policy.

Here's why the original neocon thinkers--people such as Irving Kristol, James Q. Wilson, Jeane Kirkpatrick, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan--can be so helpful right now: They focused their attention on the bloody crossroads where morality and politics intersect. They saw politics through the lens of not only polling and social-science data, but also literature, philosophy, psychology, and theology. They asked the big questions--not just How can we win the next election? but How can we create a civilization to be proud of ? The moral and spiritual tenor of their political writings could be a tonic for a society in moral and spiritual crisis.

Neoconservatism coalesced into a movement in the 1970s, but it has its roots in the cafeteria of the City College of New York in the late 1930s. The poor immigrant kids who would go on to found the movement were the Trotskyists who sat in one alcove of that dining hall. They spent their days arguing with one another and with the Stalinists who sat in the neighboring alcove. In those days, Kristol, Irving Howe, Seymour Martin Lipset, Nathan Glazer, and others were convinced that communism was the future, and so it mattered what kind prevailed.

From the May 2025 issue: I should have seen MAGA coming

The neoconservatives all broke with Marxism during the Stalin era, and most of them became Franklin D. Roosevelt-style Democrats. Kristol fought the Nazis in Europe and realized that if communism ever came to America, it would turn into a massively corrupt criminal enterprise, which is what eventually happened in the Soviet Union. After the war, many of the neocons went on to become social scientists at places such as Harvard, Princeton, and UC Berkeley. Others became journalists or editors of magazines such as Commentary and Encounter.

Their second big shift occurred during the 1960s and '70s. Glazer went to work in the Kennedy administration, at the Housing and Home Finance Agency (the predecessor to the Department of Housing and Urban Development). In 1965, Kristol and Daniel Bell founded a magazine called The Public Interest. Swept up in the intoxicating social-science confidence of the era, they believed that we now had the knowledge to settle old ideological feuds and solve social problems scientifically. "Men are learning how to make an industrial economy work," Moynihan wrote in the magazine's first issue.

That confidence underlaid the explosion of social-policy making that helped define the '60s. Lyndon B. Johnson's Great Society brought a raft of new programs that aimed to eliminate poverty and inequality. The Nixon administration followed with more in the same vein--the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, along with a 20 percent increase in Social Security benefits and proposals for both a national health-insurance system and a universal basic income for households with children.

From 1960 to 1980, federal spending increased from about $91 billion to about $584 billion. In 1960, defense spending made up about half of the federal budget. By 1980, it was down to less than a quarter. At the start of 1960, approximately 250,000 people were on welfare in New York City. At the beginning of 1969, about 900,000 were.

The new programs did not produce the intended results. By the 1970s, the economy was in terrible shape, pushed into a recession by the Vietnam War, an oil embargo, and the high cost of Johnson's Great Society. In May 1975, the unemployment rate hit 9 percent. A few years later, the inflation rate neared 15 percent. The productivity rate started to decline in 1973--and the poverty rate ticked upward.

Social measures, too, painted a grim picture. From 1960 to 1980, divorce rates more than doubled. The share of children born out of wedlock more than tripled. Violent-crime rates also more than tripled. Drug use exploded. The public-housing projects that had been built with such promise turned into hellscapes. As someone who grew up in New York City in the '70s, I'm astounded by the level of social disorder we all learned to live with. Pretty much everyone I knew got mugged. In 1972 and 1973, there was a serial castrator and killer in Manhattan nicknamed Charlie Chop-Off. He was never caught, and such was the general chaos that it wasn't even that big of a story.

The neocons were mostly immigrant kids who'd grown up in places like Brooklyn, when the borough was still a haven for working-class New Yorkers. They had seen their families rise out of poverty by embracing the common bourgeois virtues: hard work, thrift, self-reliance, self-discipline, respect for tradition, and an intense focus on education. When the counterculture arose in the '60s, the neocons were dismayed to see affluent kids at Berkeley, Harvard, and Columbia dropping out, doing acid, denouncing the industrious and traditional culture of their parents, and embracing the social anarchy resulting from that culture's erosion.

The disillusionment of the '60s made neoconservatism bipartisan. Some neocons--such as Kristol, Norman Podhoretz, and Midge Decter--became Republicans. Others--such as Moynihan and Glazer--stuck with the Democrats. But they remained a coherent and ever more influential intellectual force in American life.

The events of the '60s and '70s taught the men and women who would become neocons two big lessons. The first was that society is a lot more complicated than it looks, and that many attempts to reengineer it end up producing no benefits at all--or worse. A 1971 essay by Glazer in Commentary, "The Limits of Social Policy," captured the chastened mood. So did Kristol's famous definition of a neoconservative: "a liberal who has been mugged by reality." In 1973, in another essay for Commentary, the neoconservative political scientist Aaron Wildavsky observed that experts had a lot of information about society's problems, but nobody knew how to fix them. Consequently, "vast amounts of money and even vaster amounts of enthusiasm were poured into various programs that ultimately ended in failure and bewilderment."

Those commonly associated with the neoconservative crew were not against trying to use government to relieve poverty or inequality--Moynihan, Glazer, and Bell were not libertarians or even small-government conservatives. But their insight was that if you're going to launch a big federal program, you had better acknowledge that most programs--whether job training, education reform, or efforts to reduce juvenile delinquency--fail. You had better have a lot of evidence that your idea will work, and you had better proceed cautiously, experimentally, and without building big bureaucracies.

Given this hard-earned skepticism and epistemological modesty, it is ironic that many later conservatives--including me--who had supped at the neocon table would come to embrace a grand project to create democracy in Iraq. In fact, the single most famous neoconservative essay on foreign policy is Jeane Kirkpatrick's 1979 article "Dictatorships & Double Standards," also in Commentary, in which she explains that laying the groundwork for a democracy where one does not yet exist requires decades of civil-society work. "It seems clear that the architects of contemporary American foreign policy have little idea of how to go about encouraging the liberalization of an autocracy," she wrote. Somehow, 24 years later, that lesson was forgotten on the way to Iraq.

Another important truth the neocons learned from the '60s is that you can't separate policy making from moral character. The political scientist James Q. Wilson put it this way in The Public Interest in 1985: "The most important change in how one defines the public interest that I have witnessed--and experienced--over the last twenty years has been a deepening concern for the development of character in the citizenry."

From the September 2023 issue: David Brooks on why Americans are so awful to one another

When trying to effect social change, Wilson continued, "the essential first step is to acknowledge that at root, in almost every area of important public concern, we are seeking to induce persons to act virtuously, whether as school children, applicants for public assistance, would-be lawbreakers, or voters and public officials. Not only is such conduct desirable in its own right, it appears now to be necessary if large improvements are to be made in those matters we consider problems: schooling, welfare, crime, and public finance."

When neocons evaluated any policy proposal, the core questions they asked were: Does this moralize or demoralize the people it touches? Does this induce them to behave more responsibly or less? By morality, they didn't mean the kind of fancy notions explored by Thomas Aquinas and Immanuel Kant. They just meant the basics: Does this policy encourage people to work hard, be good parents and neighbors, delay gratification, and recognize not just their rights but their responsibilities?

Neocons like Kristol had no problem with Social Security, which reduced poverty among seniors. Giving seniors money doesn't give them a greater incentive to grow old. But neoconservatives noticed that the number of single-parent families surged following the War on Poverty's expansion of welfare. A guaranteed income, they argued, reduced labor-force participation and the desire to work. They noticed that when you give a country permission to rack up a huge federal deficit, you are giving people permission to behave more and more selfishly toward future generations. So the neocons put virtue at the center of their public-policy thinking; they were not afraid to be moralistic.

They rejected the privatization of morality, which they saw happening around them, especially in the 1960s, '70s, and '80s. During that hyper-individualistic moment, many Americans valorized the idea that a person's values, tastes, and cultural attitudes are a private affair. Because everybody's moral standards are different, no one should try to impose their morality on someone else. Live and let live. That idea is still with us.

The neocons, by contrast, believed that humans are social and spiritual creatures whose souls are either ennobled or degraded by the systems, cultures, and behaviors in which we are enmeshed. We're constantly influencing and being influenced by one another. We're all reliant on a shared pool of moral capital--the values, norms, behaviors, and institutions that make it easier for people to be good. When you privatize morality, you drain the pool of shared moral capital.

The neocons inspected each of society's systems, trying to identify ways they ennobled or degraded people. For example, their support for capitalism was ambivalent because, although capitalism encourages risk taking and industriousness (good for the economy), it also tends to inflame greed and philistinism (bad for the soul). Bell's 1976 book, The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, noted that although capitalism relies on farsighted, self-disciplined people to create value and grow the economy, the advertising and the consumerist mentality that capitalism generates encourage shortsightedness and self-indulgence.

The neoconservatives also paid enormous attention to the mediating institutions of society, those entities that successfully transmit values from one generation to the next--families, neighborhoods, congregations, civic organizations. The neocons argued that the left, seeing society almost exclusively in terms of the individual and the state, gave short shrift to these valuable institutions. Because neocons saw them as seedbeds of character and as cultural shock absorbers for when times get hard, they were concerned that the expansion of the state seemed to be weakening and displacing these institutions. Though many neocons were not religious themselves, they were alarmed by the decline of religion and of congregational life. They were alarmed, too, by the policy of deinstitutionalization, which took mentally ill people out of mental-health facilities, put them on the street, and called it freedom. This kind of approach, neocons argued, was hopelessly hyper-individualized, placing the "freedom" of the individual before the safety of the community.

The neocons also paid enormous attention to the prevailing ethos of their time--what we might call the spirit of the age. They believed that this ethos was not driven primarily by economic and political forces, but shaped by shifts in culture and ideas. "Individuals, families, churches, and communities cannot operate in isolation, cannot long maintain values at odds with those legitimated by the state and popularized by the culture," Gertrude Himmelfarb, a neoconservative historian, wrote in The Public Interest in 1994. So if the wider assumptions of society are shaped by hyper-individualism, antinomianism, and (as Christopher Lasch put it) a culture of narcissism, then society is likely to deteriorate. One of Moynihan's famous essays, published in The American Scholar in 1993, was "Defining Deviancy Down," which theorized that as the amount of deviant behavior in a community rises, people tend to define behavior that was once considered deviant as normal and acceptable.

While old-fashioned conservatives cited Edmund Burke and libertarians cited Adam Smith, neocons never tired of quoting Alexis de Tocqueville. He shaped how they saw society--as a single civilization in which politics and culture, economics and morality, democracy and spirituality were all fundamentally inseparable. The spirit of civilization shapes who people are, how they perceive reality, and what they think is right and wrong. In every endeavor, the crucial question is: What sort of people are we nurturing into being?

The neoconservatives believed that they were living amid a crisis of values. Not a clash between two different value systems but a crisis in the very idea of value. Seduced by social-science rationalism, moral relativism, or political partisanship, people had trouble thinking clearly about what separates a morally healthy society from a morally unhealthy one. This created a void in the soul of society and engendered a sense of alienation. "Secular rationalism has been unable to produce a compelling, self-justifying moral code," Kristol said in 1991. The result is nihilism--an amoral culture in which people grow up without coherent values.

So how can neoconservative thinking help us today? The first big lesson of neoconservatism is that character is destiny. That lesson applies whether you're talking about the character of a leader, an organization, or a nation. If you disregard truth--as many Republicans plainly do these days--you will wind up in some pretty ugly places.

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

If you want to improve the character of a nation or an organization, you have to change its culture so that it nurtures basic decency. Which leads to the second lesson of neoconservatism: The most important values in a democratic society are the pedestrian bourgeois virtues. Aristocratic societies may do better at inspiring heroism, genius, love of honor. But democratic societies rely on showing up on time, working hard, being there for your neighbor, listening with curiosity, respecting traditions.

The third crucial insight from the neoconservatives is that culture drives history. The assumptions people rely on, the mental categories in their heads, the things they admire and disdain, the way they process the world, their norms and habits--all of this will determine how they behave.

But perhaps the most important belief that the neoconservatives can impart to us is that the American dream is real. The original neocons, the sons and daughters of immigrants, aspired to make it in America and contribute to their adopted home. If libertarians oriented their politics around freedom, and progressives oriented their politics around equality, the neocons tended to orient theirs around social mobility. They wanted to create a world in which poor boys and girls like themselves could rise and succeed. They understood that this ascent required not just economic opportunity, but also the right values.

Today, roughly 70 percent of Americans say they don't believe in the American dream. That loss of faith is like a giant bomb detonated in the middle of our society, robbing us of our central, unifying vision. Absent that shared vision of possibility, people revert to a tribal, us-versus-them morality. If the ghosts of the original neocons have anything to tell us about specific policy choices, it's that we need to do what we can to expand social mobility and restore faith in the American dream.

The other thing the ghosts of the neocons would tell us is that the fight for the American dream is as much moral as political or economic. When he was running for president in 2020, Joe Biden was right to say that the election was a struggle for the soul of America. The problem was that neither he nor the people in his administration knew how to wage a moral and cultural battle. Trump, in contrast, is a genius at cultural warfare. Because of their history going back to the New Deal, Democrats are more comfortable talking about expanding health insurance, investing in infrastructure, and reducing prescription-drug prices. All of that is important. But they will continually lose to MAGA's cultural warriors unless they can connect those policies to a story about reversing America's moral decline. This is where a new and repurposed neoconservatism can help them.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "Bring Back the Neocons."
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New York Can't Be Progressive Without the One Percent

The ultra-wealthy make for good campaign villains. They also fund the city's social safety net.

by Elias Wachtel

Mon, 08 Dec 2025




Fourteen years after Occupy Wall Street, Zohran Mamdani's campaign radiated the spirit of the 99 percent: The mayor-elect promised to pay for free buses and universal child care by raising corporate taxes and increasing the city income tax by 50 percent for New Yorkers earning $1 million a year--roughly, the top one percent. In his victory speech, Mamdani railed against the "billionaire class" and promised that the richest New Yorkers would soon have to "play by the same rules as the rest of us."

In fact, New York City's one percent already pay taxes at the single highest marginal rates in the country. They play by very different rules indeed: 41 percent of New York State's income-tax revenue is generated by the top one percent of earners, a share matched only in California. Unusually, New York City then adds an income tax on top of the state rates, and 40 percent of that revenue comes from the one percent as well.

Michael Powell: Zohran Mamdani is about to confront reality

New York's current tax structure is a progressive success story, in which private wealth subsidizes one of the most expansive social safety nets in the country. The city rests on a simple bargain: Wealthy New Yorkers find it such an appealing place to work and live that they'd rather pay extraordinarily high taxes than save money elsewhere.

Mamdani seems to think this arrangement is preordained: More can be squeezed from the rich because they aren't going anywhere. Leaving aside the question of whether he can actually change the tax structure--he'd need support from Albany--that is a dangerous assumption. Some New Yorkers are indeed too rich to notice higher tax rates, but the top bracket isn't made up only of billionaires with infinite resources. It includes ambitious earners who already know they're paying a high price for living in New York, and could be taxed into feeling that the calculus doesn't make sense anymore. Mamdani seldom talks about how much the city already depends on the wealthiest New Yorkers ("Tax the rich" is a better slogan than "Tax the rich even more"). But that reliance makes the city vulnerable. A top-heavy tax base is the kind of thing one misses only when it's gone.



Concerns about high-net-worth migration are easy to dismiss because they have been cartoonishly inflated by a vocal few. The Trump-aligned hedge-fund manager Bill Ackman, for one, spent almost $2 million to stop Mamdani's election and warned about how much New York would lose if "100 or so" of his peers left town. Hours after the election, though, Ackman congratulated the mayor-elect on his victory and offered his assistance to the incoming administration.

Many on the left took Ackman's reversal as proof of what they'd always known--that New York's billionaires were going nowhere. The Daily Show put together a montage of clips showing right-wing media personalities making the same prediction about New York losing its wealth every year since 2009, the implication being that if it didn't happen then, it won't happen now.

In one sense, they're right: The number of New Yorkers earning at least $1 million a year (a set known as "income-millionaires") has almost doubled since 2010. But this growth is sluggish relative to other parts of the country; in that same period, the number of income-millionaires across the U.S. tripled, with the biggest increase in states, including Texas and Florida, which have zero income tax. The nation's general prosperity is therefore masking a more localized problem: Americans as a whole are getting richer, but New York's growth is slowing down relative to other states'.

According to the Citizens Budget Commission, a nonpartisan think tank, New York City's share of the nation's highest earners dropped by 35 percent in 15 years. In 2010, the city had about as many income-millionaires as the entire state of Florida; it now has less than half as many.

Part of the explanation for this relative slowdown is that, whatever Daily Show montages would have you believe, high earners have in fact, been leaving New York.  Some of those departures--such as Paul Singer and Carl Icahn, who moved to Florida--made headlines, but the trend is otherwise fairly quiet. Goldman Sachs estimates that 10 percent of New York City households making more than $10 million left from 2018 to 2023.

Overall, the city is simply not attracting high-income residents at the rate it once did--and that's a huge problem for its ability to provide robust social services to the rest of its population. The Citizens Budget Commission report estimates that if New York had simply maintained its 2010 share of the nation's millionaire earners, its 2022 revenue would have been $13.2 billion higher than it was--without raising taxes by a penny. According to Mamdani's own estimates, that boost would be enough to pay for his most expensive proposal, universal child care, more than twice over. It would also dwarf the $4 billion he hopes to raise with the millionaire tax increase.

Tax policy is just one of many variables that can affect migration and economic growth.

But the general trend is hard to deny: High-tax blue cities have been bleeding residents to low-tax, red ones. Tax hikes of the sort Mamdani is proposing may continue to dull New York's competitive advantage.

Enrico Moretti, a UC Berkeley economist who studies economic migration, told me that when states increase taxes, they lose both private wealth and corporate investment to low-tax states. Under Mamdani's plan, Moretti predicts that more high-income New Yorkers will leave the city, and fewer from elsewhere will move in, although the effects might be relatively modest. Studies suggest that the number of high-income earners decreases by about 2 percent for every 1 percentage point raised in taxes, and the effect usually takes four or five years to peak.

Moretti warns, though, that most of these data come from state-tax policy, and out-migration from a smaller jurisdiction--a city--is likely to be much more pronounced. When a city raises taxes on its top earners, those affected don't need to move out of the region entirely--they can simply decamp to the suburbs. The really effective way to tax millionaires and billionaires, Moretti said, is federally, because leaving the United States is a lot harder than leaving New York City for Westchester or even Houston.



New York City's dynamism depends not just on the tax dollars of high-net-worth individuals, but also on corporate investment. Chang-Tai Hsieh, an economist at the University of Chicago, told me that despite high real-estate costs and corporate taxes (which Mamdani also plans to increase), the country's most profitable companies have historically chosen to set up shop in New York. They are "not in Alabama, they're not in Mississippi, they are not in Oklahoma," he noted. They follow human capital to New York, where many of the most ambitious employees want to live. "If they were located somewhere else," Hsieh said, "they wouldn't be able to get the kind of people that they need in order to make their business thrive."

This virtuous cycle--in which highly skilled workers move to New York for good jobs, and companies locate good jobs in New York to attract highly skilled workers--is not a given. Already, evidence indicates that it is slowing down. New York has been struggling to maintain its population of highly skilled workers, especially since the pandemic-induced revolution in remote employment. And companies are starting to respond. In the past five years, only 8 percent of new jobs in finance were created in New York. In 1990, 11.7 percent of New Yorkers worked in finance or insurance; now only 7.7 percent do, whereas more and more work in low-wage service industries. JP Morgan Chase recently built a flashy new office in Midtown Manhattan, but it now employs more staff in Texas than in New York.

New York still has a lot going for it. Many high earners consider it "the best city in the world to live in," Hsieh said. He cautioned that what matters in this regard is less the tax rate than "what the higher taxes are spent on, and more importantly how effectively they are spent." If Mamdani uses people's tax dollars to make the city a better place, Hsieh said, the call of the low-tax states may go unanswered. If, however, a rent freeze raises housing costs for nonstabilized units, and if streets get less safe, upper-middle-class New Yorkers may leave, and billionaires and corporate employers could follow. This, Hsieh said, was the story of New York in the 1960s and '70s: "Taxes kept rising, services were going downhill, and the wealthy people and the businesses were leaving."

Jerusalem Demsas: How Florida beat New York

Then, as now, New York's reliance on the finance industry made the city sensitive to fluctuations in the markets. The stock market crashed in 1973, and the city could no longer pay for the ambitious social programs it had funded. By 1975, New York was bankrupt. Today, New York's tax base is even more top-heavy than it was in the 1970s, and a financial crash could be that much more devastating. The richest Americans make most of their money not from salaries but from capital gains and investment income; the more the city depends on those gains, the more volatile its revenue becomes.

Mamdani's campaign tapped into legitimate and widespread dissatisfaction with affordability and housing, but those problems are more complex than just a few greedy billionaires not paying their share. The rich make for good campaign villains, but the city can't thrive without them. New York's economic compact is a monument to the efficacy of progressive taxation, but it's a fragile thing.

"You look at New York and it's a vibrant place, so that seems far-fetched," Hsieh said. "But nothing is guaranteed."
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Trump Is Making the Same Mistake as Biden

Downplaying voters' economic pain will backfire.

by David Axelrod

Sun, 07 Dec 2025




Donald Trump recaptured the White House in part by relentlessly exploiting Joe Biden's failure to heed widespread concerns about the rising cost of living. Now, bizarrely, President Trump is walking himself--and his party--into the same perilous trap by denying the economic reality that working families are living.

In the summer of 2023, as he geared up his ill-fated race for reelection, Biden mounted a campaign to convince the public that his policies had delivered the economy and American workers from the depths of the pandemic to renewed prosperity. "Our plan is working--Bidenomics," the president declared during a rally at the Philly Shipyard.

Biden had some legitimate claims. An impressive 13 million jobs had been created on his watch, and growth was relatively strong. He had pushed through policies that had begun to lift wages. Still, Americans were not nearly as enthusiastic as the president about an economy he had ill-advisedly branded with his name.

Inflation spiked as the pandemic waned, fueled by pent-up demand and exacerbated by the massive stimulus program that Biden had enacted during the COVID crisis. Americans now felt a cost-of-living crisis. The day that Biden spoke to shipyard workers in Philadelphia, the cost of goods was about 17 percent higher than when he had entered office; it would rise to 21 percent by the end of his term. In polls, Americans consistently listed the economy and inflation as their top concerns and gave Biden dismal grades for his handling of them.

Annie Lowrey: The cost-of-living crisis explains everything

Yet instead of fully acknowledging the pain that rising costs were placing on Americans and shifting his focus to the fight to stem inflation, the president, who had made empathy for working Americans his calling card over a half century in politics, resolved to jawbone them into embracing his sunnier view.

"While we have more, inflation has slowed every single month in the last 12," Biden said in Philly. "It's the lowest point--inflation--the lowest point in over two years." This wasn't inaccurate, but that decline came after Biden had presided over the steepest yearly increase in inflation in four decades. "The U.S. has the lowest inflation rate of any major economy in the world--the so-called G7," the president added, a data point he would offer many times in the months ahead on what turned out to be his path to forced retirement. Although this fact, too, was true, it seemed entirely irrelevant and a little obtuse to Americans for whom price hikes were still a day-to-day concern.

The more Biden downplayed the cost crisis and insisted on claiming credit for economic success, the more his standing with Americans suffered. And no one made a bigger point of this than Trump, who hammered "Sleepy Joe" for fecklessness and economic failure.

Addressing the affordability crisis became a centerpiece of Trump's 2024 presidential campaign. "Starting the day I take the oath of office, I will rapidly drive prices down, and we will make America affordable again!" Trump said at a rally in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, in August 2024. That was his mantra and, arguably, his most compelling offer to voters, who, in the end, viewed him as a better bet than Biden's vice president, Kamala Harris, to address their economic concerns.

But Trump has not delivered on that promise. Inflation is as high today as it was the day he took office. His signature economic initiative--the steepest tariffs on imported goods since the Great Depression--has, predictably, increased costs for American consumers. Job growth has slowed this year. Now public-approval ratings of the economy and Trump's management of it mirror Biden's anemic numbers. By large margins, Americans believe that Trump's policies have made the economy worse, and cost-of-living concerns were the principal driver behind major Democratic gains in state and local elections across the country this fall.

James Surowiecki: Trump doesn't understand inflation

Since those elections, Trump has made intermittent attempts to address the affordability issue. "I AM THE AFFORDABILITY PRESIDENT. TALK LOUDLY AND PROUDLY," he commanded Republicans in a social-media post last weekend. But for the most part, he is making the same fundamental mistake as Biden did: blundering down a highway of defiance, denial, and self-puffery. In speeches, interviews, and Truth Social posts, he lavishly promotes his record as an unalloyed success--an "economic miracle"--even as he tacitly acknowledges otherwise by blaming Biden, out of office for almost a year, for the economic discomfort that Americans feel.

On Tuesday, Aftyn Behn, a Democratic candidate for Congress, threw a scare into Republicans in a special election in Tennessee. Behn made inflation and the cost of health care the focus of her race and came far closer than any Democrat had reason to expect to in the ruby-red district where she ran. It was just the latest warning flare for Trump and his party, less than a year before the midterm elections could wrest one-party control away from the president.

As voters in Tennessee's Seventh Congressional District trudged to the polls, Trump convened his Cabinet for a now-customary round-robin of fawning praise. But the president, who appeared to drift in and out of sleep during the tributes, became feisty when reporters inquired about the power of the affordability issue. A "Democrat scam" and "con job," he grumbled. A "fake narrative" concocted to win elections. Coming from a president who has made a palatial new White House ballroom an urgent priority, Trump's acid words and attitude were so dismissive as to make Biden's denialism seem almost politically adroit.

Trump will never be on a ballot again. But he desperately wants to ensure that, against the odds, he can hang on to a supine and sycophantic Congress next year. Public attitudes about him and the economy will have a lot to say about the outcome of those elections. He should consult with his old nemesis about the wisdom of asking voters, who confront the reality of rising costs every time they go to the store or pay their bills, to believe him over their lying eyes.
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'We Are Looking at a Massive Crisis'

Health-care costs are about to spike in a way that Americans can't afford.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Fri, 05 Dec 2025




Catalina Jaramillo is beginning to envision what her life in South Florida will look like without the financial help that allows her to afford health insurance, medication, and treatment for a series of ailments. Jaramillo has been insured through the Affordable Care Act since being diagnosed with acute kidney disease in 2022, when she was 39. Expanded subsidies help her afford the coverage--and they will expire at the end of the year unless Congress extends them. Jaramillo told me she has little doubt that her life would begin to unravel without them. Her monthly health-insurance premium would more than double, and the treatment she depends on to manage her vulnerable kidneys and other health issues would become prohibitively expensive. "I'm terrified. I'm kind of like a deer in the headlights," she said.

The problem for Jaramillo--and for the 22 million other Americans who receive the ACA subsidies in question--is that policy makers in Congress and at the White House also can't figure out what to do. They've been immobilized on the issue for months, consumed by indecision and infighting that led to a record-long government shutdown. There's a growing feeling that not much of anything will happen before the year runs out, which would lead to massive premium hikes for most people on ACA plans.

A Senate committee convened on Wednesday to find solutions; Bill Cassidy, a Louisiana Republican, opened the hearing by asking his colleagues "not to yell at each other" and emphasized the importance of remaining focused on the fast-approaching deadline. "Now, we can push for big ideas, grandiose ideas, on the right or the left," Cassidy, a doctor, said. "But we've got to have a solution for three weeks from now."

His words had little effect. Senators traded accusations and insults just as freely as proposals with little to no chance of becoming law. Republicans spent two hours cycling through a list of gripes with the ACA, highlighting familiar critiques of its rising cost, alleged fraud, and burdensome regulations. Several GOP senators came prepared with loose ideas for overhauling or replacing the current health-care system, including expanding the tax deduction for health expenses, steering funds directly to consumers' health-savings accounts, and eliminating plans for low-income Americans who don't pay premiums. The hearing came to a close with no consensus. Democrats continued to call for subsidies to be extended, and Republicans maintained that doing so would be wasting money on a flawed system.

Senator Josh Hawley, a Republican from Missouri, was one of the few lawmakers to break from his party, arguing for a sense of urgency as the deadline nears. "If Congress does not take action on this issue in the next few weeks, this will be a crisis for 24 million Americans," he said, citing the total number of people on ACA plans. "We are looking at a massive crisis unless Congress acts, and acts soon."

Democrats in the House and Senate have coalesced around a three-year extension of the subsidies that would put off massive premium hikes until after the 2028 presidential election. The proposal has little Republican support. A planned vote in the Senate--which some Democrats secured in exchange for their votes to end the shutdown last month--is widely expected to fail next week. Lawmakers are already preparing for the battles that will follow.

"Republicans have one week to pick a side--join us and prevent premiums from skyrocketing, or block our bill and condemn the American people to financial disaster," Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer said yesterday.

But prospects of creating a bipartisan proposal that could clear a 60-vote majority in the Senate and win widespread support among House Republicans seem further away today than when the government shut down for 43 days. The shutdown was not successful in Democrats' aim of getting Republicans to agree to extend the subsidies, but it served to publicize the implications of letting them expire. Some Democrats who voted to reopen the government said at the time that the political pressure Republicans were feeling on health care would force them to find a solution ahead of the deadline. But with Congress still deadlocked on the issue as lawmakers prepare to leave town before Christmas, such predictions now seem misguided.

Read: The shutdown is over, but its damage is not

The stakes are significant: Premiums for the 22 million affected Americans would increase by 114 percent on average, according to KFF, a nonprofit health-policy-research organization. As a result, the Congressional Budget Office projects, the population of uninsured people would rise by more than 2 million next year, and the number would increase to 3.7 million the following year. The fallout could extend beyond the people who lose insurance; costs may also increase for those who remain on ACA plans. (The thinking is that healthy Americans would be the most likely to drop coverage, leaving a riskier--and more expensive--pool of insured people.)

Some lawmakers are continuing to privately negotiate a bipartisan fix. President Donald Trump initially seemed open to a short-term extension of the subsidies, coupled with some eligibility limits long sought by Republicans. But a planned rollout of a White House plan was scuttled last month after backlash from GOP lawmakers. Trump, who earlier this week described Democrats' focus on affordability as a "con job," appears prepared to allow the subsidies to expire at the end of the year.

"The current system is not working to deliver health care at reasonable prices for everyday Americans," the White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me. "Democrats' push to maintain these high prices by giving more money to insurance companies is not a real solution for President Trump." Desai said that Trump has instead focused on lowering prescription-drug costs and addressing what he believes is rampant waste, fraud, and abuse in the health-care industry.

Democrats say the White House's disengagement on this issue will only help their party sharpen what has become a potent message about the cost of living--an issue the party believes helped propel it to victories in last month's elections. "We're going to have the health-care debate in full view of the American public, and they're going to see who's standing up for them on affordability and who's not," Senator Tim Kaine of Virginia, a Democrat, told me.

Jaramillo, a Trump supporter who has spent most of her life voting Republican, said that her health-care predicament--and broader struggles with everyday expenses--has left her support for the party "wavering." In a KFF poll released yesterday, 52 percent of ACA enrollees who are registered to vote said that if their health-care costs spike, it will have a "major impact" on which party they will support in next year's midterm elections. Almost two-thirds of respondents enrolled under the ACA said they would blame Trump or Republicans in Congress for any large increases. About a quarter of enrollees said they will "very likely" drop their insurance coverage next year if costs double.

Florida, which Trump carried by 13 points in the 2024 election, is likely to be hit especially hard. No other state has more people participating in ACA exchanges, and enrollment there has more than doubled since 2020, to 4.7 million. The large majority of Floridians on the exchanges receive subsidies. Because of the state's tourism-focused economy, many of the people who rely on the health-care exchanges are working full-time, Scott Darius, the executive director of the health-advocacy organization Florida Voices for Health, told me. He said that he began hearing from angry and fearful residents last month as they received notices of steep premium increases that are set to take hold in January. "It's just the feeling of disbelief and knowing it's just an extra thing to worry about, right?" he said, describing what they told him. "On top of all the things people are worrying about, it's like, Hey, now I have to factor this in."

Read: The bubble-wrapped president

The ACA's premium subsidies were originally designed to limit out-of-pocket costs for low-income and middle-income families, but they were modest and capped at 400 percent of the poverty line (making individuals earning more than about $60,000 ineligible for the tax credits). The American Rescue Plan, which was signed by then-President Joe Biden in 2021, increased the size of the subsidies and eliminated the income cap. The more generous tax credit made the coverage more popular, and the population enrolled in ACA exchanges grew from about 11.4 million in 2020 to 24.3 million today.

It has also raised the taxpayer cost of the health-care law, causing some Republicans to balk at the price tag. Several conservatives have argued that the need for enhanced subsidies--which they call "bailouts"--more than 15 years after the ACA was passed is a sign that the law is fundamentally flawed. Others have said that they want to repeal or overhaul the law, but few have offered a comprehensive vision for how they would achieve that. Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina, a Republican who supports a temporary extension of the assistance, said it would be "malpractice" to leave it in place beyond "two or three years."

But Jonathan Gruber, an economist who helped create the Affordable Care Act, told me that the subsidies are well worth the cost. "This is what we should have done in the law. I'm sorry we didn't do it," he said, adding that part of the reason the original subsidies were so limited is that the White House at the time wanted the law to be deficit-neutral. He pointed to the tax law that Republicans passed earlier this year, which is projected to add more than $3 trillion to the deficit over the next decade. By contrast, extending the enhanced subsidies for 10 years would cost about $350 billion.

"For one-tenth of what Trump just spent on tax cuts to the rich, we can have 10 years of guaranteeing people affordable health insurance in America," Gruber said. "Why shouldn't we do that?" A disproportionate number of those people live in areas that voted heavily for Trump, and West Virginia, Texas, Louisiana, and Mississippi have had some of the fastest-growing populations of ACA enrollees over the past five years.

Even some fiscal conservatives who oppose the subsidies on principle have said that abruptly taking them away would be ill-advised. Michael Strain, the director of economic-policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute, told me that although he believes that the assistance is bad policy, people who rely on it should not have it suddenly taken from them.

"Congress really should avoid jerking people around with their finances," he said. "I think that's a very serious argument against simply letting them expire."

But as the new year arrives, we may be about to find out what happens to America's economy, politics, and psyche when millions of people suddenly lose a benefit they have come to rely on.
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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




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2025/12/josh-shapiro-pennsylvania-trump-president-election/684991/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The $7,500 Self-Deportation

The Trump administration is spending millions to entice people to leave.

by Nick Miroff

Tue, 02 Dec 2025




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

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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Can Jollibee Beat American Fast Food at Its Own Game?

A fast-growing Filipino chain is serving burgers and chicken that seem like typical American fare--until you taste them.

by Yasmin Tayag

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




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

"Jolly morning!" is a weird way to be greeted, no matter the context. But it rang out, like birdsong, from behind the counter of a fast-food joint I visited in the Los Angeles suburbs in May. Although the restaurant's bright overhead lighting and giant menus suggested a typical American chain, something was a little off. Along one wall, a floor-to-ceiling mural depicted a cartoon bee in a chef's hat demonstrating the dance steps of the twist.

The bee is the eponymous mascot of Jollibee, which now has about 80 locations across the United States. Its food seems familiar until you taste it. Chickenjoy, the chain's signature fried chicken, has a golden, rippled exterior, just as you might expect. But tooth meets flesh with a burst of garlic, citrus, and something salty and fermented, a little like soy. What lingers on the tongue is a blast of umami that's so deeply chicken-y, it's hard to square with the mild-flavored meat that Americans have come to know.

The menu's other highlights smack of the surreal. The Aloha Burger is savory-sweet, sporting a halo of grilled pineapple beneath layers of bacon and cheese. Jolly Spaghetti is slathered in a sugary meat sauce and garnished with grated cheese and hot-dog slices. Crisp hand pies ooze purple ube and golden mango.

Jollibee does not serve American food, not exactly. The chain is based in the Philippines, which developed a taste for burgers and fried chicken during its years as a U.S. colony, and has since made the foods its own. Despite Jollibee's off-kilter dishes and feel--or perhaps because of them--Americans are eating it up. USA Today and Eater recently ranked its fried chicken as the best in the country among fast-food restaurants, beating out brands such as Popeyes, Chick-fil-A, and KFC. The company, once threatened by the incursion of McDonald's into its territory, is aggressively expanding across the U.S.; in 2022, it opened its flagship in Times Square, a block away from McDonald's New York anchor store. Fast food, an export pushed out around the globe by the U.S., is now boomeranging back in unexpected--and, so far, lucrative--ways.


A statue of the Jollibee mascot, ushering customers into a store in West Covina, California (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



Two symbols dominate the haze of Manila's skyline: church steeples and signs bearing Jollibee's logo. Often, the Catholic Church and Jollibee go hand in hand: Final blessings at Sunday Mass release worshippers to their post-service meal, and children's birthday parties start with blessings over sweet spaghetti (and sometimes end with a visit from an employee in a giant bee costume, as I observed enviously in my own childhood during visits to Manila).

Jollibee is often described as the McDonald's of the Philippines, but that doesn't do the chain justice. It has approximately 1,300 locations across the nation, which is about the size of Arizona. Per square mile, Jollibee has nearly four times the number of stores in the Philippines as McDonald's does in the U.S.

Driving down Manila's main highway in May, I turned at a colossal golden statue of the Virgin Mary and headed toward one of the city's main business districts. Chubby red lettering at the top of a skyscraper came into view: Jollibee TOWER. At a Jollibee across the street from the headquarters, I met Ernesto Tanmantiong, the global CEO and president of Jollibee Foods Corporation. We sat down for a light breakfast: a Burger Steak (beef patties smothered with mushroom gravy) and rice for me; Chickenjoy and pineapple juice for him.

Tanmantiong, who is trim with graying hair, wore a bright-red polo embroidered with the words CHOOSE JOY! He told long-winded stories and laughed at his own jokes, which made him seem less like the leader of a company worth north of $4 billion and more like a guy who hangs out in the food court at the mall, albeit one wearing what appeared to be a blue IWC Portugieser watch worth about $13,000. Employees call him Sir Ato, combining respect for authority with the familiarity of a nickname. He has worked at the company since his older brother, Tony Tan Caktiong, known as Sir Tony and now Jollibee's chairman, founded it in 1978.

Culinary ambitions ran in the family. Tanmantiong's father had cooked at a Chinese temple in Manila before opening a restaurant in the southern city of Davao. In 1975, Tan Caktiong borrowed family money to open two Manila franchises of Magnolia, a popular Filipino ice-cream company established by a U.S. volunteer Army cook. With college graduation and a wedding imminent, Tan Caktiong figured that ice cream was as good a way as any to make a living. But before long, he started serving burgers too, bringing on his sister to develop recipes and Tanmantiong to manage operations. He renamed his restaurants Jollibee, which captured the family's business ethos: Employees should work as hard and harmoniously as bees, but unless they're happy, that kind of effort is "not worth it," Tanmantiong said. Jollibee's burgers were soon outselling the ice cream.


Ernesto Tanmantiong, the global CEO and president of Jollibee Foods Corporation (Sonny Thakur for The Atlantic)



The U.S. had seized control of the archipelago at the turn of the previous century, after the Spanish-American War, bringing American soldiers and officials--along with the food they ate back home. Over time, that reshaped the national appetite. Tom's Dixie Kitchen, a Manila hot spot opened in the 1910s by a Black GI, popularized southern-style fried chicken. After the Philippines was granted independence in 1946, the hunger for American food remained. Local burger chains such as Big 20, 50/50, and Tropical Hut proliferated by serving distinctly Filipinized burgers. The Filipino palate, also shaped by a long history of Indigenous, Chinese, and Spanish settlement, demands maximum levels of sour, sweet, salty, and umami. Tropical Hut, for instance, serves an onion-sweet, heavily seasoned beef patty sandwiched between sweetened buns.

Jollibee followed in this same tradition. Its Yumburger--so named because it was "more yummy than others," Tanmantiong said--appears to be a standard American burger. Yet its patty is sweet and intensely savory (the recipe is kept secret, but amateur attempts to re-create it rely on flavorful add-ins such as oyster sauce, banana ketchup, and MSG). Its dressing--thick, tangy, saccharine--is like Big Mac sauce, distilled into something more potent. The company may prize joy, but its burger recipe is the result of a ruthless development strategy, carried out by Tanmantiong's father and sister: Copy the competition, then improve it.

From the January/February 2018 issue: Robots will transform fast food

Chickenjoy was designed the same way. Homegrown chicken chains, such as Max's Restaurant and Classic Savory, were popular, but they didn't serve the southern-style breaded version that the family had in mind. Tanmantiong sought inspiration abroad, before Filipinizing the final recipe. The chicken is served with a gloopy sweet gravy that Anthony Bourdain once described, not disparagingly, as the "sinister brown sauce." (He also called the sweet spaghetti--a spin on the pasta dish once served as rations to American GIs--"deranged, yet strangely alluring.")

In Jollibee's early days, even as it was seeking to perfect American fast food for the Filipino palate, American fast-food chains were racing into the country. Around 1980, Tanmantiong and his brother started to notice American businessmen hanging around local Jollibees. "We already knew that it was McDonald's," he said. With just 10 locations across the country, Jollibee seemed to stand little chance against the global giant. Tan Caktiong sought advice from E. Smith Lanning, an American corporate strategist living in Manila. Lanning's prognosis was grim: Jollibee's service was too slow, its footprint too small.

Perhaps most challenging was the prospect that its identity was too Filipino to compete with McDonald's. Minyong Ordonez, a titan of Filipino advertising, warned the family about what some locals derisively called the "American mentality"; people assumed that anything made in the U.S. was better by default, and thus worth paying more for.

"We decided to face them head-on," Tanmantiong said. Unable to fill locations as big as its competitor's, Jollibee swarmed each new McDonald's with a ring of smaller stores. It marketed itself as a restaurant where every family could go for an affordable treat; even today, a combo meal of spaghetti, fries, and a drink is cheaper than McDonald's. (Ahead of my meeting with Tanmantiong, Jollibee corporate staff cautioned that the restaurant might be crowded because it was payday for many workers; it was indeed packed.)


A Burger Steak, Chickenjoy, Jolly Spaghetti, and rice (Sonny Thakur for The Atlantic)



Most of all, Jollibee set out to convince locals that its food was superior--more flavorful and better aligned with their taste buds--than whatever McDonald's could offer. During our breakfast, Tanmantiong expounded on a concept that is central to the Jollibee brand: langhap sarap, which roughly translates to "breathe in deliciousness." The fried chicken is not just meant to be eaten; you should be able to taste it before you even unwrap it. When I ordered the chicken at a drive-through in the Manila suburbs, the closed paper bag filled the car with dizzying richness. It verges on sensory overload, which is the point: Any American meal should seem bland in comparison.

Read: One community's complicated relationship with SPAM

And more often than not, it does. McDonald's has tried to adapt its menu in the Philippines to local tastes, and it thrives there today, but it has failed to surpass Jollibee in terms of market share or cultural significance. The bone-in fried chicken I ordered at a McDonald's drive-through was monotonously salty; the sweet spaghetti tasted synthetic and was topped with a single hot-dog slice. As an American, I found it both disorienting and disappointing to see McDonald's playing catch-up. As a Filipino, I was appalled that I hadn't gotten my money's worth of hot dogs.

When I visited the Jollibee Commissary in nearby Laguna, the company's 24-acre flagship production plant, I didn't breathe in deliciousness so much as bathe in it. A cloud of steam, perfumed with onions and beef, marked the entrance to the spaghetti room, where sugary sauce bubbled in stainless-steel vats the size of hot tubs. Buckets of diced bell peppers, beef tallow, and textured vegetable protein were stacked next to sealed containers of powder, which I assumed was the company's secret spice mix. (My guides, in lab coats, would neither confirm nor deny this.) In the pie room, huge metal tubes squirted jammy mangoes and peaches onto strips of pastry. The Laguna plant is one of many, but it is the only one that makes Jollibee's peach-mango pies (the company insists on using Filipino mangoes). I watched assembly-line workers hand-packing them--tens of thousands a day--into boxes addressed to stores across the globe.

Read: The beloved Filipino tradition that started as a government policy

Jollibee's growth outside the Philippines initially followed the migration of Filipinos abroad. Since the 1970s, so many Filipinos have left home in search of better jobs that, in 2024, their remittances accounted for more than 7 percent of the Philippines' national income. Many of Jollibee's 1,800-plus international locations exist where there are large pockets of homesick Filipinos, which is most places: the Middle East, Southeast Asia, Europe, and America. Even in areas without a Jollibee, its parent company is at work. Worldwide, Jollibee Foods Corporation operates more than 10,000 stores under the 19 Filipino and international brands it has swallowed up, which include Smashburger, the Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf, and the Michelin-starred dim sum chain Tim Ho Wan. Tanmantiong's goal is to become one of the top five restaurant companies in the world (one recent estimate ranked Jollibee 17th; McDonald's is consistently first). He believes it can happen--if Jollibee can win over America.


A restaurant in West Covina, California (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



Jollibee opened its first U.S. store in 1998; by 2020, it had 48. Most were concentrated in regions with dense Filipino-immigrant populations, such as Los Angeles and New York. But those locations have been successful enough that Jollibee has ventured into other markets. In October, when I visited the Times Square restaurant at lunchtime, a steady flow of customers--roughly half were Filipino--cycled in and out of the packed dining area, where Chickenjoy or chicken sandwiches were on nearly every table. Nationwide, average revenues per store were at least double those of Popeyes and KFC in 2024, David Henkes, a food-and-beverage-industry analyst at Technomic, told me.

The warm reception from the "mainstream"--company parlance for non-Filipino Americans--has emboldened Jollibee to ramp up its expansion, Tanmantiong said. In 2021, it announced a plan to open 500 stores across North America before the end of the decade, and recently launched a franchising program to accelerate its growth. A few blocks away from the Times Square flagship, a new storefront is preparing to open by Grand Central Station, right next door to a McDonald's.

Tanmantiong's hopes for expansion rest mostly, but not entirely, on the distinctive flavor of Jollibee's food. During our interview, about three-quarters of the way into my Burger Steak, we were interrupted by whistles and cheers. Jollibee himself had arrived, and he was bounding toward me in a flame-red suit and black bow tie. The lids of his huge doll eyes fluttered maniacally as he spread his arms for a hug. I let out a little scream--whether from joy or shock, I'm not sure. The staff clapped in unison as he invited me to dance by the counter, his striped thorax--abdomen?--gyrating. A pirouette later, he raised his hands for a double high five. In addition to the fried chicken, this is what Tanmantiong is exporting to America. "Aside from superior taste," he told me later, in a boardroom in the company's tower, "you get the joy of eating in a Jollibee store."

How far can Jollibee go in the U.S.? A week after my trip to Manila, my stomach still reeling from my fast-food extravaganza there, I sat down with Beth Dela Cruz, the president of the chain's North America division. I'd made the mistake of scheduling another breakfast meeting, at a franchise in West Covina, California, a suburb of Los Angeles. Dela Cruz, compact and energetic, had an auntie's indefatigable determination to compel me to eat more. Our meal included, but was not limited to, fried chicken (regular and spicy), spaghetti, two kinds of burgers, pineapple juice, and peach-mango pie. Across the street from the restaurant was Jollibee's American headquarters, a glass tower topped with the company logo.


Beth Dela Cruz, the president of Jollibee's North America division, at a restaurant in West Covina, California (Philip Cheung for The Atlantic)



I wanted to know how the company, having overcome Filipinos' "American mentality" decades ago in Manila, was seeking to do so again, in America itself. Chickenjoy may be exceptionally tasty, but Americans do not live on fried chicken alone. Jollibee's other offerings--which, in addition to the burgers and spaghetti, include palabok, rice noodles slathered in pork- and-shrimp gravy--are not as approachable.

Dela Cruz was, unsurprisingly, sanguine. "People freak out" about the sweet spaghetti, she said. "But then when they taste it, it becomes, like, an unexpected experience." (In the Times Square restaurant, I'd watched a middle-aged flight attendant from Atlanta carefully remove the hot-dog slices from hers; she told me she loved the chicken but wouldn't be ordering the spaghetti again.) The company has made concessions to its American audience. The spaghetti here is less sweet, and the pies are bigger. A line of Angus-beef burgers, available only in the U.S. and Canada, was designed to meet North American expectations: less seasoning and more sauce, Luis Velasco, the region's senior vice president and marketing head, told me. Other menu items found in some U.S. locations include baked macaroni and cheese, chicken tenders, and southern-style biscuits, all of which I tasted during my breakfast with Dela Cruz. They were good, but they weren't all that distinctive. The Angus burger, Dela Cruz said, "has really good flavors, but it's meant for the mainstream"--a euphemism, I thought, for relatively bland.

And as for the joy? Dela Cruz has succeeded, at the least, in importing Jollibee's colorful branding and goofy mascot. Ty Matejowsky, an anthropology professor who studies Jollibee (yes, really) at the University of Central Florida, told me about a recent proliferation of memes expressing nostalgia for a more fun era of American fast food, before McDonald's cartoonish red roofs and PlayPlaces and Pizza Hut's kitschy pendant lamps were given a sterile modern makeover. Jollibee seems to supply something a little like that--a "current of happiness," he said. The service at the locations I visited was typically about as warm as any I'd experienced in Manila.

But happy low-wage workers aren't always widely available in America. (In 2023, Jollibee settled a legal dispute with a group of employees in New Jersey who had sought better working conditions and higher pay.) Over-the-top friendliness is not the cultural default in the U.S. the way it is in the Philippines, and fundamental elements of the brand are inevitably lost in translation. In the Philippines, Jollibee is an institution; in America, it's mostly just another chicken restaurant, and may never be destined to be anything more. Even if Jollibee opens up 500 stores in the U.S., McDonald's has more locations in Ohio alone.

Still, Jollibee doesn't have to topple the fast-food giants, or re-create an era when fast food was a little more fun, to play a part in reshaping the American palate, much as the U.S. reshaped the Filipino palate a century ago. On that front, it has one major advantage. For all of Jollibee's weirdness, it isn't entirely foreign. Because it is Filipino, it is also American.



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "Postcolonial Chicken."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/01/jollibee-fried-chicken-american-fast-food/684949/?utm_source=feed
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A Strategy That Ignores the Real Threats

The administration's new policy shows less concern for the American homeland than for building an illiberal world order.

by Thomas Wright

Mon, 08 Dec 2025




Donald Trump's new National Security Strategy reveals an administration that is preparing for the wrong dangers and in denial about genuine threats. What the White House presented on Friday as a hardheaded, realistic assessment of the geopolitical landscape more closely resembles France's Maginot Line--a massive fortress built before World War II to stop a German attack that never came while failing to anticipate the one that did.

The document is remarkably different from the one the president issued in his first term. At that time, President Trump's NSS broke new ground by focusing American strategy on great-power competition with China and Russia. Those countries, the strategy said, "challenge American power, influence, and interests" and are "attempting to erode American security and prosperity."

The Biden administration, which I served in, built on this idea in its NSS, which placed strategic competition at the center of U.S. strategy and said that China "is the only competitor with both the intent to reshape the international order and, increasingly, the economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to do it."

Eliot A. Cohen: Trump's security strategy is incoherent babble

Trump's latest NSS is a blunt repudiation of the idea--widely shared among Republicans and Democrats--that the United States is in a strategic competition with rival powers. It prioritizes threats from the Western Hemisphere, European civilizational decline and overregulation, and trade deficits but says nothing about the Russian threat to U.S. interests and views China almost entirely through the lens of economic security. The strategy is silent on Beijing's ambition to displace Washington as the world's leading power and evinces hope that the U.S. can forge a "genuinely mutually advantageous economic relationship with Beijing." The stance is hardly surprising given Trump's words and actions over the past few months, but it is still extraordinary. Are we actually meant to believe that Xi Jinping's China, Vladimir Putin's Russia, or, for that matter, Kim Jong Un's North Korea have become more benign since 2017? Of course they haven't.

In fact, Americans face many new threats from China and Russia. With an operation by a group that the U.S. government labeled Salt Typhoon, China has compromised U.S. telecommunications networks and can now listen to calls or read text messages by any American it chooses. If you feel like your communications might be of interest to the Chinese Communist Party, you should be using only encrypted apps for messaging and calls. In another operation--labeled Volt Typhoon--China has penetrated U.S. infrastructure, including water-supply plans, electricity grids, and transportation, with a view to conducting destructive cyberattacks on the United States in the event of a war between the two countries. Meanwhile, according to the U.S. Intelligence Community's 2025 threat assessment, Russia "is developing a new satellite meant to carry a nuclear weapon as an antisatellite capability," which, if detonated, "could cause devastating consequences for the United States, the global economy, and the world in general."

None of these direct threats to the American homeland are even mentioned in Trump's NSS. The strategy therefore does not explain what the government, Congress, and the private sector should do to fix these vulnerabilities. Instead, it makes one general reference to the need for "a resilient national infrastructure that can withstand natural disasters" and "resist and thwart foreign threats." This neglect is reflected in the administration's actions. Last week, the Financial Times reported that the Trump administration, intent on smoothing the way for a state visit to China in April 2026, drew back its plan to impose sanctions on China's Ministry of State Security over its cyberattacks on the telecommunications system. The story named Stephen Miller--the White House homeland-security adviser, of all things--as responsible for ensuring that no actions are taken that could threaten U.S.-China detente.

One of the most dramatic geopolitical developments in recent years has been the growing alignment among America's adversaries and competitors. China is helping Russia reconstitute its military, and in exchange, Russia is providing China with valuable military technology and assistance that could give it an edge over the United States in a conflict. North Korea has sent troops and weapons to Russia in its war against Ukraine, and in exchange, Moscow has helped Pyongyang modernize its military. All of these countries and Iran are cooperating diplomatically against the United States. If a U.S.-China war were to break out, it could easily go global, given these links. Reading the NSS, you'd never know about any of this.

Thomas Wright: What if 'America first' appears to work?

The strategy also contains no discussion of how the rapid evolution of artificial intelligence might affect the threats facing the United States. White House AI Czar David Sacks has dismissed any discussion of AI risks as "doomerism" and repeatedly attacks those who favor export controls to China, so perhaps the silence around it is to be expected, but the dangers are real. Take cybersecurity as an example. Anthropic recently announced that a Chinese state-sponsored group manipulated its Claude Code tool to attempt to infiltrate roughly 30 targets around the world, including "large tech companies, financial institutions, chemical manufacturing companies, and government agencies." The hackers used "AI's 'agentic' capabilities," meaning they used AI "not just as an advisor, but to execute the cyberattacks themselves." The company identified this as "the first documented case of a large-scale cyberattack executed without substantial human intervention." It will surely not be the last: As AI's agentic capabilities develop, a growing array of hostile actors will become capable of carrying out large-scale, sophisticated attacks that were once the sole preserve of a small number of national governments.

These dangers are not a secret, nor are they marginal. They lie in plain sight and are arguably the greatest threats the U.S. faces in scale and consequence. So why has the Trump administration chosen to ignore them and to build its Maginot Line (not just as stated in the NSS, but as evidenced by its actions throughout this year) around a trade war, a military buildup in the Western Hemisphere, and a push to undermine the European political establishment? Some of the threats these actions purport to respond to, such as the "civilizational erasure" of Europe, are made up; others, such as drug cartels, are susceptible to far more targeted action than the administration has proposed.

The reason may lie in what the Trump administration is trying to accomplish. Contrary to its protestations about reining in America's ambition after decades of overreach (what Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth called "utopian idealism"), it does have a grand plan: The NSS is a blueprint for building an illiberal international order, in which the U.S. can assert dominance unilaterally, strike deals with revisionist powers such as China and Russia, and work patiently to support right-wing populist parties in Europe in overthrowing centrist establishments. One might call it dystopian idealism.

Nowhere is this plan more in evidence than in the section on Europe. The NSS says that Europe is in economic decline and faces the risk of "civilizational erasure" through immigration and the EU's overregulation. These problems, it says, have created "strife, censorship of free speech and suppression of political opposition, cratering birthrates, and loss of national identities and self-confidence." The administration wants "Europe to remain European," and thus one of its priorities is "cultivating resistance to Europe's current trajectory within European nations."

As though to drive home the seriousness of the administration's intentions, on Saturday, Secretary of State Marco Rubio and his deputy Christopher Landau unleashed a series of posts on X attacking the European Union for its fines on Elon Musk's social-media company, saying that the U.S. could not remain a partner or military ally to an EU that pursued "policies of civilizational suicide." Russians close to the Kremlin endorsed the American stance, declaring that Moscow and Washington were aligned in their desire to destroy the EU, and Putin's spokesperson Dmitry Peskov said the adjustments made in Trump's NSS "are largely consistent with our vision."

The Europe section highlights the incoherence of the grand plan. On the one hand, the administration seeks a world of sovereign states and promises to accept other countries for what they are; on the other, with regard to Europe, it advocates regime change and the destruction of the EU, a body that European citizens largely support. A fractured EU will be easy for Beijing to coerce and manipulate, with seismic implications for the United States. Currently, the EU Commission under Ursula von der Leyen is closely aligned with the United States on China, while Trump's strongest political allies in Europe--most notably Hungary, under Viktor Orban, and parties such as Germany's Alternative for Germany--are the most favorably inclined to Beijing. Right now, the U.S. has a good and reliable partner in Europe when it comes to China, and it needs this.

From the November 2025 issue: The beacon of democracy goes dark

Even in an illiberal international order, the U.S. will require Europe's help on matters that run against Chinese interests, such as reducing American dependency on rare-earth metals sourced or processed in China, impeding China's manufacture of cutting-edge semiconductor chips, and deterring aggression against Taiwan. The administration is deluding itself if it imagines that a fractured Europe with numerous right-wing populist governments will provide any such support. This kind of Europe will cut deals with China and avoid any measures that might antagonize Beijing--some nations because they want to, and others because they are too weak to stand up to China on their own.

The problem with the Maginot Line was not only that it missed where the German attack would come from. It was that France believed that it had defended itself against the only possible threat. The Trump administration's NSS creates a similar illusion whereby the real dangers are in the Western Hemisphere or from European regulation and multiculturalism, whereas China and Russia are potential partners. But the United States doesn't get to decide whether Beijing and Moscow pose a threat to the United States. Those countries decide that themselves. The next crisis will not wait for Washington to rediscover strategic competition. If America abandons its allies, ignores clear threats, and treats national security as an extension of a domestic political struggle, the United States may wake up to find that it has no fortress to hide behind at all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2025/12/national-security-strategy-ignores-real-threats-trump/685181/?utm_source=feed
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They Killed My Source

A man claiming to be an Iranian intelligence officer promised me he would reveal his country's secrets. Then he disappeared.

by Shane Harris

Mon, 08 Dec 2025








In December 2011, the CIA lost control of a stealth drone near the Iranian city of Kashmar, about 140 miles from the Afghanistan border, and it wound up in the regime's possession. On state television, the Iranian military displayed the boomerang-shaped craft like a trophy. Triumphant banners beneath its 30-foot wings said, in Farsi, THE US CAN'T MESS WITH US and WE'LL CRUSH AMERICA UNDERFOOT.

The cause of the crash was a mystery. Had the Lockheed Martin drone--a multimillion-dollar RQ-170 Sentinel--simply gone off course? Or had Iranian hackers commandeered the aircraft, demonstrating the prowess of a growing cyberarmy that had already alarmed U.S. officials?

Just over four years later, in April 2016, a known Iranian hacker group named Parastoo--the Farsi word for "swallow," the small bird--posted its email address to a cybersecurity message board, inviting journalists to ask it about what had happened to the drone. In my experience covering national security, people who claim to have "the real story" are usually quacks or kooks. Still, I figured it was worth an email.



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



"I understand you want to discuss the CIA's RQ-170 drone," I wrote to parastoo@unseen.is on April 12, 2016. "Want to talk?"

Thirty-six hours later, someone calling himself "P" responded, in clumsy but mostly legible English. "Yes, i want my identity protected and in series of either live interviews or chat-based conversations i would like to reveal all behind that story."

Reveal all. Sounded kooky.

P said he was part of Parastoo, which had once broken into a server of the United Nations' International Atomic Energy Agency and claimed to have hacked the U.S. National Nuclear Security Administration. The group had also bragged that it could take over U.S. military drones, even once suggesting that it could send one to attack then-Vice President Joe Biden.

P said he would communicate initially via an encrypted text-messaging app called Cryptocat, but coordinating our schedules wasn't easy. P said he was in Tehran, which was seven and a half hours ahead of Washington, D.C. We settled on Monday, May 2, 2016, for our first conversation.

P asked me questions designed to confirm that I was the person he had corresponded with over email. Where did I work? (The Daily Beast, at the time.) Did I have a phone number tied to a specific location? He also asked me a series of biographical questions, such as where I went to college, that he could easily corroborate online. My answers, P said, "helped my investigations on you."

No source had ever interrogated me like this before. P didn't talk like a hacker. He was acting like a spy.

P said he was an officer in the Ministry of Intelligence and Security, Iran's CIA. And not just any officer. He said he was in charge of an elite cyber-warfare unit--the kind of group that might have been tasked with taking down an American drone.

P described how his colleagues had captured the Sentinel. His unit obtained satellite and radio information about how the drone communicated with its base, as well as technical information about its stealth capabilities, which he claimed Iran had received from the Chinese People's Liberation Army. Iran then located the drone mid-flight and prevented it from returning to Afghanistan. The drone wandered aimlessly until gravity took over.

"She ran outa gas and had to emergency landing by parachute," P typed.

By May 11, he trusted me enough to identify himself. "My name is Mohammad Hossein Tajik," he wrote. "I am 35 but very older like 999 years older in the heart and in the ass!" I didn't quite get the joke, but it seemed that life had taken a toll on him.

A "huge number" of Iranian cyber operations "had my signature on the paperwork or I designed it altogether," Mohammad claimed. At the time, Iran had been credibly linked to disruptions of the global financial system and to the penetration of computers that run crucial infrastructure, such as electrical grids and dams, including one in New York State. Was I now talking to the guy who oversaw those covert operations? And if so, why was he talking to me?

The more we communicated, the less kooky he sounded. Mohammad didn't try to confuse me with technical jargon or wow me with heroics--which made him more credible. Then he said that he didn't actually want to talk about the drone. The Sentinel had been a lure to get my attention.

Mohammad said he wanted my help with a plan. Part one of it: revenge. He wanted to leak information about Iranian intelligence operations in order to hurt and humiliate Iran's leaders, who had profoundly upset him, though he didn't tell me how. In his plan, I would vet Mohammad's claims with my intelligence sources and publish the information if it checked out.

This idea suited me fine. An aggrieved government employee is often a journalist's best source.

Part two of Mohammad's plan was, frankly, insane. He told me he was once an asset for the CIA, and had worked on "big ops." He wanted to rekindle his relationship with the agency. He was hoping I would connect with his former CIA handler using my contacts within the agency, and convey that Mohammad was still a valuable asset, as evidenced by my eventual news articles sourced to him. If the CIA didn't welcome Mohammad back in from the cold, he would expose how the CIA operated inside Iran.

Arash Azizi and Graeme Wood: Anything could happen in Iran

"Using this model," he texted, "i can work with you and get what i want in return."

In blunt fashion, he was expressing how both our businesses work. Mine eschews deception, but journalists collect sources, then assess and second-guess them, just as spies do. A journalist and an intelligence officer are both trying to piece together a coherent story from confusing fragments of reality. And very few journalists, if any, could count a senior Iranian intelligence officer turned American spy as a source.

"Are you in?" Mohammad asked me.

I did not commit to part two of the plan--journalists don't negotiate on our sources' behalf, or involve ourselves in intelligence operations--but was happy to proceed with part one: leaking secrets to me.

"I'm in," I typed.

"Alright--let the game begin."







I had never spoken with an Iranian intelligence officer before, so I had no baseline to assess whether Mohammad fit the profile. I pictured some version of Shaun Toub, the actor who had played an Iranian spy chief turned CIA asset in the third season of Homeland. Restrained. Unhurried. Elegant.

That was not Mohammad. His patience was short. He tried a little too hard to be funny. He was cocky but vulnerable, and sometimes goofy. I remember thinking, He's a nerd.

He had never married, which was unusual for someone in his position of responsibility, he told me. For several years he'd had an online relationship with a woman, but they had not met in person. He never mentioned friends in Tehran.

"I got not much social life outside work," he said.

He loved Western culture, especially American movies. He quoted a scene from The Shawshank Redemption in which Morgan Freeman's character, released from prison into an unfriendly world, narrates: "No way I'm gonna make it on the outside." We discovered that we were both fans of All the President's Men. Perhaps Mohammad fancied himself as Deep Throat, meeting me in a virtual parking garage and hinting at greater revelations to come. Our weekly encrypted conversations--over Cryptocat, Skype, and Proton Mail--had a cinematic thrill. But unlike in All the President's Men, I was learning as much about the source himself as the regime he claimed to be undermining.

Mohammad told me he was born into a religious and politically active family. In 1979, his father joined fellow revolutionaries in storming the headquarters of the Shah's secret police force, and interrogating and torturing officers; then he helped found Iran's intelligence service. "I hate this whole SHIT immeasurably," Mohammad told me about the family business. But he was a math prodigy and computer whiz, and at age 18, he started working for the intelligence ministry. Within a decade, he said, he was playing a central role in Iran's aggressive expansion into cyber warfare.

From the December 2004 issue: Mark Bowden on the Iranian hostage-takers

Over several conversations, Mohammad gave me a detailed overview of Iran's cyber battlefield: the countries it was targeting in the Middle East, particularly Israel and Saudi Arabia, and the alliances it had formed with Russia and China. He explained how the intelligence ministry concealed its hand by hiring contractors--specifically tech companies run by young men who, like Mohammad, had graduated from computer-science and engineering programs at Iranian universities. Two of Mohammad's contractor friends were indicted in a U.S. district court in March 2016 for cyberattacks against dozens of U.S. financial institutions. Like Mohammad, his friends were the children of military or political officials "who got into business based on their fathers reputation," he said. One of their fellow hackers was also indicted for breaking into the control systems of the dam in New York.

If he was telling the truth, Mohammad was taking me deeper into the regime's cyberworld than any of my sources had ever done. He said he'd been involved in an audacious 2012 attack on Saudi Aramco, the kingdom's oil company, that wiped out information on three-quarters of its office computers. In 2015, Mohammad claimed, his team penetrated a commercial satellite network called iDirect to take control of U.S. drones. I've seen no evidence that Iran was able to use a drone in an attack, though Mohammad described to me how Iran could commandeer one. ("There is no record, evidence, or indication of any such incident" like what Mohammad described, an iDirect spokesperson told me, noting that the company doesn't own or operate drones, nor does it operate any satellite networks.)

Mohammad said his colleagues shared techniques with Russia's military-intelligence service, the GRU, and were behind the 2015 attacks on the electrical system in Turkey, a NATO member.

In his most astonishing claim, Mohammad told me that Iran was responsible for a major cyberattack on the central bank of Bangladesh, from which hackers stole $81 million in February 2016, sowing panic throughout the global financial system. The U.S. Justice Department indicted three hackers from North Korea. Mohammad said that Iran had played a secret role. It had given technical instructions to Hezbollah, the Lebanon-based militia, about how to manipulate a communications network known as SWIFT, which connects financial institutions. The group then traded the information, for missiles, to North Korea.

Mohammad said Iran gave permission for Hezbollah to attack. "Our assumption was they'd do the hack," he said. "But they did something smarter."

If it was revealed that Iran and North Korea were covertly collaborating, the United States' retaliation would presumably be severe. To test Mohammad's claims, I spoke with half a dozen researchers who'd studied the Bangladesh Bank robbery. None had found any indication that Iran had participated. But they thought Mohammad's description of events sounded plausible.

From the October 2025 issue: Graeme Wood on Iran, the neighbor from hell

My notebook was filling up with plausibilities. Was Mohammad giving me major scoops, or tall tales? If he was being honest, then he was putting his life at great risk. How badly had the regime wronged him that he would tell these secrets to a journalist? And, before that, to the CIA?

Mohammad said he had been an American intelligence asset for about five years, but indicated that the relationship had ended on bad terms. He told me that the CIA would now engage with him for only one reason: to exfiltrate him from Iran. All he had to do was get to a U.S. consulate or embassy in another country and say an agreed-upon passcode at the front desk. Then he would be protected and free. If that was true, why hadn't he accepted the offer?







There's an old saw in the intelligence profession about what motivates someone to betray their country and spy for another: MICE.

Money: They need it, and will sell information for it.

Ideology: They want to help a cause, or tear one down.

Coercion: They're being blackmailed.

Ego: They have a big one, and it needs feeding.

Mohammad lightly checked the "I" box. Service to the Islamic Republic was Mohammad's "family legacy," he told me, but he'd begun to view the regime as corrupt, hypocritical, and out of touch. The intelligence ministry spied on Iranians with professional ties overseas and accused some of plotting revolution. Iran was cutting itself off from the rest of the world and dismantling recent reforms just as Mohammad was going online and imagining a life beyond the one he knew.

"Through the years specially after internet i get to read and see very much, previously hidden from me and i started to change," Mohammad told me in May 2016, adding: "Eventually i turned into a TRUE ENEMY of this whole shitty regime and all that relates to it from every aspect."

But what really motivated Mohammad was the "E" box: ego. He believed he was smarter than most people, including his contacts at the CIA. He relished playing two roles--trusted by Iran, engaged by the United States. But that took a toll.

Mohammad worked hard to keep up his outward persona of a fervent supporter of the regime and the Islamic Revolution. A member of "God's party/army in all aspects," as he put it. "I live a complicated double life, and it's hurting me as a human inside," he told me. At one point, he described his life as a CIA asset: "Being still a double--turning into a triple and later to a nothing/everything/ticking-bomb." I didn't understand what he meant, but I had the sense that I didn't know the real Mohammad.

As he rose in the intelligence ministry's ranks, he told me, he took several trips to Lebanon and grew close to top Hezbollah leaders, including Imad Mughniyeh, who'd plotted the 1983 bombings of the U.S. embassy and Marine barracks in Beirut. Mohammad's friendships with some of the world's most notorious terrorists--who had American blood on their hands--would have made him a prized CIA asset. He told me that he'd shared information about Hezbollah's organizational structure with the CIA, and told the agency how Hezbollah units interacted with the Iranian intelligence ministry.

The CIA had hunted Mughniyeh for decades and finally killed him in a joint operation with Israel in February 2008, the same year that Mohammad said he began working for the agency. In our conversations, Mohammad never claimed direct credit for American operations--that was another sign of his credibility, in my book--but his time with the CIA coincides with other notable U.S.-intelligence successes in Iran. In September 2009, for example, Western leaders announced the discovery of Fordow, an underground uranium-enrichment plant (which the Trump administration would bomb in 2025). Given his position, Mohammad could have known about the site. If he had wanted to "hurt the regime," as he said, he was well placed to do so.







For two months in the late spring and early summer of 2016, Mohammad told me stories about his family, his cyber exploits, his work with the Americans, his plans to settle scores with the regime. I liked him. He made me laugh. I wouldn't call him a friend, but we were friendly.

Vetting Mohammad's more sensational claims took a back seat as I tried to keep pace with a furious news cycle. In one week during July 2016, I juggled stories about the FBI's decision not to recommend prosecution of Hillary Clinton for using a private email server, the Russian government's hacking of the Democratic National Committee's computer network, and the Republican National Convention in Cleveland.

When Mohammad and I spoke on July 2, 2016, he was anticipating a new round of cyberattacks, this time on Saudi Arabian banks. He told me more about how Hezbollah had assisted North Korea with cyber tactics, and I wanted to devote our next conversation to the subject. We agreed to speak three days later.

Mohammad didn't show up online at our designated time. He had never missed an appointment, though he was often preoccupied with work. A few days later, I got a text from a well-known journalist named Ruhollah Zam, an Iranian dissident living in exile in Paris. Mohammad had been sharing information with him, too, and had introduced us weeks earlier. Zam sounded panicked.

"Have you heard what happened?" he asked.

Mohammad was dead.

I felt sick--not just at the news, but out of fear that I might have done something to get Mohammad killed. Had Iranian counterintelligence officers been monitoring us? I spent the next two weeks reviewing our security protocols, agonizing over whether we could have been safer.

Zam forwarded me a text exchange with a member of Mohammad's family that suggested that Mohammad had been murdered by the regime. Zam also sent me Mohammad's death certificate, showing that he had died on July 5, the day we were supposed to speak. His body had since been buried in Behesht-e Zahra, Tehran's main cemetery.

Using Google Translate, I made sense of Zam's subsequent messages. Amir, Mohammad's youngest brother, had found the body. There had been no autopsy. Zam alleged that Mohammad's father, who was known by the honorific Hajji Vali, had killed his own son in an act of loyalty to country over family.

Then, on July 18, I got a call from the FBI. An agent from the Washington field office said he needed to discuss something sensitive.

The agent came to my house two days later. We sat in the living room. He told me that he specialized in notifying victims of computer hacking. People--presumably unfriendly ones--were chattering about me overseas, and the FBI wasn't sure why. The agent asked: Had anyone sent me strange messages recently?

You don't know the half of it, I thought. "It's Iran, isn't it?" I asked.

The agent nodded. He asked why I thought so.

Without revealing Mohammad's name or that he'd claimed to work for the CIA, I told the agent that I had developed an Iranian source and that we had communicated over the previous two months.

The agent asked for his whereabouts.

He was killed two weeks ago, I said.

The agent sat in silence for a moment. He appeared to choose his next words carefully. A group of Iranians--he didn't say whom they worked for--was discussing me by name, and clearly wanted to know more about me. Now he understood why.

Were my husband and I in danger? The agent said he didn't think so. One of our cats strolled into the living room and sniffed at the agent's pants. "My security detail," I said.

The agent doubted that I was to blame for the killing. Mohammad had indeed been playing a game. And now I was left with a puzzle.







First, I wanted to finally answer the big question: Was Mohammad really a spy for the CIA?

One of my intelligence sources gasped when I mentioned Mohammad's name over lunch, and described him as "a brilliant hacker." Another smiled nervously and called him "the person you're talking about," as if saying Mohammad's name would reveal classified information. Yet another confirmed that, earlier in the Obama administration, a prized Iranian asset had made it possible for the United States to confidently and publicly blame Iran for the cyberattack on Saudi Aramco. Mohammad had told me that he participated in that operation; apparently, he also told the CIA about it.

Mohammad was indeed among the CIA's most well-placed assets, as he had claimed.

The other pieces of the puzzle--who had killed Mohammad, and what had led him to that fate--were harder to assemble.

When Mohammad and the CIA parted ways, in 2013, it was a bad time for spies. Iran had breached the CIA's internet-based system for covertly communicating with its agents in the field. Mohammad told me that he'd never trusted Langley's communications procedures. When he communicated with his handlers, he said, he used his own private network to connect with the Sony laptop the agency had given him.

The laptop prevented Mohammad from taking screenshots, so he used his personal phone to photograph his communications and made copies of information he gave the CIA. "For insurance," he told me. He had broken protocol because he thought he was smarter than the Americans. This was a profound mistake.

After Mohammad's death, I tracked down people who knew him, including friends and Iranian activists living abroad. I learned that he had been arrested by Iran a few months after the CIA cut ties with him, three years before he connected with me. Those phone photos easily could have tipped off the regime. In August 2013, he was taken to a detention center on the eastern outskirts of Tehran. A month later, Mohammad was transferred to Evin Prison, a notorious facility designed to isolate detainees and break them.

Mohammad endured months of torture, he would later tell friends. Interrogators poured boiling water on his penis. They forced him to curl up in a pit shaped like a grave, with a light shining on him at all hours. Mohammad was charged with spying for Iran's adversaries.

All the President's Men had been a touchstone for our relationship. But, with the revelation of his imprisonment, I thought about that other favorite movie of ours. Mohammad had ended up in Shawshank--a prisoner in the torture chambers at Evin, but also a lifelong captive of the regime itself.

After spending half a year in jail, Mohammad was released to await trial. This is highly unusual in Iran. But Mohammad was bailed out, according to his friend, by a powerful ally in the security establishment: his father, Hajji Vali.

Mohammad spent six months in a hospital recovering from his injuries. His dark beard turned white. For a year, he couldn't sit straight. Then, in January 2015, Mohammad sent an email to Zam, who had also been tortured in Evin, after he participated in the political protests in 2009. Mohammad told Zam that he had spied for the CIA and that he didn't trust his father. He couldn't talk to his brothers; two also worked for the intelligence service, and the other, Amir, was too young to comprehend the mess Mohammad had made. But he could talk to journalists and dissidents.

Zam told me that he and Mohammad spoke nearly every night for a year. Zam wanted political change. Mohammad wanted payback through political change. He became a valuable anonymous source within the regime for Zam's independent news organization, which had a following in the Iranian diaspora and among foreign journalists. If he ever did leave the country, Mohammad said, he wanted to be known as "Iran's Snowden": a former insider who became a symbol of resistance.

Ego, indeed. Mohammad was engaged in the very behavior for which he was awaiting trial. As if that wasn't crazy enough, he soon started talking to me.







Mohammad never told me about his time in prison, or that he had been charged with espionage. Now I understood why he wanted to hurt the regime: It had hurt him.

But I also questioned how truthful Mohammad had been with me. In 2011, The Christian Science Monitor had published some of the details of the Sentinel-drone takedown, though not nearly as precise as Mohammad's version. Perhaps he was just parroting that report back to me, with his own embellishments. Mohammad also had been in custody during some of the exploits that he'd claimed his team carried out. How did he know about them? And had he gone back to work for the regime after he was released and was awaiting trial? That seems implausible. More likely, I have concluded, is that Mohammad remained in touch with colleagues and was aware of what they were up to. In hindsight, he was more reckless than I knew.

Even as he stared down a court date, he was trying to use me to rekindle his relationship with the CIA. And the whole time, he was leaking to me and Zam. He took yet another risk introducing the two of us, a month before he died, because the Iranians were almost certainly trying to penetrate Zam's communications, given his prominence in the dissident community. Zam urged Mohammad to leave Iran. Mohammad said he wasn't ready. He worried about leaving behind Amir.


Mohammad Tajik (left ) and his youngest brother, Amir (The Atlantic)



And, of course, Mohammad had unfinished business with the regime. That's where I came in, as his desired broker with the CIA.

But here's what Mohammad probably never knew, or didn't want to admit: The CIA had cut ties because the risk of working with him became greater than the value of his information. My sources told me he didn't follow instructions. One day he'd be clearheaded; the next he'd be acting paranoid, imagining conspiracies. Some officers wondered if he was taking drugs that impaired his judgment. It's a handler's job to manage sources. And Mohammad, one U.S. official told me, had become "unmanageable."

Something else gave CIA officers pause. No one had ever met Mohammad in the flesh. He was a "walk-in": a volunteer spy rather than a recruit. Mohammad's handlers knew he was special--a senior intelligence officer from a prominent family with access to extraordinary information--but the CIA never seemed fully comfortable with him.

And the CIA had good reasons to suspect that Mohammad may have been compromised. He had been thrown in prison for espionage shortly after the agency cut ties. Then, months after his arrest, he was suddenly set free and wanted to reestablish his relationship with the agency. Perhaps the Iranians had coerced him into working against the Americans, in exchange for his freedom.

I thought about the cryptic message he'd sent me about his life at that time: "Being still a double--turning into a triple and later to a nothing/everything/ticking-bomb."

When Mohammad was trying to reconnect with the Americans, was he actually working for Iran? And by asking for my help, had Mohammad been using me to entrap the CIA?

A nothing/everything/ticking-bomb. That's a man who had come to the end of his rope. Who thought he was dangerous, to others and maybe himself. Now I know that while he was talking with me, Mohammad was about to take the biggest--and final--risk of his life.







In July 2016, two months into our communications, Mohammad planned to fly to Turkey and give regime documents to Zam. He spent days scanning them. He converted Iranian currency into U.S. dollars. His suitcase was packed.

According to Zam, Mohammad's next leak was supposed to involve Iran's efforts to acquire a nuclear weapon from another country. I have only Zam's word on this. Mohammad never told me about any such operation; my other sources have never even suggested that Iran attempted to procure a nuke. I can't say if Zam was exaggerating, or if Mohammad had led him on.

Amir, who was perhaps the main reason his brother had stayed in Iran, saw the suitcase and asked where Mohammad was going.

To Turkey to meet a friend, Mohammad replied. You should come with me.

Amir refused. He left the house and told their father that Mohammad was leaving, according to information Zam pieced together from conversations with his own sources and text messages with Amir.

At 3 p.m. on July 5, the day Mohammad and I were supposed to next meet online, his father, Hajji Vali, and another official from the intelligence ministry came to his house, Zam told me. Amir returned home that evening and found his brother's body. A few days later, the home was raided. The authorities took Mohammad's possessions, including his computer.

Rumors have circulated for years in the diaspora about how Mohammad died. His burial certificate lists no cause of death. I've read claims on Iranian blogs that he had a heart attack, but friends told me he was in relatively good health, save for a reliance on painkillers (torture has a long tail).

The most widely shared story among regime critics in exile is that Hajji Vali killed him--if not with his own hands, then by his orders. Zam was certain of this, but he, too, had come from a prominent family that he left behind in Iran. Maybe Mohammad's father was merely a convenient villain for the story Zam was trying to tell.

Hajji Vali kept away from his son's grave at the burial service and watched from under the shade of a nearby tree, Zam later recounted in a lengthy interview with Voice of America's Persian News Network. Mohammad's death was an assassination, Zam said, "one of those ideological murders, where a father, in order to stick to his beliefs, is content with the death of his son." Avoiding a trial would also have saved the Iranian intelligence service and his father from significant embarrassment.

Could Hajji Vali have murdered his own son? In our many conversations, Mohammad neither excoriated nor extolled his father. He understood Hajji Vali as a product of revolutionary circumstances. Men like him probably wanted Mohammad dead. I can't speak for Hajji Vali, and I couldn't locate him for comment. (Iran's mission to the United Nations declined to comment.)

Iranian intelligence surely found my conversations with Mohammad in his computer hardware. I think what sent the FBI to my door was U.S. surveillance of Mohammad's colleagues as they discussed whether to hack me.

In 2021, five years after Mohammad died, I wanted to check in with Zam to compare notes, to finally start putting together the puzzle after years of professional distraction. I discovered that a year earlier, Zam had been lured to Iraq with the promise of interviewing a prominent cleric--and then apprehended, taken to Iran, and hanged.

You can find only traces of Mohammad today. Search his name online, and you'll see some court documents, a few blog posts about his death, and a short Wikipedia entry. Activist bloggers briefly celebrated Mohammad as a martyr, but he was not, in the end, "Iran's Snowden."

I won't pretend that I really knew Mohammad. Maybe I knew one version of him--the version in a selfie I obtained. With his thick black glasses and rumpled shirt, he looked like the intense nerd I'd always envisioned. I suspect he never told me about his prison time and torture because he considered them detours from his objectives.

Sometimes I think about how Mohammad first introduced himself to me: "I am 35 but very older." I understand now. He was traumatized. He was tired. And he was trapped in a fantasy of revenge. "But there is another thing named life," Mohammad told me, "and i strongly miss it."



This article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "The Mystery of Mohammad Tajik."
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Trumpian Corruption Is Worse Than Ukrainian Corruption

The people of Ukraine want an honest government, even as American and Russian kleptocrats circle their country.

by Anne Applebaum

Sun, 07 Dec 2025




A few days ago I called Oleksandr Abakumov, a senior detective at the National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine. I wanted to ask him about his investigation into a kickback scheme in his country's energy industry. While we were talking, I got interested in Abakumov himself. As he was explaining his motivations, I was struck by the surprising contrast between people like him--the Ukrainian civil servants and civil-society activists who have been demanding transparency from their leaders for two decades--and the American and Russian negotiators who met this week in Moscow, perhaps to decide Ukraine's fate.

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

Ukraine is fighting for its survival. Drones and missiles hit Ukrainian cities most nights. Many Ukrainians nevertheless want, even now, to have a government that's accountable to the public. Meanwhile, American and Russian kleptocrats are circling the country, looking for ways to make deals that benefit themselves.

Abakumov's career was directly shaped by his country's history. Until 2014, he was a police detective in the city of Luhansk in eastern Ukraine. At the beginning of that year, a series of mass protests in Kyiv persuaded Ukraine's corrupt, authoritarian, pro-Russia president, Viktor Yanukovych, to flee the country. Furious at the loss of their puppet, the Russians immediately invaded Crimea and eastern Ukraine, including Luhansk. Ukrainian elections brought a new president to power. Popular demand for reform led to the creation of new institutions, including the National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine, or NABU, which has from its beginning intended to eliminate high-level state corruption.

Abakumov's life changed too. He left occupied Luhansk and moved to Kyiv. In 2016, he went to work for NABU, taking a job that he considers to be a great honor. Certainly, NABU is popular: Last summer, after President Volodymyr Zelensky sought to shut the agency down, Ukrainians organized the largest mass protests the country has seen since Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine began in 2022. The president changed his mind, and the agency remained open. The job also appeals to Abakumov's patriotism. He believes that if he can help eliminate high-level corruption, then he can help Ukraine preserve its sovereignty and its democracy. "Corruption equals Russia, and we are not Russia," he told me.

In their investigation, dubbed "Operation Midas," Abakumov and his colleagues have accused several people in the government of taking money from contracts involving the state nuclear-power company--a particularly sensitive charge at a moment when many Ukrainians live without electricity, thanks to Russian bombing campaigns.

Foreign coverage of "Operation Midas" often relies on the passive voice, as if the scandal has a will of its own ("Scandal Consumes Top Aide"). But people such as Abakumov, who is a part of the Ukrainian state, worked to make the scandal public. They have interrogated cabinet ministers, published surveillance recordings, searched apartments. The Ukrainian Parliament has dismissed two ministers. Tymur Mindich, a former business partner of Zelensky, has fled the country. Late last month, the president's closest adviser, Andriy Yermak, resigned following a search of his apartment. All of this means that the political system is healthy, operating according to the law.

I should note that quite a few Ukrainians, and indeed many Europeans, believe that the investigation has somehow been assisted by the Trump administration, as a way of weakening Zelensky to force him to capitulate. Given that the Trump administration has stopped advocating for anti-corruption policies around the world and, following the closure of USAID, has dramatically decreased cooperation with Ukrainian law enforcement, this seems implausible.

Anne Applebaum: The murky plan that ensures a future war

Abakumov told me that he believes corruption, not transparency, weakens Ukraine. If Ukraine tolerates corruption, he said, "this is the way we lose, during the war, during negotiations, during rebuilding Ukraine." Daria Kaleniuk, one of Ukraine's most prominent anti-corruption activists, told me that with this investigation, "we have the chance to save the country and make it stronger."

These beliefs are radically different from those held by Ukraine's opponents. From the beginning of his career, Vladimir Putin, the president of Russia, has sought to enrich himself and his entourage at the expense of ordinary Russians. Putin himself was a pioneer in the use of secret offshore accounts and shell companies to transfer state assets into his own pockets. He has also spent years seeking to prevent those ordinary Russians from finding out about his finances.

In January 2021, the anti-corruption activist Alexei Navalny released a meticulously documented film, Putin's Palace, that revealed a network of kickbacks and payments to the Russian president far larger, more far-reaching, and more baroque than the scandal under investigation in Ukraine. The result: Navalny, who had just been arrested at the Russian border, was sent to a Siberian prison, where he later died. Putin kept his palace, complete with its private hockey rink and hookah bar, and his money. He blocked all further investigations into his wealth, jailed protesters, drove real journalists out of the country, and launched an invasion of Ukraine.

The Americans taking part in the recent Moscow negotiations are not brutal dictators, but neither are they civil servants acting purely in the interests of transparency, accountability, and patriotism. Steve Witkoff, a real-estate developer, and Jared Kushner, the president's son-in-law and the owner of an investment company that received $2 billion from Saudi Arabia, are now conducting the main negotiations. Their Russian counterpart is Kirill Dmitriev, the head of Russia's sovereign-wealth fund, which has strong ties with its Saudi counterpart. He is believed to have met Kushner while doing business in the Gulf.

Franklin Foer: Why the Gulf monarchs shower Trump with gifts

Last month, The Wall Street Journal revealed that these three businessmen met in Miami Beach in October to discuss not just Ukraine but also future Russian-American business deals. Russian businessmen who are known to be close to Putin have been "dangling multibillion-dollar rare-earth and energy deals" in front of American companies, the Journal explained, to "reshape the economic map of Europe--while driving a wedge between America and its traditional allies." Some of the companies have connections with Donald Trump's family.

Anne Applebaum: The murky plan that ensures a future war

Witkoff and Kushner are not taking kickbacks on government contracts, as some Ukrainian officials are now accused of doing. The corruption they represent is more profound: They are using the tools of the American state in a manner that happens to benefit their friends and business partners, even while they do terrible damage to American allies, American alliances, and America's reputation. This is a conflict of interest on a grand scale, with no real precedent in modern American foreign policy.

In Ukraine, the state itself is investigating the government, the cabinet, even the president's closest advisers. By contrast, it is impossible to imagine Kash Patel's FBI investigating anyone in Trump's White House. Any Russian who investigates Putin goes to jail. The word corruption has many nuances, and we aren't using enough of them when we talk about Ukraine.
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Putin Lives by a Code Trump Doesn't Understand

Where Trump sees a deal, Putin sees submission.

by Andrew Ryvkin

Sat, 06 Dec 2025




Donald Trump still doesn't seem to have learned a thing about the Russian dictator he calls a friend. He's tried all kinds of contradictory gambits in pursuit of peace in Ukraine: welcoming Vladimir Putin in Alaska, helping Kyiv blow up Russian oil refineries, offering Russia land it hasn't been able to acquire militarily. None seems to have had much effect. The Kremlin is holding the line, and Trump can't get through. On Thursday, Putin said that parts of the U.S. peace plan were unacceptable and that Russia would take Ukrainian land by force.

One reason may be that Trump and Putin are fundamentally incompatible personalities. Trump sees everything as a deal, and for Putin, any deal is a revelation of weakness. Trump is a creature of the Manhattan-real-estate world; Putin grew up amid the rubble of postwar Leningrad. Those Soviet courtyards formed him. In them, he internalized the rules of ponyatiya--an unwritten code, roughly translated as "the concepts," or "the understandings," that originated in Stalin's Gulags and still governs much of life in Russia, regardless of who's in power.

The ponyatiya of Putin's youth generally meant never betraying your gang and always standing up for your friends. Putin still lives by these rules. He's kept the same circle of friends since the 1980s--a good number of them are now billionaires--and no matter how badly they handle a situation, they are hardly ever punished. They're in their 70s now, but they still play hockey together in what they call the "Night Hockey League," or the NHL (they had custom jerseys made). Ponyatiya also meant never letting an insult go unanswered. Consider the defectors--not to mention the oligarchs, journalists, and dissidents who have displeased Putin--who have ended up dead.

Putin approaches foreign policy according to the same code. Hierarchy is absolute. The strong must be respected, and the weak must obey. The fact that Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky--a man whose comedy performances Putin once enjoyed--is now leading a country that's stopping Russia from reclaiming its imperial glory creates cognitive dissonance. A comedian is supposed to be feeble; a smaller nation without a nuclear arsenal is supposed to submit, and its people are supposed to stay silent.

By the same logic, Putin should regard an American president as equally powerful. Yet Trump has consistently presented himself as the weaker party.

For years, Trump was eager to prove that he had a great relationship with Putin. He courted the Russian leader with summits, diplomatic overtures, and long phone calls, even as the rest of the free world shunned him. Trump made no secret of his admiration, either. He called Putin a "genius" for moving troops to eastern Ukraine, praised him as tough, and at one point said that the Russian dictator was "outsmarting our country at every single step." The media filled in the rest of the picture, suggesting that Trump was ready to concede America's interests, principles, and allies for the sake of being accepted by an adversary. Putin may well have come to the same conclusion and, following the code of the streets, understood himself as dominant and the U.S. president as having relinquished his claim to Putin's respect.

Read: Why Trump is giving Putin everything he wants

Sometimes, Putin lets his attitude toward Trump slip. At the 2018 U.S.-Russia summit, Trump publicly sided with Putin over his own intelligence agencies. The Kremlin propagandist Pavel Zarubin--known for his unfettered access to the Russian president--got hold of the summit's guestbook. Trump wrote, "Great Honor," while Putin simply added his signature and the date. "Please don't be angry; I understand that we could have talked more. It's just awkward to keep others waiting--they'll get upset," Putin said of his upcoming call with Trump to the audience at Russia's Strategic Initiative Forum this summer. To a Western ear, that doesn't sound like much, but for someone like Putin--or any Russian street kid, for that matter--"getting upset" is a feminine trait. To apply it to a man is not courtesy; it's an insult.

Trump has mostly approached the war in Ukraine as though it were a business transaction--a straightforward quid pro quo. The White House has repeatedly floated a list of proposals for Putin to end the war: recognition of Crimea as Russian, de jure control over parts of eastern Ukraine, and a package of economic incentives. The content of these offers matters less than the act of offering; in Putin's world, initiating a deal is a sign of weakness. The moment Trump extends his hand, he marks himself as submissive and invites Putin to demand more. The better strategy would be to instead apply pressure and wait for Putin to make the first move. In dealing with Putin, in other words, Trump keeps thinking he's entering a Manhattan boardroom, when in fact he's walking into a Leningrad courtyard--and blinking first.

Putin has made mistakes in this relationship too, such as assuming that Trump is incapable of being tough on Russia. Before the latest peace proposal, the American president imposed sanctions on Russia's top two oil companies, put a 50 percent tariff on India for purchasing Russian oil and weapons, and entered into talks with China about pressuring Moscow to end the war in Ukraine. In response, the Russian leader resorted to a show of force: He began appearing in military uniform, something he normally does only rarely, and issuing one nuclear threat after another.

Putin unveiled the Burevestnik, a nuclear-powered cruise missile, at the end of October, and started talking about testing the weapon. He then sent Kirill Dmitriev, his economic envoy, to Washington on a bizarre charm offensive. Predictably, Dmitriev told U.S. reporters that sanctions weren't hurting Russia's economy. He also presented a box of chocolates stamped with quotes from Putin to Representative Anna Paulina Luna, one of the few people on Capitol Hill advocating for ending the war essentially on Russia's terms.

Trump reacted to Putin's saber-rattling by saying that Russia should end the war in Ukraine instead of testing a nuclear-powered missile--and added that the United States has a nuclear submarine positioned off Russia's coast. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent dismissed Dmitriev on CBS News, calling him a "Russian propagandist." After yet another of Putin's threats, Trump announced that he would resume nuclear testing. That's when Putin backed down: In an effort to ease tensions, his press secretary clarified that Russia would be testing nuclear engines, not warheads. It was the clearest example of the kind of approach that actually works on Putin.

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

Nevertheless, the 28-point peace plan Washington first presented late last month was a sweet deal for Putin and appeared to have been drafted with significant input from Moscow. It called for Ukraine to give up the Donbas, abandon its NATO ambitions, cap the size of its military, and hold elections within 100 days. It also offered amnesty to Russians accused of war crimes and invited Moscow back into the G8. But the U.S. was forced to seek European and Ukrainian input, and on December 2, the Kremlin predictably rejected the proposal, though negotiations haven't yet come to a complete close.

If the talks end in failure, as seems probable, Trump may react with frustration and impose additional sanctions on Russia. Or, just as likely, he may show how little he's learned by coming back with another deal. Nothing in the underlying dynamic--or the bloodshed--will change if Trump keeps assuming that Putin wants American investment, a G8 seat, and the Donbas more than he wants to destroy Ukraine.

One of the chocolates Dmitriev brought to the U.S. featured a quote from Putin that perfectly captured the Russian president's worldview. It read, "If a fight is unavoidable, you have to hit first." When Washington greets Putin with praise, it gets smiles, handshakes, and a reiteration of Moscow's maximalist demands in return. Trump doesn't have to become a friend to Ukraine, and he almost certainly never will. But he does need to learn how to deal with Putin. Only then will the Leningrad courtyard, with its unwritten rules, cease to be big enough for the both of them.
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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




Updated at 8:59 p.m. ET on December 9, 2025

Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

The Bendlerblock is an imposing neoclassical building near the center of Berlin--severe and symmetrical, with a red-tile roof. Parts of the German military were based there in World War II, 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 originally stated that the Bendlerblock once served as the headquarters of the Wehrmacht. In fact, it served as the headquarters of several divisions of the German military. The article appears in the January 2026 print edition with the headline "The New German War Machine."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/01/german-militarism-european-security/684951/?utm_source=feed
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OpenAI Is in Trouble

The start-up is falling behind in the AI race.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




For nearly three years, Marc Benioff, the CEO of Salesforce, was a ChatGPT devotee. Then, late last month, he abruptly converted to Google's chatbot, Gemini. "Holy shit," he wrote on X. "I've used ChatGPT every day for 3 years. Just spent 2 hours on Gemini 3. I'm not going back. The leap is insane."



When Gemini 3 was released in mid-November, it appeared to crush OpenAI's top model on a suite of evaluations shared by Google. The bot has since received widespread praise from the tech industry. One analyst said that Gemini 3 is "the best model ever." Another crowned Google as the "AI winners." Sam Altman appears alarmed: Last week, in a company-wide memo, the OpenAI CEO reportedly declared a "code red" effort to improve ChatGPT's capabilities.



OpenAI once had a clear technological edge. When the firm kicked off the AI race in 2022 with the launch of ChatGPT, Google was caught off guard and declared its own "code red." Google's early chatbot offerings were indeed a mess: The very first demo of Bard, the precursor to Gemini, included a factual error. A year later, the "AI Overviews" in Google Search were telling users that it was healthy to eat one rock a day. Meanwhile, OpenAI has become the world's most valuable private company under the assumption that it will always set the pace. But its ascendance no longer seems inevitable.



The warning lights for OpenAI were flashing even before Google launched Gemini 3. OpenAI has not had a stable or even convincing lead on major AI benchmarks for many months. An image-generating model released by Google this year, called "Nano Banana," is substantially faster than ChatGPT and has expanded Gemini's user base--which, by multiple measures, is growing several times faster than ChatGPT's. Nor is Google the only rival pulling ahead: Anthropic's Claude is widely considered the best model at coding, despite OpenAI's efforts to catch up. Even Elon Musk's Grok is about level with the latest version of ChatGPT. (OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic, did not respond to a request for comment.)



To be fair, this isn't the first time that OpenAI has appeared to lose its advantage, only to then quickly reclaim its spot as the leading AI firm. Last year, when bots from Google and Anthropic seemed to be catching up with ChatGPT, OpenAI released its "reasoning" models and launched an entirely new paradigm of AI development. Now practically every top AI lab has these "reasoning" models (Gemini 3 is one). In January, when the Chinese AI start-up DeepSeek developed a bot equal to and cheaper than those of many top U.S. companies, OpenAI responded with its own new, extremely cost-efficient AI model. OpenAI could very well stage a comeback this time, too: Its chief research officer, Mark Chen, said recently on a podcast that the company has internal models on par with Gemini 3 that will be released soon. But the company has never appeared to be this far behind across so many dimensions. More than ever, OpenAI seems like just another chatbot company.



In any case, OpenAI does not appear all that focused on building the "smartest" bot. Instead, the firm has moved aggressively to stake out a commercial empire. In recent months, OpenAI has been busy rolling out new shopping features, a web browser, an AI-centric social-media app, and, to top it off, group chats. Such tools are not exactly steps on the road to digital superintelligence. Instead, they can be understood as a concerted attempt to build a self-contained OpenAI ecosystem. ChatGPT is becoming a one-stop-shop for anything you might need to do on the internet: browsing, working, emailing, shopping, planning vacations, sharing AI-generated content with friends. In his "code red" memo, Altman reportedly said some of these commercial projects would be deprioritized to work on ChatGPT.



OpenAI's commercial ventures may have come at a cost. According to a recent investigation by The New York Times, OpenAI has factored user engagement and retention into ChatGPT updates. Those tweaks, in turn, may have made some versions of ChatGPT dangerously obsequious--it has appeared to praise and reinforces some users' darkest and most absurd ideas--and have been the subject of several lawsuits against OpenAI alleging that ChatGPT fueled delusional spirals and even, in some cases, contributed to suicide. (OpenAI has denied allegations in the first lawsuit alleging that ChatGPT drove a user into a mental-health crisis, and is reviewing a set of more recent ones.)



OpenAI's push to build a family of services is already the go-to playbook for tech giants such as Apple and Google for locking users into their products. In this sense, the firm was already playing catchup. What should concern OpenAI most about the launch of Gemini 3 is not the model's technical prowess but that Google immediately began integrating the bot into its existing ecosystem. Google has at least seven products that have 2 billion users each; OpenAI has yet to reach 1 billion on any. Altman's "code red" declaration is a reminder that, despite OpenAI's unprecedented rise, it remains very much a start-up.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/12/openai-losing-ai-wars/685201/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Tiny Cars: 'AMAZING!!!'

Donald Trump has fallen in love with Japan's adorable micro-cars. Do Americans actually want them?

by Patrick George

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




The first time I visited Japan, I couldn't help noticing all of the things that it does better than the United States. I rode bullet trains that top out at 200 miles an hour and spotted vending machines that serve fresh fruits and vegetables. But the worst part was the car envy: Why are America's city streets clogged with enormous SUVs and trucks when we could instead have the Suzuki Hustler?



An adorably rugged little box of a car, the Hustler looks something like a Hummer, but is closer in size to a Smart car. The U.S. has nothing like it, especially not for the cost. The Hustler has four-wheel drive, a hybrid engine, and a shocking amount of storage space for your gear--not bad for about $12,000.



The Hustler, and others like it, is a kei car: short for kei-jidosha, meaning "light vehicle." Kei cars (pronounced kay) are a category of Japanese cars restricted to small dimensions and engines. They come in all shapes and configurations in Japan: tiny delivery vans, hatchbacks, pickup trucks, even sports cars with gull-wing doors. They're an indelible part of Japan's automotive culture, with a reputation for enchanting foreign visitors.



President Donald Trump is apparently the latest to succumb to their charm. In the Oval Office last week--flanked by auto-industry executives celebrating America's new, weaker fuel-economy standards--Trump gushed about the little cars he saw on a recent trip to Asia. "They're very small; they're really cute," Trump said. Honda and other Japanese companies "do a beautiful job" of making these micro-cars, he said, "but we're not allowed to make them in this country." Two days later, Trump doubled down. "I have just approved TINY CARS to be built in America," he posted on Truth Social. "These cars of the very near future are inexpensive, safe, fuel efficient and, quite simply, AMAZING!!! START BUILDING THEM NOW!"



Trump is right: Truly small and affordable cars are all but gone from the American market. Especially over the past decade, automakers have shifted their offerings to larger and pricier crossovers and trucks. Even the Honda Civic, among the smallest cars that the automaker sells in the U.S., is nearly 10 inches longer than the 2005 model.



The Honda N-Box, Japan's best-selling car, is more than four feet shorter than a Civic--and more than half the cost. The beauty of these tiny cars is that many are quite nice. A new Nissan kei car has advanced features, such as a display that aids parking by making the front of the car seem invisible, and Google apps built into the software system.





It isn't hard to see why Trump wants to bring such models to the U.S. The president is under mounting pressure to address rising costs and persistent inflation; a new, well-equipped Nissan or Honda micro-car that sells for under $15,000 sounds on paper like a great solution to skyrocketing new-car prices. (The average new car in America has hit a record high of about $50,000.) And already, used kei cars are catching on in the U.S. in an unusual way. Because of a regulatory quirk, a foreign car that doesn't meet U.S. safety or emissions standards can still be imported if it is at least 25 years old. Americans are giving a second life to Japan's tiny pickups, vans, and sports cars, often for recreation but sometimes even as cheap, tough, around-town work vehicles.



Imagine a future where Trump's edict has gone into effect: Americans gleefully downsize from their Ford Escapes to shuttle their kids to school in boxy micro-SUVs. Cops patrol city streets in tiny vans with motorcycle-size engines. And even construction workers discard their Chevy Silverados for squat little flatbed trucks. Who cares if hitting highway speeds takes a few more seconds? Just imagine how much money Americans would save at the pump.



Don't get your hopes up. Even with Trump's support, an American kei car may just be a pipe dream. Although companies like Toyota, Nissan, and Honda have become global giants with factories all over the world, kei cars largely aren't sold as new cars outside Japan and other parts of Asia. (They're sometimes called Galapagos cars, after the distinct species on those islands that evolved in isolated ways with few natural competitors.)



Honda and Toyota probably could have made kei cars in the U.S. long ago if they'd wanted to. But ensuring that something like the N-Box meets American crash-safety regulations is another story. At Trump's urging, Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy has said he wants to "clear the deck" for micro-cars by changing the safety regulations--a process that can take years. (I asked the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration for specifics on the plan to bring kei cars to America, but did not hear back.) Compared with what's sold in Japan, kei cars would need costly upgrades or even a total redesign to ensure that they could survive a crash with a Chevrolet Tahoe. In other words, the Galapagos car would need to face a new kind of predator.



Such changes would likely erode the cheap price tag, and still may not be enough to convince Americans that they're safe behind the wheel of a tiny car when our roads are full of giant SUVs. There is a big difference between someone who imports a 25-year-old kei car as a fun or useful second vehicle and someone who buys a brand-new car expecting it to do anything and everything.



Still, if Americans really want cheaper new cars--and right now, they say they do--then something has to give. That may be profits at the auto companies. Although some executives must have cheered the White House's new laissez-faire approach to fuel economy, they may have been screaming internally at this new edict to make smaller and cheaper cars. Big, expensive trucks and SUVs are among the biggest profit-drivers for automakers, and lately, they are key to offsetting the bills from Trump's own tariffs. Automakers would much rather sell you a pricey, high-margin F-150, even if you don't need all of that towing and hauling capacity--and even though a little Subaru kei truck could handle much of that just fine for a fraction of the cost.



So far, the auto industry has had little choice but to fall in line with Trump's agenda, walking back years of promises on electric vehicles and hastily announcing big investments in the U.S. Its CEOs came to the White House to celebrate relaxed fuel-economy rules; then they were told to make cheaper and less profitable new cars. Americans now get to find out how seriously these carmakers take their marching orders from the president.
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The Strange Disappearance of an Anti-AI Activist

Sam Kirchner wants to save the world from artificial superintelligence. He's been missing for two weeks.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




Before Sam Kirchner vanished, before the San Francisco Police Department began to warn that he could be armed and dangerous, before OpenAI locked down its offices over the potential threat, those who encountered him saw him as an ordinary, if ardent, activist.



Phoebe Thomas Sorgen met Kirchner a few months ago at Travis Air Force Base, northeast of San Francisco, at a protest against immigration policy and U.S. military aid to Israel. Sorgen, a longtime activist whose first protests were against the Vietnam War, was going to block an entrance to the base with six other older women. Kirchner,  27 years old, was there with a couple of other members of a new group called Stop AI, and they all agreed to go along to record video on their phones in case of a confrontation with the police.



"They were mainly there, I believe, to recruit people who might be willing to engage in nonviolent civil disobedience, which they see as the key to stopping super AI"--a method Sorgen thought was really smart, she told me. Afterward, she started going to Stop AI's weekly meetings in Berkeley and learning about the artificial-intelligence industry, adopting the activist group's cause as one of her own. She was impressed by Kirchner and the other leaders, who struck her as passionate and well informed. They'd done their research on AI and on protest movements; they knew what they were talking about and what to do. "They were committed to nonviolence on the merits as well as strategically," she said.



They followed a typical activist playbook. They passed out flyers and served pizza and beer at a T-shirt-making party. They organized monthly demonstrations and debated various ideas for publicity stunts. Stop AI, which calls for a permanent global ban on the development of artificial superintelligence, has always been a little more radical--more open to offending, its members clearly willing to get arrested--than some of the other groups protesting the development of artificial general intelligence, but Sorgen told me that the leaders were also clear, at every turn, that violence was not morally acceptable or part of a winning strategy. ("That's the empire's game, violence," she noted. "We can't compete on that level even if we wanted to.") Organizers who gathered in a Stop AI Signal chat were given only one warning for musing or even joking about violent actions. After that, they would be banned.



Kirchner, who'd moved to San Francisco from Seattle and co-founded Stop AI there last year, publicly expressed his own commitment to nonviolence many times, and friends and allies say they believed him. Yet they also say he could be hotheaded and dogmatic, that he seemed to be suffering under the strain of his belief that the creation of smarter-than-human AI was imminent and that it would almost certainly lead to the end of all human life. He often talked about the possibility that AI could kill his sister, and he seemed to be motivated by this fear.



"I did perceive an intensity," Sorgen said. She sometimes talked with Kirchner about toning it down and taking a breath, for the good of Stop AI, which would need mass support. But she was empathetic, having had her own experience with protesting against nuclear proliferation as a young woman and sinking into a deep depression when she was met with indifference. "It's very stressful to contemplate the end of our species--to realize that that is quite likely. That can be difficult emotionally."



Whatever the exact reason or the precise triggering event, Kirchner appears to have recently lost faith in the strategy of nonviolence, at least briefly. This alleged moment of crisis led to his expulsion from Stop AI, to a series of 911 calls placed by his compatriots, and, apparently, to his disappearance. His friends say they have been looking for him every day, but nearly two weeks have gone by with no sign of him.



Although Kirchner's true intentions are impossible to know at this point, and his story remains hazy, the rough outline has been enough to inspire worried conversation about the AI-safety movement as a whole. Experts disagree about the existential risk of AI, and some people think the idea of superintelligent AI destroying all human life is barely more than a fantasy, whereas to others it is practically inevitable. "He had the weight of the world on his shoulders," Wynd Kaufmyn, one of Stop AI's core organizers, told me of Kirchner. What might you do if you truly felt that way?



"I am no longer part of Stop AI," Kirchner posted to X just before 4 a.m. Pacific time on Friday, November 21. Later that day, OpenAI put its San Francisco offices on lockdown, as reported by Wired, telling employees that it had received information indicating that Kirchner had "expressed interest in causing physical harm to OpenAI employees."



The problem started the previous Sunday, according to both Kaufmyn and Matthew Hall, Stop AI's recently elected leader, who goes by Yakko. At a planning meeting, Kirchner got into a disagreement with the others about the wording of some messaging for an upcoming demonstration--he was so upset, Kaufmyn and Hall told me, that the meeting totally devolved and Kirchner left, saying that he would proceed with his idea on his own. Later that evening, he allegedly confronted Yakko and demanded access to Stop AI funds. "I was concerned, given his demeanor, what he might use that money on," Yakko told me. When he refused to give Kirchner the money, he said, Kirchner punched him several times in the head. Kaufmyn was not present during the alleged assault, but she went to the hospital with Yakko, who was examined for a concussion, according to both of them. (Yakko also shared his emergency-room-discharge form with me. I was unable to reach Kirchner for comment.)



On Monday morning, according to Yakko, Kirchner was apologetic but seemed conflicted. He expressed that he was exasperated by how slowly the movement was going and that he didn't think nonviolence was working. "I believe his exact words were: 'The nonviolence ship has sailed for me,'" Yakko said. Yakko and Kaufmyn told me that Stop AI members called the SFPD at this point to express some concern about what Kirchner might do but that nothing came of the call.



After that, for a few days, Stop AI dealt with the issue privately. Kirchner could no longer be part of Stop AI because of the alleged violent confrontation, but the situation appeared manageable. Members of the group became newly concerned when Kirchner didn't show at a scheduled court hearing related to his February arrest for blocking doors at an OpenAI office. They went to Kirchner's apartment in West Oakland and found it unlocked and empty, at which point they felt obligated to notify the police again and to also notify various AI companies that they didn't know where Kirchner was and that there was some possibility that he could be dangerous.



Both Kaufmyn and Sorgen suspect that Kirchner is likely camping somewhere--he took his bicycle with him but left behind other belongings, including his laptop and phone. They imagine he's feeling wounded and betrayed, and maybe fearful of the consequences of his alleged meltdown. Yakko told me that he wasn't sure about Kirchner's state of mind but that he didn't believe that Kirchner had access to funds that would enable him to act on his alleged suggestions of violence. Remmelt Ellen, an adviser to Stop AI, told me that he was concerned about Kirchner's safety, especially if he is experiencing a mental-health crisis.

Almost two weeks into his disappearance, Kirchner's situation has grown worse. The San Francisco Standard recently reported on an internal bulletin circulated within the SFPD on November 21, which cited two callers who warned that Kirchner had specifically threatened to buy high-powered weapons and to kill people at OpenAI. Both Kaufmyn and Yakko told me that they were confused by the report. "As far as I know, Sam made no direct threats to OpenAI or anyone else," Yakko said. From his perspective, the likelihood that Kirchner was dangerous was low, but the group didn't want to take any chances. (A representative from the SFPD declined to comment on the bulletin; OpenAI did not return a request for comment.)



The reaction from the broader AI-safety movement was fast and consistent. Many disavowed violence. One group, PauseAI, a much larger AI-safety activist group than Stop AI, specifically disavowed Kirchner. PauseAI is notably staid--it includes property damage in its definition of violence, for instance, and doesn't allow volunteers to do anything illegal or disruptive, such as chain themselves to doors, barricade gates, and otherwise trespass or interfere with the operations of AI companies. "The kind of protests we do are people standing at the same place and maybe speaking a message," the group's CEO, Maxime Fournes, told me, "but not preventing people from going to work or blocking the streets."



This is one of the reasons that Stop AI was founded in the first place. Kirchner and others, who'd met in the PauseAI Discord server, thought that that genteel approach was insufficient. Instead, Stop AI situated itself in a tradition of more confrontational protest, consulting Gene Sharp's 1973 classic, The Methods of Nonviolent Action, which includes such tactics as sit-ins, "nonviolent obstruction," and "seeking imprisonment."



In its early stages, the movement against unaccountable AI development has had to face the same questions as any other burgeoning social movement: How do you win broad support? How can you be palatable and appealing while also being sufficiently pointed, extreme enough to get attention but not so much that you sabotage yourself? If the stakes are as high as you say they are, how do you act like it?



Michael Trazzi, an activist who went on a hunger strike outside Google DeepMind's London headquarters in September, also believes that AI could lead to human extinction. He told me that he believes that people can do things that are extreme enough to "show we are in an emergency" while still being nonviolent and nondisruptive. (PauseAI also discourages its members from doing hunger strikes.)



The biggest difference between PauseAI and Stop AI is the one implied in their names. PauseAI advocates for a pause in superintelligent-AI development until it can proceed safely, or in "alignment" with democratically decided ideal outcomes. Stop AI's position is that this kind of alignment is a fantasy and that AI should not be allowed to progress further toward superhuman intelligence than it already has. For that reason, their rhetoric differs as much as their tactics. "You should not hear official PauseAI channels saying things like 'We will all die with complete certainty,'" Fournes said. By contrast, Stop AI has opted for very blunt messaging. Announcing plans to barricade the doors of an OpenAI office in San Francisco last October, organizers sent out a press release that read, in part, "OpenAI is trying to build something smarter than humans and it is going to kill us all!" More recently, the group promoted another protest with a digital flyer saying, "Close OpenAI or We're All Gonna Die!"



Jonathan Kallay, a 47-year-old activist who is not based in San Francisco but who participates in a Stop AI Discord server with just under 400 people in it, told me that Stop AI is a "large and diverse group of people" who are concerned about AI for a variety of reasons--job loss, environmental impact, creative-property rights, and so on. Not all of them fear the imminent end of the world. But they have all signed up for a version of the movement that puts that possibility front and center.



Yakko, who joined Stop AI earlier this year, was elected the group's new leader on October 28. That he and others in Stop AI were not completely on board with the gloomy messaging that Kirchner favored was one of the causes of the falling out, he told me: "I think that made him feel betrayed and scared."



Going forward, Yakko said, Stop AI will be focused on a more hopeful message and will try to emphasize that an alternate future is still possible "rather than just trying to scare people, even if the truth is scary." One of his ideas is to help organize a global general strike (and to do so before AI takes a large enough share of human jobs that it's too late for withholding labor to have any impact).



Stop AI is not the only group considering and reconsidering how to talk about the problem. These debates over rhetoric and tactics have been taking place in an insular cultural enclave where forum threads come to vivid life. Sometimes, it can be hard to keep track of who's on whose side. For instance, Stop AI might seem a natural ally of Eliezer Yudkowsky, a famous AI doomer whose recent book, If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies, co-authored with Nate Soares, predicts human extinction in its title. But they are actually at odds. (Through a representative, Yudkowsky declined to comment for this article.)



Emile P. Torres, a philosopher and historian who was friendly with Kirchner and attended a Stop AI protest this summer, has criticized Yudkowsky for engaging in a thought exercise about how many people it would be ethical to let die in order to prevent a superintelligent AI from taking over the world. He also tried to persuade Kirchner and other Stop AI leaders to take a more delicate approach to talking about human extinction as a likely outcome of advanced AI development, because he thinks that this kind of rhetoric might provoke violence either by making it seem righteous or by disturbing people to the point of totally irrational behavior. The latter worry is not merely conjecture: One infamous group who feared that AI would end the world turned into a cult and was then connected to several murders (though none of the killings appeared to have anything to do with AI development).



"There is this kind of an apocalyptic mindset that people can get into," Torres told me. "The stakes are enormous and literally couldn't be higher. That sort of rhetoric is everywhere in Silicon Valley." He never worried that anybody in Stop AI would resort to violence; he was always more freaked out by the rationalist crowd, who might use "longtermism" as a poor ethical justification for violence in the present (kill a few people now to prevent extinction later). But he did think that committing to an apocalyptic framing could be risky generally. "I have been worried about people in the AI-safety crowd resorting to violence," he said. "Someone can have that mindset and commit themselves to nonviolence, but the mindset does incline people toward thinking, Well, maybe any measure might be justifiable."



Ellen, the Stop AI adviser, shares Torres's concern. Although he wasn't present for what happened with Kirchner in November (Ellen lives in Hong Kong and has never met Kirchner in person, he told me), his sense from speaking frequently with him over the past two years was that Kirchner was under an enormous amount of pressure because of his feeling that the world was about to end. "Sam was panicked," he said. "I think he felt disempowered and felt like he had to do something." After Stop AI put out its statement about the alleged assault and the calls to police, Ellen wrote his own post asking people to "stop the 'AGI may kill us by 2027' shit please."



Despite that request, he doesn't think apocalyptic rhetoric is the sole cause of what happened. "I would add that I know a lot of other people who are concerned about a near-term extinction event in single-digit years who would never even consider acting in violent ways," he said. And he has issues with the apocalyptic framing aside from the sort of muddy idea that it can lead people to violence. He worries, too, that it "puts the movement in a position to be ridiculed" if, for instance, the AI bubble bursts, development slows, and the apocalypse doesn't arrive when the alarm-ringers said it would. They could be left standing there looking ridiculous, like a failed doomsday cult.



His other fear about what did or didn't (or does or doesn't) happen with Kirchner is that it will "be used to paint with a broad brush" about the AI-safety movement, that it will depict the participants as radicals and terrorists. He saw some conversation along those lines earlier last month, when a lawyer representing Stop AI jumped onstage to subpoena Sam Altman during a talk--one widely viewed post referred to the group as "dangerous" and "unhinged" in response to that incident. And in response to the news about Kirchner, there has been renewed chatter about how activists may be extremists in waiting. This is a tactic that powerful people often use in an attempt to discredit their critics: Peter Thiel has taken to arguing that those who speak out against AI are the real danger, rather than the technology itself.



In an interview last year, Kirchner said, "We are totally for nonviolence, and we never will turn violent." In the same interview, he said he was willing to die for his cause. Both statements are the kind that sound direct but are hard to set store by--it's impossible to prove whether he meant them and, if so, how he meant them. Hearing the latter statement, about Kirchner's willingness to die, some saw a radical on some kind of deranged mission. Others saw a guy clumsily expressing sincere commitment. (Or maybe he was just being dramatic.)



Ellen said that older activists he'd talked with had interpreted it as well-meant but a red flag nonetheless. Generally, when you dedicate yourself to a cause, you don't expect to die to win. You expect to spend years fighting, feeling like you're losing, plodding along. The problem is that Kirchner, according to many people who know him, really believes that humanity doesn't have that much time.
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Could ChatGPT Secretly Tell You How to Vote?

The political manipulation machine

by Matteo Wong

Thu, 04 Dec 2025




In the months leading up to last year's presidential election, more than 2,000 Americans, roughly split across partisan lines, were recruited for an experiment: Could an AI model influence their political inclinations? The premise was straightforward--let people spend a few minutes talking with a chatbot designed to stump for Kamala Harris or Donald Trump, then see if their voting preferences changed at all.



The bots were effective. After talking with a pro-Trump bot, one in 35 people who initially said they would not vote for Trump flipped to saying they would. The number who flipped after talking with a pro-Harris bot was even higher, at one in 21. A month later, when participants were surveyed again, much of the effect persisted. The results suggest that AI "creates a lot of opportunities for manipulating people's beliefs and attitudes," David Rand, a senior author on the study, which was published today in Nature, told me.



Rand didn't stop with the U.S. general election. He and his co-authors also tested AI bots' persuasive abilities in highly contested national elections in Canada and Poland--and the effects left Rand, who studies information sciences at Cornell, "completely blown away." In both of these cases, he said, roughly one in 10 participants said they would change their vote after talking with a chatbot. The AI models took the role of a gentle, if firm, interlocutor, offering arguments and evidence in favor of the candidate they represented. "If you could do that at scale," Rand said, "it would really change the outcome of elections."



The chatbots succeeded in changing people's minds, in essence, by brute force. A separate companion study that Rand also co-authored, published today in Science, examined what factors make one chatbot more persuasive than another and found that AI models needn't be more powerful, more personalized, or more skilled in advanced rhetorical techniques to be more convincing. Instead, chatbots were most effective when they threw fact-like claims at the user; the most persuasive AI models were those that provided the most "evidence" in support of their argument, regardless of whether that evidence had any bearing on reality. In fact, the most persuasive chatbots were also the least accurate.



Independent experts told me that Rand's two studies join a growing body of research indicating that generative-AI models are, indeed, capable persuaders: These bots are patient, designed to be perceived as helpful, can draw on a sea of evidence, and appear to many as trustworthy. Granted, caveats exist. It's unclear how many people would ever have such direct, information-dense conversations with chatbots about whom they're voting for, especially when they're not being paid to participate in a study. The studies didn't test chatbots against more forceful types of persuasion, such as a pamphlet or a human canvasser, Jordan Boyd-Graber, an AI researcher at the University of Maryland who was not involved with the research, told me. Traditional campaign outreach (mail, phone calls, television ads, and so on) is typically not effective at swaying voters, Jennifer Pan, a political scientist at Stanford who was not involved with the research, told me. AI could very well be different--the new research suggests that the AI bots were more persuasive than traditional ads in previous U.S. presidential elections--but Pan cautioned that it's too early to say whether a chatbot with a clear link to a candidate would be of much use.



Even so, Boyd-Graber said that AI "could be a really effective force multiplier" that allows politicians or activists with relatively few resources to sway far more people--especially if the messaging comes from a familiar platform. Every week, hundreds of millions of people ask questions of ChatGPT, and many more receive AI-written responses to questions through Google search. Meta has woven its AI models throughout Facebook and Instagram, and Elon Musk is using his Grok chatbot to remake X's recommendation algorithm. AI-generated articles and social-media posts abound. Whether by your own volition or not, a good chunk of the information you've learned online over the past year has likely been filtered through generative AI. Clearly, political campaigns will want to use chatbots to sway voters, just as they've used traditional advertisements and social media in the past.



But the new research also raises a separate concern: that chatbots and other AI products, largely unregulated but already a feature of daily life, could be used by tech companies to manipulate users for political purposes. "If Sam Altman decided there was something that he didn't want people to think, and he wanted GPT to push people in one direction or another," Rand said, his research suggests that the firm "could do that," although neither paper specifically explores the possibility.



Consider Musk, the world's richest man and the proprietor of the chatbot that briefly referred to itself as "MechaHitler." Musk has explicitly attempted to mold Grok to fit his racist and conspiratorial beliefs, and has used it to create his own version of Wikipedia. Today's research suggests that the mountains of sometimes bogus "evidence" that Grok advances may also be enough at least to persuade some people to accept Musk's viewpoints as fact. The models marshaled "in some cases more than 30 'facts' per conversation," Kobi Hackenburg, a researcher at the UK AI Security Institute and a lead author on the Science paper, told me. "And all of them sound and look really plausible, and the model deploys them really elegantly and confidently." That makes it challenging for users to pick apart truth from fiction, Hackenburg said; the performance matters as much as the evidence.



This is not so different, of course, from all the mis- and disinformation that already circulate online. But unlike Facebook and TikTok feeds, chatbots produce "facts" on command whenever a user asks, offering uniquely formulated evidence in response to queries from anyone. And although everyone's social-media feeds may look different, they do, at the end of the day, present a noisy mix of media from public sources; chatbots are private and bespoke to the individual. AI already appears "to have pretty significant downstream impacts in shaping what people believe," Renee DiResta, a social-media and propaganda researcher at Georgetown, told me. There's Grok, of course, and DiResta has found that the AI-powered search engine on President Donald Trump's Truth Social, which relies on Perplexity's technology, appears to pull up sources only from conservative media, including Fox, Just the News, and Newsmax.



Real or imagined, the specter of AI-influenced campaigns will provide fodder for still more political battles. Earlier this year, Trump signed an executive order banning the federal government from contracting "woke" AI models, such as those incorporating notions of systemic racism. Should chatbots themselves become as polarizing as MSNBC or Fox, they will not change public opinion so much as deepen the nation's epistemic chasm.



In some sense, all of this debate over the political biases and persuasive capabilities of AI products is a bit of a distraction. Of course chatbots are designed and able to influence human behavior, and of course that influence is biased in favor of the AI models' creators--to get you to chat for longer, to click on an advertisement, to generate another video. The real persuasive sleight of hand is to convince billions of human users that their interests align with tech companies'--that using a chatbot, and especially this chatbot above any other, is for the best.
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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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Fallout From the Signal Report

Panelists joined to discuss Pete Hegseth's tenure, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 06 Dec 2025




This week, the acting inspector general of the Department of Defense released a report that found Secretary Pete Hegseth could have put U.S. troops and national security at risk with messages sent in a Signal chat about strikes in Yemen. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss what the report may mean for Hegseth, and more.

In response to the report, the defense secretary and his spokesman, Sean Parnell, denied the findings: "The Inspector General review is a TOTAL exoneration of Secretary Hegseth," Parnell wrote on X earlier this week. "The bottom line is the official leadership of the Department of Defense is at war with reality," Susan Glasser, a staff writer for The New Yorker, said last night. The question that remains unanswered, Glasser added, is: "Where is the oversight and accountability?"

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent for The New York Times; Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; and Nancy Youssef, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Yes, Some Children May Have Died From COVID Shots

Denial only serves the aims of anti-vaxxers.

by Benjamin Mazer

Mon, 08 Dec 2025




On the Friday after Thanksgiving, Vinay Prasad, the FDA's top vaccine regulator, made a claim that shocked the public-health establishment. "For the first time," he wrote in a leaked email to his staff, "the US FDA will acknowledge that COVID-19 vaccines have killed American children." The agency had supposedly identified at least 10 children who died from getting COVID shots.

To say the email was poorly received by vaccine experts and physicians would be an understatement. Prasad's claim provoked a rapid series of rebuttals. A response from 12 former FDA commissioners, published in The New England Journal of Medicine on Wednesday, called Prasad's memo "a threat to evidence-based vaccine policy and public health security." All of the potential vaccine-related deaths reported to the government, presumably including those to which Prasad referred, had already been reviewed by the agency's staff, the former commissioners wrote, and "different conclusions" had been reached. Elsewhere, doctors and scientists declared that absolutely no evidence links COVID-19 vaccines to death in children; and that in order to suggest otherwise, Prasad and his colleagues had engaged in an "evidence-manufacturing mission," a "dumpster dive" for shoddy data, or--worse--a campaign of lying.

Prasad is among the public-health officials who, under the leadership of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., have been systematically undermining the nation's confidence in immunizations. Prasad has not yet offered up any documentation to support his assertion, and his count of vaccine-related deaths may well turn out to be inflated. The memo's overheated rhetoric and lengthy recitation of political grievances also raise some doubts about his claims.

Yet there's something troubling--and telling--in the fact that his memo has provoked people to deny even the possibility of COVID-vaccine-related deaths. The idea that mRNA-based shots have, tragically, killed a very small number of children is not far-fetched. It also doesn't imply a catastrophic threat to public health, given that tens of millions of doses of these vaccines have safely been given out to young people. From the start of the coronavirus pandemic, lack of nuance has been a problem with public-health messaging--one that anti-vaccine advocates have made use of to great effect. Now, in a moment when public health in America is under existential threat, this insistence that no evidence exists for vaccine-related deaths risks adding to the crisis.

No public-health authorities deny that COVID shots can have some ill effects. Adverse reactions are possible with all medical interventions. The mRNA-based vaccines produced by Pfizer and Moderna, in particular, are known to cause myocarditis--inflammation of the heart--on rare occasions, especially in teenage boys and young men. The form of myocarditis that occurs after vaccination is typically far less severe than the one caused by viruses; for unclear reasons, mRNA-related cases have largely disappeared in recent years. But this condition can be deadly, and considering the hundreds of millions of mRNA doses that have been administered to Americans, even extraordinarily unlikely outcomes may well be inevitable.

Read: 'It feels like the CDC is over'

In August 2021, U.S. physicians published details of a 42-year-old man's post-vaccination death from myocarditis in The New England Journal of Medicine. Similar cases trickled in from other countries too. South Korean researchers and public-health officials, who tracked postimmunization fatalities very closely, identified a total of 21 deaths from vaccine-induced myocarditis--all in adults--during their country's initial COVID-inoculation campaign, which reached more than 44 million people. And in 2022, one of my former instructors, the forensic pathologist James Gill, Connecticut's chief medical examiner, found that children could also be at risk of death. Writing in a peer-reviewed journal, he and his colleagues described the cases of two teenage boys who died of heart damage after receiving their second Pfizer dose.

So why is Prasad's allegation that a very small number of kids have died from COVID shots being treated as some unholy aberration? I reached out to Paul Offit, a former member of the CDC's immunization advisory committee who had described the memo's assertions as being "fairly fantastic." He told me that although Prasad's claim may ultimately pan out, he does not consider the published case reports definitive, nor does he believe that the shots have led to any deaths. "It's not terribly convincing that this vaccine killed anybody," he said.

Michael Osterholm, the director of the Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy at the University of Minnesota, gave the same response: He doesn't think that the COVID shots have yet been linked to any deaths, and he trusts the judgment of the officials who had first reviewed these cases. (Like Offit, he allowed for the possibility that such cases might be identified in the future.)

When I reached out to Krutika Kuppalli, an infectious-disease physician who works on vaccine safety, she told me that high-quality studies from around the world have clearly demonstrated that there isn't any wave of mRNA-related deaths. Population-level data show no increase in mortality from the Pfizer or Moderna COVID shots. This means that if the immunizations do cause death, it happens so infrequently as to be statistically undetectable. (Abundant evidence shows that the vaccines reduce mortality from SARS-CoV-2. That statistical signal is clear as day.)

Read: Revenge of the COVID contrarians

But there's a disconnect among the sort of studies cited by Kuppalli and doctors' observations on the ground. The latter may get written up in case reports of vaccine-related deaths, and although any single finding from this literature can be debatable, that doesn't mean it ought to be ignored. Cause-of-death determinations happen every day in medicine, based on the most likely explanation of the facts. Yet when vaccines might be involved, that standard seems to change: Suddenly, authorities demand an impossibly high level of evidence.

Experts told me that any of the published cases of death from an mRNA vaccine could have resulted from some alternative cause, such as a preexisting condition or hidden infection. True enough, but these cases were thoroughly investigated. Many of the diagnoses were confirmed by autopsy, which is considered the gold-standard diagnostic approach. The 21 Korean deaths, in particular, were verified by a panel of specialists in cardiology, infectious disease, and epidemiology. Surely these, at least, should meet the bar for establishing a person's cause of death--but the doctors and public-health professionals I spoke with for this story insisted that such reports don't amount to slam-dunk proof. "These are important for hypothesis generation and mechanistic understanding," Kuppalli said, "but they do not establish causality for death."

Many mainstream experts have been drawing from the same playbook that COVID skeptics used at the height of the pandemic. Five years ago, they and others asked: Were thousands of American children truly getting hospitalized for COVID, or did they get hospitalized for some other reason and just happened to have COVID? Now we get a similar question: Did the teenagers who died after getting their Pfizer shots die from COVID vaccination, or did they just happen to die from something else after having been vaccinated?

The CDC itself has at times adopted this turbocharged incredulity. After Gill's team published about the two teens, who died after receiving mRNA vaccines in the spring or summer of 2021, Tom Shimabukuro, then a high-level official in the CDC's Immunization Safety Office, and several other agency staffers wrote a scathing letter to the journal, claiming that important facts had been omitted. They said the agency had found laboratory evidence of infection--a virus in one case and a bacterium in the other--and that at least the latter "suggested an alternate cause of death" that should have been mentioned in the paper.

Read: Mortality numbers may have more to do with politics than science

The CDC's critique, however, was premised on errors so rudimentary that any trained pathologist should be able to spot them: The PCR test used to detect the virus in one case is known to be unreliable for determining a true infection, for example; the bacteria implicated in the other typically grow only after a patient is deceased. Given the flimsy reasoning behind the CDC's rebuttal, Gill's cases could easily be among the 10 deaths that the FDA is now touting. Yet according to a June 2025 presentation by the director of the CDC's Immunization Safety Office, "no known deaths or cardiac transplants" were seen in individuals ages 12 to 29 with post-vaccine myocarditis from January to November 2021. Another slide said there was "no increased risk of death following mRNA COVID-19 vaccines." (Neither the Department of Health and Human Services nor Shimabukuro responded to questions about this story.)

Some defensiveness about the data on vaccine-related harms is understandable. Anti-vaccine activists, the HHS secretary among them, have spent years stoking unfounded fears about mRNA vaccines; doing so has almost certainly resulted in otherwise preventable deaths among those who refused to get vaccinated. And it may well be that this administration's claims about the harms from COVID shots are unfounded, and that no persuasive evidence will ever be provided. (The FDA has indicated that supporting data will be released later this month.) But given what is already known, the public-health establishment should be prepared for the alternative. Accepting and acknowledging reasonable proof of that reality would be an important part of effectively combatting the government's current vaccine skepticism. How can medical professionals discuss the favorable risk-benefit profile of these shots if they aren't willing to acknowledge their worst risk? Denial also creates opportunities for those who want to break the system to rebuild it. In his memo, Prasad presents a very small number of allegedly catastrophic events as a revelation of such grave importance that "swift action" must be taken in regard to the COVID vaccines and the immunization approval process overall.

The possibility--perhaps the likelihood--that a handful of vaccine-related deaths occurred and were downplayed by medical authorities does not undermine the fact that COVID vaccination, on the whole, has prevented death on a massive scale. Nor does it justify sweeping changes to vaccine regulations. Rather, it suggests the need for some targeted reforms, such as improvements to the country's vaccine-adverse-event reporting system--and also tells us that a strategy of minimizing tragic outcomes, however rare, may not be the best way to protect a vital instrument of public health.
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The Rarest of All Diseases Are Becoming Treatable

This year, gene-editing technology was customized to fix mutations in a single patient's genes for the first time.

by Nancy Walecki

Mon, 08 Dec 2025




Updated at 11:35 a.m. ET on December 8, 2025

For a decade after its discovery, CRISPR gene editing was stuck on the cusp of transforming medicine. Then, in 2023, scientists started using it on sickle-cell disease, and Victoria Gray, a  patient who lived with constant pain--like lightning inside her body, she has said--got the first-ever FDA-approved CRISPR gene-editing treatment. Her symptoms vanished; so did virtually everyone else's in the clinical trial she was a part of.



This year, the technology has started to press beyond its next barrier. Most of the 8 million people globally who have sickle-cell disease share the same genetic mutation; treating rare disorders will require dealing with many different mutations, even within the same disease. And although rare diseases affect 30 million Americans in total, relatively few people are diagnosed with each one. Fyodor Urnov, a scientific director of UC Berkeley's Innovative Genomics Institute (IGI), showed me a list of rare diseases and pointed to one carried by only 50 people. "Who's going to work on a disease with 50 patients?" he asked. And even within one disorder, each person might need their own customized CRISPR treatment. Drug developers have little financial incentive to spend years and millions of dollars designing therapies that may need to be tailored to literally one person.



The technology is ready to treat at least some of these diseases, though. "There's a whole toolbox now that can target arguably any part of the genome pretty precisely," Krishanu Saha, a gene-editing researcher at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. If researchers could build one CRISPR platform for a single disease, or even several similar ones, and tweak that template to suit each patient, they could target extremely rare disorders more quickly and economically. Maybe the first patient's treatment for a disease takes $2 million and a year of development; by the third patient, the cost should be down to, say, $100,000 and a month of development, Urnov said, because you've already proved that the reused components are safe.



"We have been moving in the direction of thinking about CRISPR as a platform for some years," Jennifer Doudna, the IGI's founder, who shares the Nobel Prize for discovering CRISPR gene editing, told me. But, in her mind, 2025 was the first time many people understood its potential. A baby named KJ Muldoon is a big reason why.



In February, Muldoon became the first child to receive one of these customized CRISPR gene-editing treatments, tailored to fix his specific mutation. People born with his rare genetic disease, a type of urea-cycle disorder, have about a 50 percent chance of living past infancy. If they do, they live with extreme developmental delays and usually require a liver transplant. But when he was six months old, Muldoon got his bespoke treatment, and now he's a healthy 1-year-old. His therapy was proof that custom gene-editing treatments can work and that they can be spun up relatively quickly, yet safely.



His treatment also gives scientists a chance to try the platform approach. The next child treated for a urea-cycle disorder should now be able to receive a CRISPR treatment from Muldoon's template, tweaked to their unique DNA. CRISPR technology uses guide RNA, a molecular GPS of sorts, to send an editor protein to a particular address in someone's DNA. Targeting a different mutation just means changing the address. Muldoon's case put more momentum, too, behind personalized gene editing in general. The federal government recently announced two major  programs that offer funding to scientists working on personalized treatments for rare diseases. The focus now, Doudna said, is figuring out how to make customized CRISPR "available to anyone who needs it."



For years, one of the main roadblocks has been the U.S. drug-regulatory system. Its approval processes were designed for traditional drugs that help many people, not a bespoke treatment that helps one child in Philadelphia. The FDA has considered each treatment, even for the same disease, as a different drug. Biochemically, two therapies might be the equivalent of a pizza with pepperoni and another with artichokes. But under the FDA approval process, "you go back to square one. You recertify the oven. You recertify the person who throws the disk of dough. You confirm the cheese is still safe to eat," Urnov, who was also part of the team that designed Muldoon's treatment, said. The FDA has been trying to change that process over the past few years, and last month, two of its top officials, Marty Makary and Vinay Prasad, announced a new drug pathway that could speed up approvals for personalized rare-disease treatments. The framework was inspired in large part by the success of Muldoon's therapy. (The FDA did not respond to a request for comment.)



The new pathway opens the door to the platform approach that scientists have hoped to take. If researchers could prove they'd successfully treated a small number of patients for one rare genetic disease, they could continue customizing treatments for other mutations, and potentially also for similar conditions. That streamlined process could finally attract for-profit players--the best shot at actually getting these customized therapies to patients en masse, Doudna said. "If we're able to bundle trials together so that we're able to treat multiple related diseases without starting from scratch, that could completely change the economics of treating rare disease," she said.



The first clinical trials in this model will begin soon. Urnov and his colleagues plan to investigate a platform for rare immune disorders; Rebecca Ahrens-Nicklas and Kiran Musunuru, the geneticists who treated Muldoon at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me they are planning to start one this winter for children with various types of urea-cycle disorder. If all goes according to plan, another child should receive a treatment based on Muldoon's in the near future.



Working this way does put more responsibility on scientists to test their therapies thoroughly, Ahrens-Nicklas said. Gene editing can go wrong: A treatment may accidentally alter the wrong part of a patient's DNA, or the delivery mechanism could trigger a deadly immune reaction in their body. "If you have to treat fewer subjects in order to get that approval, you want to make sure that you're really robustly measuring the safety on those few subjects" and communicating any risks to the wider gene-editing community, she said. But done well, these trials are a major step toward getting more custom treatments out to more people.



All of the researchers I spoke with emphasized that these are early days. Because of how the current gene-editing delivery mechanisms work, scientists are mostly limited to treating disorders in the blood and liver. And researchers are focused on single diseases, or groups of similar ones, for now. Their dream would be to have a CRISPR platform that could address many disparate disorders, but the current reality is that many, many families will still go without bespoke therapies. Muldoon's treatment "took a team of people at both nonprofits and for-profit companies in multiple countries working at a scale I have never seen before," Doudna said. And they changed his life. His parents weren't sure if he'd ever be able to sit upright on his own, but recently, Muldoon took his first steps. The press has dubbed him a "miracle baby." Now miracles like his need to become commonplace.



This article originally misstated the full name of the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia.
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The Vaccine Guardrails Are Gone

RFK Jr.'s allies are in full control of U.S. immunization policy.

by Tom Bartlett

Fri, 05 Dec 2025




Updated at 4:33 p.m. ET on December 5, 2025

In case there was any doubt before, it's now undeniable that Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s allies are in charge of the country's vaccine policy. The latest evidence: His handpicked vaccine advisory committee voted today to scrap the decades-old guidance that all babies receive the hepatitis-B vaccine shortly after birth. Now the panel recommends that only children born to mothers who test positive for the infection or have unknown status automatically receive a shot at birth. Everyone else has the option of a shot at birth or--as the committee recommends--waiting until at least two months after birth.

Those who favor the change argue that other countries, such as Denmark and Finland, vaccinate only newborns of mothers who test positive, and that rates of infection are relatively low in the United States. All of this is true. But in the U.S., many expectant mothers don't get tested for hepatitis B, and even if they do, those tests sometimes fail to pick up the virus. The rationale for giving the vaccine right away is to wipe out an infection that will afflict the majority of people who contract it as babies for the rest of their life (and, for as many as a quarter of those chronically infected, result in their death from cirrhosis or liver cancer). The World Health Organization and the American Academy of Pediatrics both endorse the universal birth dose. "When you remove that foundation, you essentially cause the whole prevention process to collapse," Noele Nelson, a former CDC researcher who has published multiple papers on hepatitis B, told me.

The meeting, which began yesterday, was also proof that Kennedy, and those he's empowered, no longer feel bound by previous norms. In June, Kennedy fired every outside adviser on the committee, alleging unspecified conflicts of interests (even though members are required to disclose those conflicts and recuse themselves when necessary). He has since stacked the board with members who share his doubts about vaccine safety. During the previous meeting, in September, those new members seemed at times unaware of basic facts about vaccines and often unsure about what they were voting on. In the end, their recommendations were fairly modest, advising that children younger than 4 receive two separate shots for MMR and chickenpox.

This week's meeting was, if anything, more chaotic. Days before it started, Martin Kulldorff, a former Harvard Medical School professor who had been chair of the advisory board, left the committee for a position at the Department of Health and Human Services. The new chair is Kirk Milhoan, a pediatric cardiologist who is a member of the Independent Medical Alliance, a group that has promoted the use of ivermectin to treat COVID-19 despite clinical trials showing that the drug isn't effective against the virus. But Milhoan didn't show up in person for the meeting, leaving the moderating duties to Vice Chair Robert Malone, the author of the conspiracy-theory-driven book PsyWar and a hero to people who oppose COVID vaccination; Malone has called Anthony Fauci "an accomplice to mass murder." (HHS did not respond to a request for comment, nor did Malone or Milhoan.) In the days leading up to the decision on the hepatitis-B shot, committee members received four different versions of the question they'd be voting on, and the final language is still difficult to decipher.

Read: The most extreme voice on RFK Jr.'s new vaccine committee

The meeting was dominated by presentations not from career CDC staff, as it was even in September, but from fringe figures who are closely aligned with Kennedy. Mark Blaxill--a longtime Kennedy ally in the anti-vaccine cause who now works for the CDC--gave a presentation about hepatitis-B-vaccine safety. He noted that he'd been "a critic of the CDC for many years, so it's been an honor and a privilege to work on the inside and to address some of these issues." Another presenter, Cynthia Nevison, is a research associate at the University of Colorado at Boulder's Institute of Arctic and Alpine Research. She is also one of Blaxill's co-authors on a 2021 paper on rising autism rates that was retracted after the journal's editors and publisher concluded that they had made a host of errors, including misrepresenting data. (Blaxill told me that the paper was later published with "modest additions" in another journal.)

Just as the meeting was more chaotic than earlier iterations, the pushback was even sharper. Cody Meissner, a pediatrician and committee member who'd also served on the board during the Obama administration, noted, accurately, that rates of hepatitis B have declined in the United States "thanks to the effectiveness of our current immunization program." Malone interjected--as he did at several points in the meeting--that this was merely Meissner's opinion. "These are facts, Robert," Meissner responded. Joseph Hibbeln, a fellow committee member, shouted that there hadn't been "any information or science presented" about whether delaying the hepatitis-B dose by two months made sense. Amy Middleman, a pediatrician and representative of the Society for Adolescent Health and Medicine, urged the committee "to go back to our true experts" at the CDC. Adam Langer, a longtime CDC expert who is the acting principal deputy director of the center that oversees hepatitis prevention, at one point cautioned the committee not to use countries such as Denmark, which has a much smaller population and more comprehensive prenatal care, as a basis for comparison. Most panelists seem not to have cared.

In the end, the concerns of the committee's few dissenters--along with the chorus of objections from representatives of medical organizations--were disregarded. The committee voted overwhelmingly (8-3) to change the recommendation. "This has a great potential to cause harm, and I simply hope that the committee will accept its responsibility when this harm is caused," Hibbeln said afterward. The board also voted that parents should have the option of testing their children's antibody titers against hepatitis B before they receive subsequent doses of the vaccine--a move for which, several meeting participants pointed out, there is little scientific support. A senior CDC scientist wrote to me that it was the "least science-based, most illogical public health recommendation in U.S. history." The committee's decisions are not final yet: The CDC director still needs to sign off on them. Because Kennedy pushed out Susan Monarez less than a month after she was confirmed as director, the decision will rest with the acting director, Jim O'Neill, whom Kennedy selected as deputy HHS secretary and who has no background in medicine.

Read: 'It feels like the CDC is over'

The new normal for the vaccine advisory committee appears to be the appearance of vigorous scientific debate in which the experts are either not consulted or simply disregarded. That doesn't bode well, because the committee apparently plans to reconsider the rest of the childhood-immunization schedule--something Kennedy promised Senator Bill Cassidy, who chairs the Senate health committee, that he would not do. Earlier today, the committee heard a presentation from Aaron Siri, a lawyer who worked for Kennedy's presidential campaign and has represented clients who believe that their children were injured by vaccines. He used his time to spell out his doubts about the childhood-vaccine schedule.

According to Malone, the committee had asked Paul Offit and Peter Hotez, both widely respected vaccine experts, to appear as well. In an email, Hotez told me he declined because the board "appears to have shifted away from science and evidence-based medicine." Offit told me in an email that he didn't remember being asked to attend but that he would have declined because the committee "is now an illegitimate process run by anti-vaccine activists." Even Cassidy, who has mostly stopped short of directly criticizing Kennedy's actions in office, slammed Siri's appearance in front of the committee, posting on X earlier this week that the committee was now "totally discredited." (When I asked Siri for comment, he pointed me to an X post in which he'd challenged Cassidy to a public debate on vaccines. A spokesperson for Cassidy's office did not respond to a request for comment.)

At the end of today's meeting, the board gave a preview of its next target: aluminum salts, which are used in a number of childhood inoculations to boost immune response. (A presentation on the topic by Kulldorff was originally scheduled for today, but was removed from the agenda last night.) A recent study of more than 1 million Danish children found no evidence that aluminum salts are associated with neurodevelopmental disorders such as autism. Yet Milhoan, the new chair, said concerns had "reached a threshold where it needs to be considered." Another member, Retsef Levi, speculated about how new safety trials might be conducted. If the committee decides at its next meeting, in February, that a common ingredient, used in vaccines for decades, is unsafe, it could upend childhood immunization in the United States. Which is, of course, exactly what many of Kennedy's longtime allies have wanted all along.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/12/cdc-vaccine-advisory-committee-hepatitis/685160/?utm_source=feed
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The Rarest of All Diseases Are Becoming Treatable

This year, gene-editing technology was customized to fix mutations in a single patient's genes for the first time.

by Nancy Walecki

Mon, 08 Dec 2025




Updated at 11:35 a.m. ET on December 8, 2025

For a decade after its discovery, CRISPR gene editing was stuck on the cusp of transforming medicine. Then, in 2023, scientists started using it on sickle-cell disease, and Victoria Gray, a  patient who lived with constant pain--like lightning inside her body, she has said--got the first-ever FDA-approved CRISPR gene-editing treatment. Her symptoms vanished; so did virtually everyone else's in the clinical trial she was a part of.



This year, the technology has started to press beyond its next barrier. Most of the 8 million people globally who have sickle-cell disease share the same genetic mutation; treating rare disorders will require dealing with many different mutations, even within the same disease. And although rare diseases affect 30 million Americans in total, relatively few people are diagnosed with each one. Fyodor Urnov, a scientific director of UC Berkeley's Innovative Genomics Institute (IGI), showed me a list of rare diseases and pointed to one carried by only 50 people. "Who's going to work on a disease with 50 patients?" he asked. And even within one disorder, each person might need their own customized CRISPR treatment. Drug developers have little financial incentive to spend years and millions of dollars designing therapies that may need to be tailored to literally one person.



The technology is ready to treat at least some of these diseases, though. "There's a whole toolbox now that can target arguably any part of the genome pretty precisely," Krishanu Saha, a gene-editing researcher at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. If researchers could build one CRISPR platform for a single disease, or even several similar ones, and tweak that template to suit each patient, they could target extremely rare disorders more quickly and economically. Maybe the first patient's treatment for a disease takes $2 million and a year of development; by the third patient, the cost should be down to, say, $100,000 and a month of development, Urnov said, because you've already proved that the reused components are safe.



"We have been moving in the direction of thinking about CRISPR as a platform for some years," Jennifer Doudna, the IGI's founder, who shares the Nobel Prize for discovering CRISPR gene editing, told me. But, in her mind, 2025 was the first time many people understood its potential. A baby named KJ Muldoon is a big reason why.



In February, Muldoon became the first child to receive one of these customized CRISPR gene-editing treatments, tailored to fix his specific mutation. People born with his rare genetic disease, a type of urea-cycle disorder, have about a 50 percent chance of living past infancy. If they do, they live with extreme developmental delays and usually require a liver transplant. But when he was six months old, Muldoon got his bespoke treatment, and now he's a healthy 1-year-old. His therapy was proof that custom gene-editing treatments can work and that they can be spun up relatively quickly, yet safely.



His treatment also gives scientists a chance to try the platform approach. The next child treated for a urea-cycle disorder should now be able to receive a CRISPR treatment from Muldoon's template, tweaked to their unique DNA. CRISPR technology uses guide RNA, a molecular GPS of sorts, to send an editor protein to a particular address in someone's DNA. Targeting a different mutation just means changing the address. Muldoon's case put more momentum, too, behind personalized gene editing in general. The federal government recently announced two major  programs that offer funding to scientists working on personalized treatments for rare diseases. The focus now, Doudna said, is figuring out how to make customized CRISPR "available to anyone who needs it."



For years, one of the main roadblocks has been the U.S. drug-regulatory system. Its approval processes were designed for traditional drugs that help many people, not a bespoke treatment that helps one child in Philadelphia. The FDA has considered each treatment, even for the same disease, as a different drug. Biochemically, two therapies might be the equivalent of a pizza with pepperoni and another with artichokes. But under the FDA approval process, "you go back to square one. You recertify the oven. You recertify the person who throws the disk of dough. You confirm the cheese is still safe to eat," Urnov, who was also part of the team that designed Muldoon's treatment, said. The FDA has been trying to change that process over the past few years, and last month, two of its top officials, Marty Makary and Vinay Prasad, announced a new drug pathway that could speed up approvals for personalized rare-disease treatments. The framework was inspired in large part by the success of Muldoon's therapy. (The FDA did not respond to a request for comment.)



The new pathway opens the door to the platform approach that scientists have hoped to take. If researchers could prove they'd successfully treated a small number of patients for one rare genetic disease, they could continue customizing treatments for other mutations, and potentially also for similar conditions. That streamlined process could finally attract for-profit players--the best shot at actually getting these customized therapies to patients en masse, Doudna said. "If we're able to bundle trials together so that we're able to treat multiple related diseases without starting from scratch, that could completely change the economics of treating rare disease," she said.



The first clinical trials in this model will begin soon. Urnov and his colleagues plan to investigate a platform for rare immune disorders; Rebecca Ahrens-Nicklas and Kiran Musunuru, the geneticists who treated Muldoon at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me they are planning to start one this winter for children with various types of urea-cycle disorder. If all goes according to plan, another child should receive a treatment based on Muldoon's in the near future.



Working this way does put more responsibility on scientists to test their therapies thoroughly, Ahrens-Nicklas said. Gene editing can go wrong: A treatment may accidentally alter the wrong part of a patient's DNA, or the delivery mechanism could trigger a deadly immune reaction in their body. "If you have to treat fewer subjects in order to get that approval, you want to make sure that you're really robustly measuring the safety on those few subjects" and communicating any risks to the wider gene-editing community, she said. But done well, these trials are a major step toward getting more custom treatments out to more people.



All of the researchers I spoke with emphasized that these are early days. Because of how the current gene-editing delivery mechanisms work, scientists are mostly limited to treating disorders in the blood and liver. And researchers are focused on single diseases, or groups of similar ones, for now. Their dream would be to have a CRISPR platform that could address many disparate disorders, but the current reality is that many, many families will still go without bespoke therapies. Muldoon's treatment "took a team of people at both nonprofits and for-profit companies in multiple countries working at a scale I have never seen before," Doudna said. And they changed his life. His parents weren't sure if he'd ever be able to sit upright on his own, but recently, Muldoon took his first steps. The press has dubbed him a "miracle baby." Now miracles like his need to become commonplace.



This article originally misstated the full name of the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/12/person-crispr-treatment/685151/?utm_source=feed
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No NFL Game Has Ever Ended in a Score of 36-23

A scoreboard mystery

by Josh Levin

Fri, 05 Dec 2025




There was no good reason to be thinking about NFL history when the Dallas Cowboys took on the Las Vegas Raiders a couple of weeks ago. Neither team had a winning record at the time, and the score was never close after halftime. But as the game stretched on that Monday night, the sportswriter and video maker Jon Bois sensed that something unprecedented could be afoot. "I glanced up and realized 36-23 was very much in play," he told me.

Bois is the mind behind "Scorigami," a term he defines as "the act, and art, of producing a final score in a football game that has never happened before." He conjured that portmanteau after a 2014 Seattle Seahawks victory over the Green Bay Packers. That game finished 36-16, the first time those two numbers had ever appeared side by side at the end of an official NFL contest.

In the 11 years since, Scorigami-watching has become a national pastime. Throughout the NFL season, fans of football and whole numbers keep a weekly vigil, hoping for novel combinations. Sometimes, their dedication is rewarded with a score that has never been achieved in any of the 18,000-plus regular-season and postseason games found in official league records. Since Bois's coinage, we've celebrated 78 more Scorigamis, including four this year: 41-40, 40-40, 36-29, and 44-32. In a world suddenly awash with legalized sports betting and its associated ills, tracking these football digits is a comparatively wholesome compulsion. Scorigami is a game within the game that anyone can follow, one in which the teams and players are irrelevant. All that matters is the scoreboard.

For those keeping count, there have now been 1,095 unique scorelines in NFL history. But one never-before-seen Scorigami stands apart from all the others, on account of its maddening elusiveness: 36-23.

Some Scorigamis haven't happened for a reason: You wouldn't expect an NFL game to finish 83-12. But the somewhat normal-sounding 36-23--a single touchdown and an extra point off the Seahawks-Packers score that inspired Bois's whole Scorigami conceit--has also remained out of reach. Indeed, scan across and down the NFL Scorigami grid, and you'll find that given one team's score of 23 points, opponents have put up every point total between six and 49. Every total, that is, except for 36.

Dave Mattingly, the programmer behind the NFL Scorigami website and a companion social-media bot with more than 500,000 followers, said the evasiveness of 36-23 has become "something of a meme" among the online score-monitoring community. Mattingly's bot, which he engineered to spit out live Scorigami predictions for every NFL game, has posted, "Most likely Scorigami: 36-23," a gobsmacking number of times, to no avail. A few representative replies: "Please 36-23 at long last igami," "How has 36-23 never happenedigami," and "36-23 needs to be a national holiday when it hitsigami."

From the November 1910 issue: Football at Harvard and Yale

National 36-23 Day is the NFL's perpetual broken promise. Bois was primed to celebrate a few weeks back, when the Cowboys were up 33-16 on the Raiders with four minutes to go. The Scorigami was right there--just a field goal, touchdown, and extra point away. But when the Dallas offense stalled deep in Las Vegas territory, the Cowboys went for it on fourth down rather than opting for the sure three points. It was a sensible move strategically but devastating Scorigamically. The final score: that same ho-hum 33-16, for the tenth time in NFL history.

"Man," Bois told me, "the second it looks like it might happen, 36-23 keeps finding some unexpected way to give us the slip."

That slipperiness, and Scorigamis more broadly, have been the subject of deep study over the past year. Nate Silver recently analyzed the NFL's "Scorigami Era," in which the combination of prolific offenses and placekickers, updated kickoff rules, and aggressive coaches have produced a raft of unusual scores. The academic researchers Liam Moyer, Jameson Railey, Andrew Daw, and Samuel C. Gutekunst--who collectively specialize in computer science, data sciences and operations, and mathematics--published a 2024 paper on a new model to "forecast likely future Scorigamis." And Bois himself, along with his co-producer Alex Rubenstein, released a four-part Scorigami series on YouTube, culminating in an 88-minute finale on the next frontier of NFL scores.

All of these experts reached very similar conclusions: 36-23 is the "most likely unrealized Scorigami," according to Silver, who described it as "honestly, not that weird a score" compared with goofier possibilities like 40-19 and 33-11. Daw, Gutekunst, and their colleagues originally had a different score, 32-26, as their top candidate for the next Scorigami triumph; when the Jets and the Dolphins took those numbers off the board last December, 36-23 became their top contender as well.

Exactly how likely is a 36-23 NFL game? Scorigami simulations by both Silver and the academics found that, given modern scoring conditions, it should pop up roughly once every 1,400 games. By Daw and Gutekunst's numbers, there's a 50 percent chance that we'll see 36-23 by the end of the 2028-29 season. There's also a 0.6 percent chance that it won't happen by 2050.

Read: Football has found its new bogeyman

Bois and Rubenstein, for their part, have decreed that 36-23 is "overdue." They've also unearthed one very close call--what Rubenstein referred to as "a malfunction in the space-time continuum that clearly was supposed to end 36-23 and didn't." Back in 2014, the Steelers were leading the Ravens 36-23 with two minutes to go, and needed just two yards to ice the game and clinch the Scorigami. Instead, Pittsburgh got a 33-yard touchdown pass from Ben Roethlisberger to tight end Matt Spaeth. I think that Spaeth's knee might have been down before the ball crossed the goal line. But in the record books, the final score was 43-23, for the third time ever.

This agonizing 36-23 drought is strictly an NFL phenomenon. According to the data clearinghouse Sports Reference, there have been nine 36-23 games in major college football since 1968, the most recent coming last November. The Canadian Football League has also played host to four 36-23 games in its 67-year history, including the Winnipeg Blue Bombers' win over the Edmonton Elks earlier this year.

Once you start looking for it, you can find 36-23 pretty much everywhere. In the past five weeks, the score turned up in an NCAA Division III game; in the Texas high-school playoffs; and on a junior-varsity field in California's Central Valley. Further back in time, 36-23 games have been contested in the Hawaii-Aleutian Time Zone, in a now-defunct, college all-star game called the Challenge Bowl, and in a second-tier arena league. That is, in nearly every football setting ever invented except the National Football League.

There is one caveat: At least two NFL preseason games have finished 36-23. But Bois believes that exhibition football shouldn't register Scorigami-wise, because it's essentially a different sport, one in which the main goals are injury avoidance and carving out playing time for backups. "When a 36-23 happens in preseason, it feels to me like we didn't really come by it honestly," he said.

So what would it take to come by 36-23 honestly?

The 23 part isn't really an issue. Twenty-three is currently in the sweet spot for NFL scoring--teams have averaged 22.9 points per game so far this year--and it's easily achievable with football-friendly sevens and threes: All you need is two touchdowns, two extra points, and three field goals. Scoring 36 on the dot is far more unusual; it's taken place only 155 times in NFL history and just once so far this year. (That game happened to be a Scorigami, too.) Although you can get to 36 with sevens and threes--three touchdowns plus extra points and five field goals--that exact combination of events is extremely uncommon. When a team hits 36, it's more likely the result of a missed extra point, a made or missed two-point conversion, a two-point safety, or some mishmash of the above.

Even so, the lack of a 36-23 Scorigami can't be explained just by the rarity of 36. As Andrew Daw, one of the authors of that 2024 Scorigami paper, put it to me, "There's a broader story here on dependence between events that seem like they're independent."

In football, the scoreboard dictates strategy. A 13-point gap, like the one that separates 36 and 23, has a strong repellent force on NFL coaches. They're a lot more attracted to 14-point differentials, which will protect them from losing if their opponent happens to score two touchdowns and two extra points. That gravitational pull helps explain why there have been 11 NFL games that ended 36-22 and zero that finished 36-23.

Judging by recent history, when 36-23 does happen, it will be more of a happy accident than the residue of design. Tennessee beat Vanderbilt 36-23 last college football season, with the help of a late safety. This year in Canada, Winnipeg botched an extra point in its 36-23 victory over Edmonton. (For the CFL-curious: No, that game did not feature a one-point rouge.) In the 2022 NFL preseason, the Cardinals missed two extra points in their 36-23 win over the Bengals.

It sometimes feels like everything in sports has already been done. The Red Sox and the Cubs both ended their World Series droughts. A team based in Cleveland won a championship. A man ran a marathon in less than two hours. But 36-23 still taunts and tantalizes us, a magical missing score that reminds every Scorigami devotee that what's possible isn't preordained. That's why National 36-23 Day will be such a celebration, if it ever comes. The NFL might cease to exist before we ever get there. But I'll keep my eyes on the scoreboard just in case.
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        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic and Prologue Entertainment--the independent production studio founded by Lloyd Braun, Sarah Bremner, and Noah Oppenheim, and backed by RedBird Capital Partners--have entered into an exclusive first-look agreement to develop films and series based on The Atlantic's journalism. As part of the deal, RedBird IMI, the joint venture led by Jeff Zucker, also has a first look to develop unscripted projects.The agreement recognizes the tremendous potential for informative and entertaining proje...

      

      
        The Atlantic Announces Michael Leibel as Senior Editor
        The Atlantic
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<em>The Atlantic</em> and Prologue Entertainment Strike Exclusive First Look for Films and Series

RedBird IMI has first look for unscripted projects

Tue, 09 Dec 2025




The Atlantic and Prologue Entertainment--the independent production studio founded by Lloyd Braun, Sarah Bremner, and Noah Oppenheim, and backed by RedBird Capital Partners--have entered into an exclusive first-look agreement to develop films and series based on The Atlantic's journalism. As part of the deal, RedBird IMI, the joint venture led by Jeff Zucker, also has a first look to develop unscripted projects.

The agreement recognizes the tremendous potential for informative and entertaining projects to be developed based on The Atlantic's acclaimed reporting and stories, as well as its 168-year historical archive.

The Atlantic has grown into one of the largest and most well-known magazines in the country, and is renowned for compelling, cinematic reporting and storytelling from some of the world's best writers. The Atlantic has expanded into film and television, adapting deeply reported stories for the screen. Recent credits include the series Shadowland and the Emmy-winning Lowndes County and the Road to Black Power, with more than a dozen scripted and unscripted projects in development with major studios.

In its first year, Prologue Entertainment has quickly earned a reputation for premium, compelling dramas inspired by real-life characters and events--including the Netflix series Zero Day, starring Robert De Niro, and A House of Dynamite, the film directed by Kathryn Bigelow.

"The Atlantic uncovers the kinds of stories Prologue was created to tell," Oppenheim said. "Both of our teams are fascinated not only with what's happening in the world but also what could come next. We look forward to working with their journalists to develop more timely and relevant entertainment."

"Prologue and RedBird IMI are the ideal partners for us," Nicholas Thompson, CEO of The Atlantic, said. "The Atlantic's journalism is known for editorial rigor, exceptional writing, narrative brilliance, and memorable characters. I think we're going to make some great art together."

About Prologue Entertainment
 Prologue Entertainment is an independent film and television studio based in New York and Los Angeles, dedicated to scripted stories inspired by real people, history, and reported nonfiction. Backed by Jeff Zucker and RedBird Capital Partners, the company was founded in 2024 by Lloyd Braun (former chairman of WME and ABC Entertainment Television Group), Sarah Bremner (former president of Ava DuVernay's ARRAY Filmworks and veteran Netflix executive), and Noah Oppenheim (award-winning screenwriter of Jackie and former president of NBC News). With decades of experience writing, developing, and producing major series and films, Prologue is building a slate of premium, character-driven projects based on books, articles, memoirs, and personal stories, including the 2025 Netflix thrillers A House of Dynamite and Zero Day.

About RedBird IMI
 RedBird IMI is a joint venture between RedBird Capital Partners, a New York based private-equity firm founded and led by Gerry Cardinale, and International Media Investments (IMI), a global media company based in Abu Dhabi. RedBird IMI is focused on investing in premier companies across news, media, entertainment, sports, and live-event verticals.

About The Atlantic
 The Atlantic was founded in 1857 as a magazine of politics, arts, and letters, with a mission to understand the American idea. That work has intensified and expanded through reporting on culture, science, national security, technology, literature, and more. This year alone, The Atlantic has added more than 50 journalists to its staff as part of a major editorial expansion; launched broader coverage of defense, national security, technology, health, and science; begun publishing two more print issues annually; introduced a Games hub; and begun offering free digital access to every public U.S. high school. It has a record number of subscriptions--more than 1.4 million--after many years of continuous and dramatic subscription growth. The Atlantic is represented by CAA.
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Announces Michael Leibel as Senior Editor



Thu, 04 Dec 2025


The Atlantic Announces Michael Leibel as Senior Editor



Today The Atlantic is announcing that Michael Leibel will join as senior editor for community. Michael begins on Monday, and will lead efforts to engage with our readers more closely, including building a larger forum for conversation on the website and app. Michael spent the past eight years at Bloomberg News and Businessweek, leading audience, social-media, and video-curation strategy.

Below is the staff announcement from executive editor Adrienne LaFrance and managing editor Bhumika Tharoor:

Dear everyone,
 
 We're happy to share the news that Michael Leibel is joining The Atlantic as a senior editor, leading our efforts to build comments and a larger forum for conversation on our site and app.  
 
 We can't imagine a better person to lead this important work: Michael brings enormous journalistic talent and a preternatural understanding of the social web in all of its complexity. He is curious, collaborative, and adept at driving ambitious projects forward.
 
 In addition to his work on our forthcoming conversation platform, Michael will work closely with the indefatigable Drew Goins as he develops a daily trivia game for our readers. And Michael will of course work closely with our partners on the product team.
 
 Michael is from North Carolina and graduated from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
 
 Please join us in welcoming Michael to The Atlantic.
 
 Hooray,
 Adrienne and Bhumi


Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Will Gottsegen, Tyler Austin Harper, Sally Jenkins, Quinta Jurecic, Idrees Kahloon, Jonathan Lemire, Jake Lundberg, Lily Meyer, Toluse Olorunnipa, Luis Parrales, Alexandra Petri, Alex Reisner, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Simon Shuster, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, and Nancy Youssef; and senior editors Paul Beckett, Emily Bobrow, Drew Goins, Jenna Johnson, Adam Kirsch, Dan Zak, and Katie Zezima.

Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic 
 press@theatlantic.com
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        The Media CEOs Jockeying for Trump's Support
        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.The president isn't picking sides in the battle to own Warner Bros. Discovery--at least not yet. On Friday, the company announced that Netflix would acquire it for $83 billion. A day later, Paramount Skydance launched a roughly $108 billion hostile-takeover bid, backed in part by Donald Trump's son-in-la...
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The Media CEOs Jockeying for Trump's Support

By appearing noncommittal in the fight over Warner Bros., the president is inviting competing bids for his blessing.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 10 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.

The president isn't picking sides in the battle to own Warner Bros. Discovery--at least not yet. On Friday, the company announced that Netflix would acquire it for $83 billion. A day later, Paramount Skydance launched a roughly $108 billion hostile-takeover bid, backed in part by Donald Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner. But when Trump was asked on Monday for his take on the media showdown, he was noncommittal: "None of them are particularly great friends of mine."



It's not for lack of trying. Netflix CEO Ted Sarandos made a play for the president's favor last month, visiting the White House to discuss Warner Bros.' prospects. Before then, the leading candidate to purchase the media giant was Paramount Skydance. Its CEO, David Ellison, is the son of the software centibillionaire Larry Ellison--a key Trump ally--and has teased sweeping changes to CNN (owned by Warner Bros.) if his company succeeds in its takeover. Paramount Skydance's chief legal officer, Makan Delrahim, handled antitrust law for the Justice Department during Trump's first term. The Ellisons' relationship with the president is close enough that when Trump reportedly asked Larry to green-light Rush Hour 4--almost 20 years after Rush Hour 3 came out--Paramount Skydance made it happen.



The Netflix-Warner Bros. deal will likely spend more than a year in regulatory review. Presidents can't unilaterally decide who buys or sells a company, but that reality has so far been less important than the perception that Trump might be able to sway the outcome. Asked on Sunday whether the mammoth transaction would meet the bar for regulatory approval, Trump said, "I'll be involved in that decision." Craig Aaron, the president of the media watchdog Free Press, told me that when it comes to corporate mergers, he's never before seen "personality-based wooing" of any president on this scale: "He's saying, Impress me--nobody's my friend yet, but they could be." Much of the analysis from Wall Street, Aaron said, comes down to "Who does Trump like best? It's an almost unfathomable way of doing business."



Mega-businesses structure their mega-deals in a way that's consistent with existing regulations rather than with a president's particular whims. The Justice Department and the Federal Trade Commission vet most telecommunications deals independently of the president--but their influence has limits. Trump learned that lesson during his first term, when his Justice Department sought to stop AT&T and DirecTV's 2017 purchase of Time Warner. On the campaign trail in 2016, Trump had gone on record opposing the deal, claiming that it consolidated too much power in too few hands (his feud with CNN, then owned by Time Warner, may have had something to do with it too). But even with Trump's explicit backing, the Justice Department couldn't stop the merger; in 2019, a federal appeals judge ruled that the deal could stand.



Things are different this time around. Paramount and Skydance completed their merger in August under the watchful eyes of Trump-appointed regulators. As part of an effort to get the deal over the line, the companies agreed to certain mandates set by the Federal Communications Commission: dismantle DEI programs and install an ombudsman to oversee the ideological bias of the company's content. Because Netflix isn't looking to buy any of the Warner Bros. cable networks, the FCC won't be involved in the approval process--but the Justice Department and the FTC could still attach all sorts of strings to the deal. The traditional regulatory split, wherein the regulators, not the president, review the deal, remains intact. But the ongoing hollowing out of the Justice Department may end up supercharging Trump's influence: Many of the "normative restrictions around the president using the department as a weapon" have been eroded during Trump's second term, according to my colleague Quinta Jurecic.



There's also the question of Trump's broader interest in antitrust enforcement. During the Biden administration, the DOJ and the FTC instituted new Merger Guidelines that increased federal scrutiny of major deals; for now, those rules remain in place. Trump has fretted in the past about consolidation, but the broad MAGA coalition includes both populist trustbusters and unabashedly pro-corporate figures. His promise to "be involved" with the deal's approval process could cut both ways.



As of now, no company has fully earned Trump's loyalty. At the Kennedy Center Honors on Sunday, David Ellison sat with him in the presidential box. The following morning, Trump castigated Paramount Skydance for allowing an interview with Marjorie Taylor Greene to air on 60 Minutes. By making a show of his indecision, the president is inviting a battle for his affections--but staying friends with Trump can be its own challenge.



Related:

	The apocalyptic potential of the Netflix-Warner Bros. deal
 	Why the Gulf monarchs shower Trump with gifts




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Something ominous is happening in the AI economy.
 	What explains Trump's aggression against Venezuela? Who knows.
 	John Roberts's dream is finally coming true.




Today's News

	The U.S. military seized a large oil tanker off Venezuela's coast, President Donald Trump said, following an interview released yesterday in which he said that Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro's "days are numbered."
 	A federal judge blocked the Trump administration from deploying the California National Guard in Los Angeles.
 	A federal judge ordered the unsealing of grand-jury records from Jeffrey Epstein's 2019 sex-trafficking case, citing a new law requiring the release of Epstein-related documents while protecting victims' privacy.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Michael Paulsen / Houston Chronicle / Getty.



The Most Impractical Tool in My Kitchen

By Tyler Austin Harper

My relationship with carbon-steel knives began with a lie. When I was in graduate school a few years ago, I walked into a schmancy New York City knife shop, determined to buy a lithe 210-millimeter Suisin Gyuto. But the clerk didn't want to sell it to me. The poor man had quite evidently been traumatized by prior customers who had bought (and presumably returned) high-maintenance knives that they were not prepared to take care of. He seemed desperate to get me to buy a stainless-steel one instead.
 But no, I wanted that knife. I had landed on it after countless hours poring over Reddit threads when I should have been writing my master's thesis. "It will be a lot of work!" the salesman said. Then: "It will rust!" And: "It must be hand washed!" And: "Can I show you these knives over here?" His pleas became more and more plaintive until, eager to end both of our miseries, I exclaimed: "It's a Christmas gift for a friend! He has other carbon-steel knives already!" The lie, at last, appeased him. Minutes later I was out in the cold, clutching my shopping bag, inside it my tall, thin "gift" wrapped in gold paper.
 The salesman was, of course, right.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Ukraine's latest attacks showcase its desperation.
 	Trump's new imperialism
 	OpenAI is in trouble.
 	The new allowance




Culture Break


Illustration by Anna Ruch / The Atlantic. Sources: ATR / Historic Collection / Alamy



Read. Googoosh's love songs are both banned and beloved in her homeland, Arash Azizi writes. Her new memoir reveals a life as rich and painful as Iran's history.

Watch. Mad Men's messy HBO Max debut reveals the quirks of ushering old shows into a new era, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Brain Rot Is So Last Year

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 10 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 3:50 p.m. ET on December 10, 2025.

You've been waiting to build that dream place of yours, there in the spot you picked out a few years back, between the pons and the frontal lobe. Maybe you want to crib some designs from your friend Steve's place; it's got space for the first 115 digits of pi and the names of all 266 popes. But is now really the time for a new memory palace? Look at all the palaces sitting empty now, built by the folks who turned over their thinking to AI in the end.

All the more reason to start thinking and memorizing and building--your opulent mnemonic can be the pride of the neighborhood. Herewith: your first raw materials.

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

Wednesday, December 10, 2025

	What expression defined as "online content deliberately designed to elicit anger" did the Oxford University Press choose as its 2025 word of the year?
 -- From Amogh Dimri's "[REDACTED] Is a Brilliant Word of the Year"
 	The protective coat that gradually develops on metal and prevents rusting is known by what word also used for the sheen that wooden furniture acquires over time?
 -- From Tyler Austin Harper's "The Most Impractical Tool in My Kitchen"
 	What controversial practice shunned by many in Spain over animal-cruelty concerns has been adopted as a symbol by the country's traditionalist far right?
 -- From Begona Gomez Urzaiz's "By the Horns"




And by the way, did you know that the word-of-the-year trend has its roots in Germany? A language society there kicked off the gimmick in 1971 with the selection of aufmupfig, which, as I'm sure you're aware, means "rebellious"--a reference to 1960s counterculture.

American English joined the party in 1990, when the American Dialect Society picked bushlips for "insincere political rhetoric"; see George H. W.'s "Read my lips: No new taxes." Despite that snarky start, all of the selections that followed were sober-minded and decorous ... not! (That's 1992.)

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	Rage bait. The critics have come out in force, complaining that the choice is too meme-y or beneath the dignity of Oxford, but Amogh writes that the word is a great one, because--like cancel or ghosting or selfie before it--it usefully fills a niche. Read more.
 	Patina. The coating is crucial to proper carbon-steel-knife care, Tyler writes in an ode to his fussy blades. Knives of carbon steel are not nearly as low-maintenance as more accessible stainless-steel options, he says, but that's exactly the point. Read more.
 	Bullfighting. In an essay accompanied by some stunning photos, Gomez Urzaiz follows a bullfighter who is definitionally untraditional, for one big reason: She is a woman. 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 fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, December 9, 2025

	What 2025 sequel directed by Danny Boyle is set a little under three decades after the first film--which takes place precisely four weeks after a zombie apocalypse?
 -- From David Sims's "The 10 Best Movies of 2025"
 	A popular Filipino condiment developed amid World War II shortages replaces the tomato in ketchup with what fruit plentiful in the tropics?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's "Can Jollibee Beat American Fast Food at Its Own Game?"
 	The writer Irving Kristol quipped that "a liberal who has been mugged by reality" is the best definition of what political label applicable to him (and to his son, Bill)?
 -- From David Brooks's "The [REDACTED] Were Right" 




And by the way, did you know that the Philippines--then a U.S. territory--was also attacked in the Japanese operation that targeted Pearl Harbor? Because of the Philippines' location across the International Date Line, the date there was December 8, 1941, rather than Hawai`i's December 7. Franklin D. Roosevelt's speech more accurately would have mentioned dates "which will live in infamy."

It's not as though FDR didn't know this. Rather, he made the choice to decenter the Philippines in his address, worried that his stateside listeners would not think of the territory as sufficiently American. (For more of this history, I recommend Daniel Immerwahr's How to Hide an Empire!)



Answers:

	28 Years Later. David writes that the follow-up to 2002's 28 Days Later is proof that major studio releases can still push audiences in creative, exciting ways (and be a lot of fun too). It's No. 6 on his Top 10 list. Read more.
 	Banana. Yasmin reports that banana ketchup crops up a lot in recipes that attempt to re-create the fast-food chain Jollibee's punchy flavors, which in her estimation knock American fast food on its backside. That punch is at once a strength and a weakness for Jollibee in U.S. markets. Read more.
 	Neoconservative. It might behoove opponents of Donald Trump to look back to the neocons for some ideas on how to think and talk about their mission, Brooks argues. He writes that the "moral and spiritual tenor" of the original neoconservatives "could be a tonic" for a society in crisis. Read more.




Monday, December 8, 2025

	In the late 1990s, the opening of a Guggenheim Museum outpost designed by the architect Frank Gehry reinvigorated what city in northern Spain?
 -- From Carolina A. Miranda's "Frank Gehry's Best Work Was Not His Flashiest"
 	The American biochemist Jennifer Doudna shared the 2020 Nobel Prize in Chemistry for her work on the gene-editing tool known by what acronym?
 -- From Nancy Walecki's "The Rarest of All Diseases Are Becoming Treatable"
 	Football analysts coined what portmanteau combining a word for the outcome of a game with the word for an intricate Japanese art form to describe when a game ends in a tally never before recorded?
 -- From Josh Levin's "No NFL Game Has Ever Ended ... 36-23"




And by the way, did you know that the highest score ever recorded in an NFL game is the Chicago Bears' December 1940 performance over the Redskins, in which they earned 73 points? Don't feel too bad for Washington--they also set a scoring record! However, it's one matched many times before and since: zero points.

Remarkably, this was a championship game, the Super Bowl equivalent of the era. And the score could have been even higher; by the end of the game, officials were asking the Bears not to kick for extra points, because too many footballs had been lost to the bleachers.



Answers:

	Bilbao. Miranda writes that if you really want to understand Gehry, who died last week at 96, you ought to look past his "titanium showpieces" to his more intimate experiments, including the very quirky house he made for himself. Read more.
 	CRISPR. Nancy reports on the ways that CRISPR has advanced since, including its first use this year to fix mutations specific to a single patient's genes. Plans to streamline the process could attract enough investors to get similar therapies to patients en masse. Read more.
 	Scorigami. Scoring strategy makes some outcomes far likelier than others--say, 36-22, which has happened 11 times, versus the never-before-seen 36-23. Elusive Scorigamis, Levin says, are a reminder that there are yet things left undone in sports, even when it feels like we might have seen everything. Read more.
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The Enfeebling of the President

Trump is showing signs that he's lost the physical stamina to do the job.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 09 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.

The president of the United States can expect to face tough questions, but one that ABC's Rachel Scott asked Monday wasn't among them. In fact, it was nothing more than a recitation of his own words. "You said you would have no problem with releasing the full video of that strike on September 2 off the coast of Venezuela," Scott began. President Donald Trump immediately snapped at Scott: "I didn't say that. You said that. I didn't say that. This is ABC fake news."

In fact, as Scott reminded him, that's exactly what he said. "I don't know what they have, but whatever they have, we'd certainly release. No problem," he said on December 3 in the Oval Office. After Scott pointed that out, Trump shrugged it off, as though he'd simply forgotten. Perhaps this was willful obfuscation. But moments of apparent forgetfulness--whether one calls them senior moments, wandering attention, or spacing out--have been happening a lot recently.

In late October, Trump said he received an MRI. For valid reasons, this has raised questions: MRIs aren't a routine part of annual physicals, and the president's most recent physical was way back in April; his doctors' public disclosures about his medical exams have often been vague but full of puffery; he's been seen with bruises, makeup, and bandages on his hands, which the White House has attributed to frequent hand shaking and his use of aspirin. Voter concerns about the health and vigor of his predecessor, Joe Biden, were one reason that Biden was forced into a late withdrawal from the 2024 presidential race.

Rather than quiet these concerns with transparency, however, the Trump administration played coy for weeks. When Trump was asked about the MRI on November 14, he insisted both that he didn't know what it was about and that it had a great result: "I have no idea what they analyzed," he told reporters. "But whatever they analyzed, they analyzed it well, and they said that I had as good a result as they've ever seen." When pressed more recently, he continued to brag that he had "aced" a test designed to assess baseline cognitive function, as though it was an IQ test--a boast that raises more questions than it answers. When the president's physician eventually released a letter about the procedure, which referred to his October scan only as "advanced imaging," it was similarly heavy on superlatives and light on detail. (That's a contrast with the practice prior to Trump's first term, when administrations publicly shared more medical information. When George W. Bush went through MRI machines during his presidency, for instance, the White House explained that they were intended to understand the reasons for a sore shoulder in one case and assess possible damage to his knees in another.)

Trump has always seemed more interested in the pomp of his office than in doing the actual work, but he's begun expressing lack of interest more physically in this term. Last week, Trump appeared to doze off repeatedly during a Cabinet meeting at the White House. To be fair, these are boring events: I am also not interested in sitting through several hours' worth of secretaries and aides delivering obsequious praise, but they're doing it for his benefit. If he wants more efficient meetings, he has the power to make it so. During one moment, Secretary of State Marco Rubio prattled on about how only Trump could achieve a cease-fire in Gaza. Trump himself slumped slowly forward with his eyes closed, then sat up before his eyelids fluttered again. The president did rouse himself at the end of the meeting, finding the energy for a racist rant about Somalis.

This is not the first instance of Trump appearing to nap during public meetings, as The Washington Post reported last month. When he repeatedly snoozed during his Manhattan trial, last spring, it was a curiosity--especially for someone who had previously seemed so high-energy. But as I wrote at the time, it was also a warning: Was a man who couldn't stay awake for his own felony trial, during the middle of the day, prepared for the rigors of the presidency? We now have some sense of the answer (and we might also wonder whether he's even worse at staying awake during meetings that aren't public).

As my colleague Jonathan Lemire reported recently, Trump has also pulled back on his once-impressive schedule of campaign-style rallies. His daily schedule of events has become narrower. He's becoming isolated and cloistered; his late-night social-media sprees are not new, but they've become a larger part of his public communication. As with Biden, this withdrawal has led Trump to make political arguments that, as David Axelrod writes, are disconnected from reality.

The stranglehold that the elderly have on American politics makes assessing Trump's struggles without referring to his age impossible. That's especially true after the Biden debacle. Trump invited the comparison by referring to Biden as "Sleepy Joe," an epithet he might regret if he continues to drift off in Oval Office meetings. Trump is 79, making him the oldest American president at the time of inauguration. Although polling in 2024 showed that large majorities of Americans believed that Biden was too old to be president, significant numbers believed that Trump was too. In February of last year, for example, an ABC News / Ipsos poll found that six in 10 Americans felt that both men were too superannuated to serve.

What was most troubling about Biden, however, was not his age per se, but its symptoms: the stiffness, the apparent fatigue, and especially the meandering answers he delivered during his debate with Trump in June 2024. The same is true of Trump now. If another president were in his 50s or 60s and seemed unable to remember the details of such an important story as the boat strikes, didn't know why he'd had a lengthy medical examination, and appeared to routinely doze off during high-profile meetings, the public would have understandable questions about his capacity to do the job. Trump has never displayed the temperament to serve as president, and now he is showing signs that he's lost the physical stamina too.

Related:

	The bubble-wrapped president
 	The Democrats must confront their gerontocracy.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Can Jollibee beat American fast food at its own game?
 	David Brooks: The neocons were right.
 	The Trump administration actually backed down.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump will hold a rally to promote his efforts on affordability and inflation reduction in a key Pennsylvania swing district that Democrats are targeting ahead of next year's midterms.
 	The Trump administration reached a settlement with seven states that could dismantle former President Joe Biden's student-loan-repayment plan. Roughly 7 million borrowers will need to switch to a new plan if a federal court approves the deal.
 	A federal judge granted the Justice Department's request to unseal grand-jury records from the Ghislaine Maxwell investigation, citing a new law signed by Trump requiring the public release of all Epstein-related files by December 19.




Dispatches

	 The Weekly Planet: Donald Trump has fallen in love with Japan's adorable micro-cars, Patrick George writes. Do Americans actually want them?
 


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Tyler Kaufman / Getty



The Most Egregious Double Standard in Sports

By Jemele Hill

In college football, one rule seems to always hold: When a player leverages his power, it's a scandal. When a coach does the same thing, it's just business as usual.
 That dynamic is now playing out in the response to the decision of the longtime University of Mississippi coach Lane Kiffin to leave the team to become the new head coach at Louisiana State University. Kiffin led Ole Miss to a historic regular-season record of 11 wins and one loss, and the university is now poised to make its first-ever College Football Playoff appearance. The Rebels have a real chance of winning a national championship. LSU's seven-year, $91 million offer was apparently enough to put all of that in jeopardy.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Is this the end of OpenAI's supremacy?
 	USAID hired the right-wing influencer responsible for its decimation.
 	When leaders mistake brutality for strength
 	"Sudan is a good place to wage peace."
 	Rage bait is a brilliant word of the year.
 	Pete Hegseth is seriously testing Trump's "no scalps" rule.




Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Watch. Here are the 10 standout films that helped cinema survive another turbulent year, David Sims writes.

Reminisce. To understand Frank Gehry, who died on Friday, look past the titanium showpieces that made him a household name to see his best work, Carolina A. Miranda 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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'I Was Paid': Bongino's Confession About His January 6 Claims

The deputy director of the FBI admitted to lying during his days as a pundit.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 09 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.


Dan Bongino, the deputy director of the FBI, took an awkward victory lap last week. The bureau notched a major success by announcing the long-awaited arrest of a suspect in the placing of pipe bombs, neither of which exploded, outside the Washington, D.C., headquarters of the Republican and Democratic National Committees on January 5, 2021.

Still, the arrest presented a complication for the Trump administration. The suspect, Brian Cole Jr., reportedly recently told investigators that he was a Donald Trump supporter who believed Trump's bogus claims of fraud in the 2020 election. But various people in conservative media and politics have insisted for years that the pipe bombs were actually planned or placed by the government in order to make Trump look bad--which was why no one had been apprehended.

One of the most prominent backers of that claim was the podcaster and radio host Dan Bongino. Even the Fox News host Sean Hannity, one of the administration's most sycophantic pundits, had to point this out during an interview on Thursday night, noting that before joining the FBI, Bongino had called the bombs an "inside job." Bongino's answer was astonishing.

"I was paid in the past, Sean, for my opinions, that's clear, and one day I will be back in that space--but that's not what I'm paid for now," he said. "I'm paid to be your deputy director, and we base investigations on facts."

Some liberal critics have been braying for years that the conservative press is full of hacks who will say anything in order to froth up their audience, regardless of truth. (Rage bait isn't just the word of this year.) This criticism can feel shamelessly partisan and uncharitable. And yet, here Bongino is, blithely admitting that in his case, the critics are right: He was saying things he didn't have evidence for and maybe didn't even believe.

The problem here is not that Bongino is engaging in punditry. When properly done, pundits make arguments--like the one I am making here--based on facts and reasoning. Bongino, by his own account, was doing something else entirely: He was telling his audience that a claim (that the bombing was an inside job) was a fact, when it was not only not true but also not based on any real circumstantial evidence.

This isn't the first time that Bongino's prior pundit life has complicated his current role as No. 2 at the FBI. While working as a podcaster, Bongino frequently discussed Jeffrey Epstein and questioned the official narrative about his prosecution and death, which was ruled a suicide. Since joining the FBI, however, he has endorsed many of the Epstein claims he ridiculed.

Nor is this the first time that a major conservative figure has admitted that they're just making stuff up. In a 2019 lawsuit, a woman who alleged a sexual relationship with Trump sued Fox News for defaming her by accusing her of extorting the president. Fox News's lawyers argued--and convinced a judge--that the then-host Tucker Carlson couldn't be held liable, because he was not "stating actual facts" and instead engaging in "exaggeration" and "non-literal commentary." There are other words for this. Lying is one of them.

What Fox News said in court, moreover, was not what it broadcast on air. During his show, Carlson didn't simply offer opinions--he insisted that they were not opinions. At one point, he prefaced a riff by telling viewers, "Remember the facts of the story. These are undisputed." Really, they weren't even facts.

The revolving door between conservative media and Republican administrations--especially the second Trump administration--might explain why the same behavior also pops up from spokespeople. During the first Trump administration, then-Press Secretary Sarah Sanders claimed that "countless" FBI agents had told the White House that they had lost faith in FBI Director James Comey prior to his firing. This was true only insofar as the agents literally could not be counted: Sanders admitted to Special Counsel Robert Mueller's team that her statement was "not founded on anything." In another instance, she dismissed a false claim that she'd made in the briefing room with a self-negating "I'm an honest person." (She is now the governor of Arkansas.)

No party has a monopoly on lying, but the right has an unusual habit of happily admitting to spreading nonsense. In 2011, Senator Jon Kyl of Arizona, a Republican, said that abortion accounted for "well over 90 percent of what Planned Parenthood does." Putting a faux-precise number on a false claim is a classic technique for trying to make the claim seem more legitimate, but that kind of statement also attracts scrutiny; Politifact has the real number closer to 12 percent. Kyl's office explained away his remark by saying that it was "not intended to be a factual statement," which is perhaps true in a deeper sense than intended: He had no interest in reality or in conveying it accurately to the public.

The right's worst factual offenders are forced to make these kinds of admissions all the time, which one might think would undermine their credibility among their audiences. But thanks to our siloed media environment, these statements are usually made in places--federal court, mainstream media, left-of-center outlets--where Tucker Carlson and Dan Bongino fans don't tread. What is unusual about Bongino's admission last week is that he made it on Fox News, where right-wing viewers could hear it. Then again, he didn't seem too worried, given that he told Hannity he'd be back in his old role someday. When that day comes, everyone should know how seriously to take whatever he says.

Related:

	What does Dan Bongino believe? 
 	Trump's followers are living in a dark fantasy, Adam Serwer argues. (From 2024)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Alexandra Petri: Trump's very weird night at the Kennedy Center Honors
 	How private equity is changing housing
 	A double agent in Tehran
 	A strategy that ignores the real threats




Today's News

	The Supreme Court heard arguments in the case about Donald Trump firing a member of the Federal Trade Commission; conservative justices signaled they may roll back a key 1935 ruling and give the president more power to fire independent officials.
 	Paramount has launched a hostile $108 billion bid to take over Warner Bros. Discovery, just days after Netflix reached its own agreement on Friday to buy the company's studio and streaming assets. The move sets up a shareholder fight as Warner's board continues to back Netflix's offer. Trump has signaled that he might weigh in.
 	Trump announced a $12 billion aid package for U.S. farmers; most of the funding will go to onetime payments for row-crop producers hurt by the trade war with China.




Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores how to approach even the hardest family discussions.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Life for 30-Somethings Is Getting More Stressful

By Faith Hill

Clare M. Mehta, an Emmanuel College psychology professor, was livid. She was on a committee for hearing graduate students defend their dissertations, and she had planned meticulously to accommodate their next Zoom. She had a two-month-old daughter, no child care, a working husband, and just enough time between his meetings to attend her own. Then, the day of, another professor dashed off a casual note: Could they start the meeting 15 minutes early?
 When Mehta appeared on camera bouncing her newborn in her lap, that professor started laughing sympathetically. She'd just read Mehta's 2020 paper on the life phase from age 30 to 45, which described it as a hurricane of major changes and responsibilities. Career advances, marriage, parenthood, homeownership, care for aging parents--for many people these days, the paper had argued, all of those milestones fall in a short and furious chunk of time. And here Mehta was, embodying that point.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	ChatGPT's self-serving optimism
 	Why are leftists so pessimistic about school reform?
 	Anne Applebaum: Trumpian corruption is worse than Ukrainian corruption.
 	Yes, some children may have died from COVID shots.
 	New York can't be progressive without the one percent.
 	Trump is making the same mistake as Biden.




Culture Break


Illustration by Alicia Tatone



Explore. This year, gene-editing technology was customized to fix mutations in a single patient's genes for the first time, Nancy Walecki writes.

Watch. The loneliness crisis hits the latest episode of Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock), Michael Tedder writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump's Very Weird Night at the Kennedy Center Honors

The president and I both got our heart's desire. But something felt wrong.

by Alexandra Petri

Mon, 08 Dec 2025




"In life there are two tragedies," Oscar Wilde once said. "One is not getting what one wants. The other is getting it." The second tragedy was what I saw last night at the Kennedy Center Honors.

For as long as I can remember, I have been obsessed with the Kennedy Center Honors, a strange, D.C.-based entertainment-awards show where four celebrities you've heard of (and one you should have) wear medals, sit in a special box at the Kennedy Center with the president, and receive some form of artistic tribute. Unlike other awards shows, which honor celebrities of the present, these celebrate a lifetime of achievements. When they're good, they're very, very good (think of Adam Lambert's transcendent "Believe" cover for Cher, or Aretha Franklin playing for Carole King). When they're strange, they're very, very strange (the Francis Ford Coppola tribute in which everyone sat at a dinner table springs to mind).

Are the Kennedy Center Honors important? At this time? Even a little bit? Absolutely not. Have I been longing my whole life to attend one? Absolutely. You can have the Grammys! You can have the Oscars! These are my everything. There is at least one other person who feels exactly the same way: the president of the United States. And last night, we were both in attendance.

Imagine that you have wished to host the Honors all your life. Now you get to. The honorees are several of your favorites. Gloria Gaynor, the singer of the 1978 hit "I Will Survive." Michael Crawford, who originated the role of the Phantom of the Opera on Broadway and won the Tony for it in 1988. Sylvester Stallone. George Strait. Kiss.

But something's off. The whole evening has the characteristics of a wish made on a monkey's paw. You wanted the Four Seasons, but you got Four Seasons Total Landscaping. Why is a "content creator" introducing one of the tributes to Gloria Gaynor? Where is Meryl Streep? Why does a night that should be Donald Trump's greatest triumph feel so much like he revived the Honors from the Pet Sematary?

Start with the red carpet. Someone who looks like Kellyanne Conway but isn't walks down it. (This may just be how every woman voluntarily attending Trump events looks now.) Gene Simmons is rude to a reporter who asks him about his past criticism of Trump. He says the American dream is alive and well; his mother fled Germany and he is lucky to have a good life here. Thank goodness America remains a welcoming place for refugees to make a better life, so we can continue to enjoy music. (Hang on for a moment while I Google the administration's stance on refugees!)

Doug Burgum, secretary of the interior, is offering the dubious, slightly backhanded compliment that Trump is "the only president we've had that would be able to step in and host a show like this" and "the most qualified TV host we've ever had sitting in the Oval Office."

Howard Lutnick, the commerce secretary, is remarking that he "loves The Phantom of the Opera."

If the fact that Doug Burgum and Howard Lutnick are walking the red carpet makes you wonder whether anyone famous is in attendance, that's a correct impulse. Sylvester Stallone is there, but he bypasses the carpet, walking rapidly somewhere else. The NewsNation reporter next to me tells her audience that the carpet is a little bit "lighter" on "the Hollywood side" than is typical.

The president arrives last, with Melania, who is wearing a black gown that, structurally, reminds me of the roof of the building formerly known as the Institute of Peace (now the Trump Institute of Peace). Trump says that he is going to be himself. That, he says, is what Johnny Carson did. He takes the opera-house stage and announces, "I'm going to try to act like Johnny Carson."

"Many of you are miserable, horrible people. I wish you'd give up, but you don't," Trump tells the audience. The "big, beautiful bill" gets a shout-out: "It was supposed to be 17 bills. We wrapped them into one." We are informed that the honorees know that "it's all about winning. You win forward. And that's how winning is done." Wherever you go, there you are, I guess.

He compares Sylvester Stallone favorably to Orson Welles (who peaked at 25). In addition to the tribute to Sylvester Stallone, filmmaker, we are treated to a separate video extolling him exclusively as a painter, including voice-overs where he explains his paintings--always an encouraging sign for an artist!

Kelsey Grammer begins the Michael Crawford tribute by singing, "Hello, Michael! Well, hello, Michael!" to the tune of "Hello, Dolly!" Is this what you wished for, Donald? There is a certain irony in a cover of "It Only Takes a Moment" that takes what feels like 18 years because it has been slowed to an unearthly crawl by a Mamma Mia cast member. ("Isn't that something," Kelsey Grammer says afterward. "My goodness.")

Michael Crawford seems pleased to be included, though I feel like it must sting to have the tribute listing all your accomplishments end abruptly in the year 1988. I have watched these Honors before! Usually they mention some kind of triumphant return! Lie, if necessary. Of all the times for this administration to decide to cling strictly to the facts.

Finally we arrive at the moment that the president has surely been waiting for: the Phantom of the Opera duet. This will be sung by Laura Osnes, a famously not-vaccinated-for-COVID former Broadway performer, and ... David Phelps, whose Wikipedia bio calls him "an American Christian music vocalist, songwriter, vocal arranger, and producer" and notes that "on January 13, 2008, Phelps appeared on Extreme Makeover Home Edition." Next, Phelps tackles "The Music of the Night" alone.

My notes from this point in the evening read "Donald Trump maybe is in hell." Congratulations, Mr. President! It's one of your favorite songs, performed at your Kennedy Center Honors! Oh, great! By a Broadway star? Well ... the performer does have a TV credit! Then again, if he's harbored the desire to hear "The Music of the Night" with more of a Christian pop vocal, maybe he's over the moon.

"I love country," the president says before the George Strait tribute. (This gets a small but distinct laugh from part of the audience.) This segment features actual country stars, including Brooks and Dunn and Miranda Lambert. If President Trump indeed loves country, it should be the highlight of the evening! If he's someone for whom the pinnacle of entertainment is Cats, maybe not.

Gloria Gaynor is next. A disco ball the size of a small boulder descends to hang over Elle King, and 10 exuberant dancers dressed in what I think is gold lame come out to drag my eyes away from the singer at every opportunity as she sings "I Will Survive." Strange to see the originator of this queer anthem at the Kennedy Center Honors for an administration that has shown such disdain for LGBTQ people. What has brought her here? The tribute video reveals that she has pivoted to gospel music.

After a brief disco medley, the lighting changes. The projected nightclub imagery becomes stained-glass windows and gospel musicians enter. The disco ball is still stuck there, awkwardly, casting red and yellow and blue light around the room. Trump bops along dutifully to "Precious Lord." Is this what you wished for, Mr. President?

Garth Brooks is now here for Kiss. He praises their "conversational lyrics" and "commonsense chord progressions," which, again, does not sound as complimentary as it could.

Who's up next to present? Why, it's the magician Criss Angel! The Mindfreak appears for a tribute to Kiss in a heavily bedazzled suit with what appears to be the mangled carcass of a chandelier dangling from the shoulders. He is there to offer a special magical tribute to Ace Frehley in which smoke pours out of a guitar while a bright light shines on it.

We end with "Rock and Roll All Nite." Then Donald Trump comes out to thank us and tell us to get home safely. I wish we could trap the president in some kind of terrarium and make him do this sort of thing exclusively. If only this were all just entertainment, and the only men with their faces hidden by masks were doing tributes to Michael Crawford.

On the way out, passing the after-party (you can pose with a Phantom of the Opera-themed photo backdrop featuring red roses and a giant mask!), I walk past the real Kellyanne Conway in a green mermaid dress boogieing along to "Take On Me." The cover band, perhaps sensing that I am on deadline and could use the content, plays a melancholy Harry Styles hit: You know it's not the same as it was.

This could be Donald Trump's heaven, if only the world would cooperate. But instead everything he touches turns to brass. His pop turns to country; his Broadway turns to Christian rock; his disco turns to gospel. He is so close that he can almost taste it, but he will never get to taste it. Donald Trump is in hell. If only we weren't trapped there with him.
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How to Approach Even the Hardest Family Discussions

There's a way to talk that doesn't end in fighting.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 06 Dec 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.


"Talking about politics at our family gatherings can be like smoking a cigarette at a gas station--there's a good chance it will make the whole place explode," the journalist Elizabeth Harris wrote last year. So she tried to approach these conversations like a reporter: "I wasn't looking to have a back-and-forth; I was looking for information. I wanted to know what they thought and why."

Politics isn't the only topic that can feel impossible to discuss. Families struggle to talk about their history, about what they need from one another, about the things they regret or haven't forgiven one another for. The holidays can sometimes feel like the powder keg Harris described, where everyone is trying to avoid saying the wrong thing. But maybe there's another way. Today's newsletter explores how to approach even the hardest family conversations.



On Family Conversations

The Questions We Don't Ask Our Families but Should

By Elizabeth Keating

Many people don't know very much about their older relatives. But if we don't ask, we risk never knowing our own history. (From 2022)


Read the article.

How to Not Fight With Your Family About Politics

By Elizabeth Harris

This holiday, ask questions like a reporter.


Read the article.

Why We Speak More Weirdly at Home

By Kathryn Hymes

When people share a space, their collective experience can sprout its own vocabulary, known as a familect. (From 2021)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Couples therapy, but for siblings: The practice isn't common. Maybe it should be, Faith Hill wrote last year.
 	The longest relationships of our lives: As brothers and sisters grow up, what they do can determine whether they stay stuck in their childhood roles--or break free of them, Angela Chen wrote in 2023.




Other Diversions

	The books that made us think the most this year
 	No NFL game has ever ended in a score of 36-23.
 	Colorful stars of all ages




PS


Courtesy of Karen P.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Today's submission is from Karen P., who describes her view of "life in retirement at Sunrise Beach in Marshfield, Massachusetts."

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, 06 Dec 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 11, 2025

	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?
 	In AI-safety discussions, the likelihood that artificial intelligence causes global cataclysm is popularly expressed as what statistical term?
 	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, and the latter to Heidegger?


Answers:

	Hamnet. The myth that Hamnet's death begot the tragedy of Hamlet has persisted for centuries, James 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 Warzel 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.
 	Poet and thinker. 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 Stanley-Becker reports, this makes for a fraught transition as Germany gradually abandons pacifism and rearms against a destabilized world. 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 10, 2025

	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"?
 	What is the variety of marijuana, bred to contain minimal THC, that remains federally legal (and can also be refined into paper, rope, and many other products)?


Answers: 

	Cronut. The croissant-donut hybrid was emblematic of the social-media revolution that pushed food into new, hyper-visual territory, Sophie Gilbert 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 Florko writes, but it doesn't look as though you'll be able to for much longer. Read more.
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Trump Campaigned on Affordability. Now He's Calling the Idea a 'Con Job.'

His messaging on the cost of living contradicts itself.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 05 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.

President Donald Trump has promised not only that America will be "great again" but also that it will be "healthy again," "wealthy again," "beautiful again," and--crucially--"affordable again." Now, as the country faces persistent inflation, a housing crisis, and rising prices on consumer goods, he claims that affordability is nothing more than a "con job," an opportunistic buzzword leveraged by a rival party. "The word affordability is a Democrat scam," he said during a Cabinet meeting on Tuesday.

Incoming presidents don't get to pick the economy they inherit, but they can only credibly blame their predecessors for so long. In a Fox News poll last month, almost twice as many respondents said that Trump, not Joe Biden, is responsible for current economic conditions. Per new polling from Politico, 46 percent of Americans say the cost of living in the United States is the worst they can remember it being, and 46 percent think Trump is to blame for those high costs. The trend isn't entirely new; voters have blamed Trump for the economy throughout the year. As frustration persists, the president is pointing fingers at the Democrats, but he can't dispute the data.

Americans now face both a weakening dollar and stagnant income levels. Trump's surprise implementation of punitive tariffs this summer ended up making all sorts of goods, including clothing and beef, more expensive. Meanwhile, millions have left the country (voluntarily or not) amid the administration's crackdown on immigration, according to the Department of Homeland Security's estimates. This exodus, combined with a reduction in newcomers, has the potential to harm local economies.

Trump has tried conflicting strategies to deal with voter frustration. He has a tendency to invoke the previous administration when things go wrong--at the start of his term, he said Biden's name an average of six times a day, often to fault him for the economy or immigration issues. But during a recent meeting with New York City Mayor-Elect Zohran Mamdani, the president appeared to check his impulse to vilify Dems, beaming over Mamdani's proposals to fix the cost-of-living crisis. "Some of his ideas really are the same ideas I have," Trump said: "The new word is affordability."

About a week later, he dubbed himself the "AFFORDABILITY PRESIDENT" on Truth Social. But again, that only lasted so long: Affordability actually "doesn't mean anything to anybody," he said on Tuesday. Next week, he'll pivot once more as he sets off on a national tour to assuage voters' concerns about the economy and inflation.

Sentiments about a president's approach to the economy usually carry over to the incumbent party--and at the moment, Trump's relative unpopularity is Democrats' gain. The party has jumped at the chance to pummel Trump on affordability, which proved to be a winning issue in recent elections: The cost-of-living rhetoric that catapulted Mamdani to victory in New York City also helped two other Democrats win important races last month. The political scientist Lynn Vavreck told me yesterday that when Trump downplays the issue, he risks repeating some of what led to George H. W. Bush's downfall in 1992: Bush lost that election to Bill Clinton in large part because his optimism about the economy failed to connect with voters' reality. Biden suffered from a similar disconnect--and the same problem is creeping up on Trump ahead of the midterms.

Approval ratings for a president's first year in a new term often benefit from what the economic historian Robert J. Gordon calls the "honeymoon effect"--a bump that isn't neatly explained by anything other than voters' inclination to give leaders time to warm up. But by the time midterm season rolls around, voters tend to be less forgiving. Ten months into Trump's presidency, the polling is starting to track a similar pattern: His approval ratings started at 47 percent and have since slipped to 36 percent (thanks to more than just affordability). Trump has been known to bounce back. But if the honeymoon is ending, that's one thing he can't blame Biden for.

Related:

	Derek Thompson on the affordability curse
 	Trump doesn't understand inflation, James Surowiecki argues.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The vaccine guardrails are gone.
 	Tom Nichols: Pete Hegseth's weak excuses
 	What if our ancestors didn't feel anything like we do?




Today's News

	The CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices voted 8-3 to end the long-standing recommendation that all newborns receive a hepatitis-B shot at birth. For babies born to a virus-negative mother, parents can decide "when or if" to vaccinate; the panel recommends that the first dose be given two months after birth if parents choose to vaccinate.
 	The 2026 World Cup draw took place at the Kennedy Center, where President Donald Trump was awarded the first-ever FIFA Peace Prize.
 	The Supreme Court agreed to decide whether Trump's effort to end birthright citizenship is constitutional; arguments are expected to begin in April, and a decision is expected by late June.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: This year's Atlantic 10--our list of the best books of 2025--is an attempt to celebrate writing that "distinguishes itself as worth reading and remembering for years to come," Emma Sarappo writes. But a short list can't include all of our personal favorites.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



No NFL Game Has Ever Ended in a Score of 36-23

By Josh Levin

There was no good reason to be thinking about NFL history when the Dallas Cowboys took on the Las Vegas Raiders a couple of weeks ago. Neither team had a winning record at the time, and the score was never close after halftime. But as the game stretched on that Monday night, the sportswriter and video maker Jon Bois sensed that something unprecedented could be afoot. "I glanced up and realized 36-23 was very much in play," he told me.
 Bois is the mind behind "Scorigami," a term he defines as "the act, and art, of producing a final score in a football game that has never happened before."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Is MAGA becoming pro-war?
 	The Trump lawyer scandal is about something much deeper than legal technicalities.
 	Galaxy Brain: When chatbots break our minds
 	Steve Cropper, the father of rhythm guitarists




Culture Break




Take a look. Here are the top 25 news photos from 2025, according to our photo editor, Alan Taylor.

Watch. Stranger Things (on Netflix) is back for a final season, but its brand is forever, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on the Hittites, Hitchcock, Comics, and More

And did you know that hieroglyphics could be read from left to right or right to left?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 05 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 4:50 p.m. ET on December 5, 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.

Friday, December 5, 2025

Today's questions all come from Gal Beckerman's story in the January issue about new research into how our human ancestors experienced emotion. 

	In the 1960s and '70s, six basic emotions were proposed as innate in humans: happiness, sadness, anger, disgust, surprise, and what emotion that triggers the fight-or-flight response?
 	Until a few hundred years ago, one theory for well-being held that emotions were governed by the balance of the body's blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm--known collectively by what term?
 	At the start of The Iliad, what Greek hero is said to be feeling menis--usually translated as "rage" or "wrath"--over an insult to his honor by King Agamemnon?




And by the way, did you know that melancholy is a direct combination of the Greek roots melan, for "black," and khole, for "bile"? Too much black bile within the body was thought to cause sadness.

Black bile does not, in fact, cause melancholy, as thought; nor does it come from the spleen, as thought; nor does it, strictly speaking, exist. But the name stuck!

Have a great weekend.



Answers: 

	Fear. We 21st-century people certainly experience these emotions, but, as Gal writes, the historian Rob Boddice argues that there's no guarantee our forebears encountered them the same way--if at all--given the very different context in which they lived. Read more.
 	Humors. You do not have to go back very far to find ways of understanding emotion so different from ours that they can undermine our sense of shared humanity across centuries; Gal writes that Boddice's research "can induce a sense of vertigo." Read more.
 	Achilles. Boddice points to menis as an example of an emotion we've misinterpreted across millennia; he thinks of menis (after studying ancient Greece) as something more like "cosmic sulk." 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 formidable fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Thursday, December 4, 2025

	In economics, what term describes the behavior whereby people follow through with an action because they have invested time or resources into it, even when changing course would benefit them?
 -- From Valerie Trapp's "The One Line Americans (Weirdly) Choose to Wait In"
 	The desaparecidos, or "disappeared ones," were victims of the Dirty War, which occurred in what country during its military rule in the 1970s and '80s?
 -- From The Atlantic's list of this year's 10 most thought-provoking books
 	The end of the Egyptian, Mycaenaean, and Hittite empires due to trade disruption and natural disasters is known as the collapse of what historical era named for its people's use of a metal alloy?
 -- From Linda Kinstler's "What History's Fallen Societies Have in Common"




And by the way, did you know that ancient Egypt's hieroglyphics could be written from either left to right or right to left? To determine which direction applies, a reader need only find a hieroglyph with a face; its gaze always points to the place the reader should begin.

Reading English doesn't require such a hint, but just so we're not left out of the fun: ?



Answers: 

	Sunk-cost fallacy. This is one possible reason that so many American shoppers stick with a self-checkout line even when a cashier's line becomes shorter, Valerie reports, but social science says that the biggest driver could be our relatively newfound reluctance to engage with strangers. Read more.
 	Argentina. The desaparecidos are passing out of living memory; Haley Cohen Gilliland's A Flower Traveled in My Blood--one of The Atlantic's selections--bursts with reporting that "forces us to consider both the price of forgetting the past and the ache of remembering it." See the rest of the picks.
 	Late Bronze Age. Kinstler assesses a new book's argument that something like the apocalypse that contemporary forecasters warn about has already happened many times over--and that many of humanity's collapses have actually been pretty productive. Read more.




Wednesday, December 3, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

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.



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.




Tuesday, December 2, 2025

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

	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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Debate Your Favorite Books of the Year

No list can match everyone's tastes. That's a good thing.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 05 Dec 2025




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


This year's Atlantic 10--our list of the best books of 2025--is an attempt to celebrate writing that "distinguishes itself as worth reading and remembering for years to come." I think we've accomplished that. But the Atlantic 10 is also a product of deliberation and consensus, meant to reflect a wide range of tastes and subjects. Inevitably, a very short list can't include all of our personal favorites.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Olivia Nuzzi's tell-nothing memoir
 	What history's fallen societies have in common
 	The long history of the Hamnet myth
 	The Germans who stood up to Hitler


Looking back at my notes, I'm reminded of other titles published this year that I loved: Amanda Hess's Second Life; Vauhini Vara's Searches; Michelle de Kretser's Theory & Practice. I spent this summer evangelizing to friends about The Dry Season, Melissa Febos's memoir of a year spent celibate. I was much more impressed with David Szalay's resonant novel of male alienation, Flesh, than I'd expected to be--and felt affirmed in my reaction when it won the Booker Prize in November. I was particularly moved by Beth Macy's Paper Girl, a memoir in which the journalist returns to her hometown in Ohio and investigates, with humility and curiosity, how the city she grew up in became so economically depressed and politically polarized during her time away.

I love looking at other year-end lists, too--especially when they elevate books that didn't quite click with me. This disjunction presents a challenge (a positive one!): to imagine what other juries found exciting or edifying in their selected titles; to reevaluate my own whims; to recognize the impossibility of universal agreement when it comes to subjective tastes. Take a look at our list--and the others--for yourself. What conversations might they start? And what will you read next?



The Atlantic 10


Illustration by Shawna X



Read the full article.



What to Read

The Postman Always Rings Twice, by James M. Cain


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


From our list: Eight plot-heavy books that will keep you turning pages





Out Next Week

? Cape Fever, by Nadia Davids

? A Danger to the Minds of Young Girls, by Adam Morgan


? Berlin Shuffle, by Ulrich Alexander Boschwitz, translated by Philip Boehm




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



No NFL Game Has Ever Ended in a Score of 36-23

By Josh Levin

In a world suddenly awash with legalized sports betting and its associated ills, tracking these football digits is a comparatively wholesome compulsion. Scorigami is a game within the game that anyone can follow, one in which the teams and players are irrelevant. All that matters is the scoreboard.


For those keeping count, there have now been 1,095 unique scorelines in NFL history. But one never-before-seen Scorigami stands apart from all the others, on account of its maddening elusiveness: 36-23.


Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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How to Read the Epstein Files Like an Expert

<em>Miami Herald</em> reporter Julie K. Brown has some tips for what to look for when they emerge.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 04 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.

Sometime in the next 15 days, the Justice Department is set to release a huge cache of files related to the late pedophile Jeffrey Epstein. The release, mandated under a law passed by Congress last month, has been the subject of a great deal of anticipation--but not a lot of clarity.

To try to understand what the files might include and what they might not, I turned to Julie K. Brown, the Miami Herald investigative reporter who has covered Epstein's case for years and likely knows more about it than anyone else. (My colleague Adrienne LaFrance interviewed her about Epstein for Radio Atlantic in July.) Here are five tips for reading the Epstein files like an expert.



1. Curb Your Expectations

The reason that the Epstein story has been such a huge scandal is the same reason the files may not contain any bombshells: Law enforcement's pursuit of Epstein was long insufficient. "I honestly think these files may not be as explosive as what people hope, because the FBI just didn't dig hard enough into this case," Brown told me. Although the files reportedly include tens of thousands of pages, some may be repetitive, and others have already been made public, whether by House investigators or through prior reporting; the Herald has sued to obtain many documents related to Epstein. But Brown pointed out that even information that was previously public may not be well known, and so it could still come as a revelation to many observers. "What might not be new for me might be new for three-quarters of America," she said.

2. Pay Attention to the Original Investigation

Brown said she'll be looking closely for materials related to the initial 2000s federal prosecution of Epstein, which ended in a sweetheart plea deal in 2008. Prosecutors drew up an indictment but never used or released it, and that draft could be part of the files. So might relevant evidence. Computers, which possibly stored videos, were removed from Epstein's Palm Beach property prior to a 2005 police search. "It'll be curious to see how hard [the FBI] fought to get those computers," Brown said. The files might also shed light on whether any unusual communications occurred between Epstein and figures in the Justice Department, including Matthew Menchel, who took the lead on the original prosecution. Another name to look for is Bruce Reinhart, a lawyer who went directly from working in the U.S. Attorney's Office--though he's maintained that he did not work on the Epstein case--to representing Epstein employees. (Both Menchel and Reinhart have denied having acted improperly.)

3. Pay Attention to the 2019 Case Files

Another place to search for new information is in documents related to the 2019 investigation into Epstein. (He died in a New York jail cell that year; his ex-girlfriend Ghislaine Maxwell was convicted of child sex trafficking in 2021.) "We don't really know what the Justice Department did during that time period" the way we do about "what happened in 2008 in Florida," Brown said. "It's a hard case to do because we're talking about victims whose memories fade after 15 years, 20 years," she told me. "But that doesn't mean there's not statements in there from victims where they said they were raped by so-and-so."

4. Scrutinize the Redactions

Whenever the government releases sensitive documents, some parts are blacked out--occasionally just individual names, but sometimes entire pages. The law requiring the Epstein files' release specifically allows DOJ to withhold information pertaining to ongoing investigations. One likely outcome, Brown told me, is that things that are already public or shouldn't be redacted will be hidden, while information that should be redacted isn't. Already, Epstein victims have complained that their names were improperly exposed in House releases. "I've seen it many, many times where they just have the victim's name out there, and yet there's full pages full of redactions that don't make any sense," Brown said.

5. Beware of Missing Context

Though the files already released provide a peek into Epstein's private interactions, they are also necessarily incomplete and fragmented. That's allowed speculation and insinuation that may not hold up to scrutiny. (What's up with that "Bubba" email, anyway?) "I keep hearing, Why isn't the mainstream media reporting this?," Brown told me, referring to some theories circulating online and in alternative media. "Mainstream media isn't reporting it because we're very skeptical of the context of some of his emails. Because, let's face it: He was a liar. He didn't really tell the truth all the time," Brown said. "I don't know if him saying 'I have all the dirt on Trump' really means he has any dirt on Trump."

One fundamental question in this release is whether the public can believe that the DOJ will release the files fully and without interference. The Trump administration has done little to earn the benefit of the doubt on this, and the Epstein story has been rife with officials failing to hold appalling behavior to account. "I think the American public is correct to be skeptical about what they're going to show us and not show us," Brown told me. Naturally, that skepticism is particularly pronounced when it comes to the role of the president of the United States. Trump has repeatedly denied any knowledge of or involvement in Epstein's criminal schemes, and Brown said she has long doubted that Trump was directly involved in them, but she's been surprised by his recent handling of the matter. "I think the most telling thing is the fact that Trump has fought so hard" to keep the files sealed, she said. "I just don't know what that means, you know?" Perhaps the Epstein files will provide an answer--or at least some hints.

Related:

	Jonathan Chait: Trump's toddler response to the Epstein saga
 	Epstein returns at the worst time for Trump.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The strange disappearance of an anti-AI activist
 	Chatbots are surprisingly effective at swaying voters
 	Adam Serwer: Why doesn't Trump pay a political price for his racism?




Today's News

	President Donald Trump hosted the leaders of the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Rwanda for meetings at the White House. After the meetings, Trump joined them for a signing ceremony to advance a peace agreement aimed at ending decades of conflict in eastern Congo at the newly renamed "Donald J. Trump United States Institute of Peace."
 	The FBI arrested a suspect for planting pipe bombs outside the headquarters of the Democratic and Republican national committees on January 5, 2021, the day before the Capitol riot.
 	Admiral Frank Bradley is expected to tell lawmakers today that two survivors of a September 2 U.S. strike on an alleged drug-smuggling boat were still attempting to continue their drug-smuggling mission, making them legitimate targets for a second, fatal attack. The closed-door briefing comes as Congress questions whether the follow-up strike violated the laws of war.




Dispatches

	 Time-Travel Thursdays: Idrees Kahloon explores the long line of pessimists about America's schools.
 


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Charles Hewitt / Getty



The One Line Americans (Weirdly) Choose to Wait In

By 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-checkout, languishing.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Republicans are in trouble, but Democrats could blow it.
 	Arthur C. Brooks: James Patterson's maxims for a happy life
 	Radio Atlantic: Is this the end of kids on social media?
 	The chatbot-delusion crisis
 	The David Frum Show: Why American health care is still a mess




Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Read. Here are the 10 books that made The Atlantic's writers and editors think the most this year.

Watch. The missing-child drama All Her Fault (streaming on Peacock) reveals the slow death of the prestige thriller, Sophie Gilbert argues.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Ever-Present Panic About America's Schools

Illiteracy worries have 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.

Updated at 11:48 a.m. on December 5, 2025

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 prices are 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, 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



This article originally misstated that America is the world's biggest consumer of beef per capita; in fact, America is the biggest consumer of beef by volume.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/12/cattle-ranchers-trump-beef-prices/685130/?utm_source=feed
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