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        What I Wish I'd Known When I Was Younger
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.On his 70th birthday, in 1905, Mark Twain gave a speech about the secret to successful aging. (If 70 doesn't sound aged to you, bear in mind that because of high infant-mortality rates, the average life expectancy for someone born before 1850 was less than 40.) "I have achieved my 70 years in the usual way," he declared, according to an account in The New York Times, "by sticking strictly to a sc...

      

      
        The Riot That Foretold an Unstable Future
        Robert Rubsam

        The cartoonist and journalist Joe Sacco has made a career of rescuing history from the cleavages of memory. One set of scenes in his 2009 book, Footnotes in Gaza, exemplifies this, revealing how testimony about painful events can diverge among witnesses, even within a family. Sacco speaks with an elderly woman named Omm Nafez, illustrating her story: She says that her husband and two of his brothers were shot by Israeli soldiers while walking out of the family home; a third brother, Khamis, jumpe...

      

      
        A Spider Among the Stars
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA & CSA, J. H. KastnerDay 18 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Spider Among the Stars. About 5,000 light-years away, the Red Spider Nebula is the result of the spectacular final act of a dying star. The James Webb Space Telescope recently imaged this planetary nebula, showing the glowing outer layers of the star--which have been cast off for thousands of years, blasted into space in all directions--against a backdrop of countless other stars in our own galaxy.See the ful...

      

      
        Why the Brown University Shooter Is Still at Large
        Brandon del Pozo

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The gunman who shot up a classroom on Brown University's campus on Saturday, killing two students and wounding nine others, has evaded capture for nearly a week. Because Americans have become culturally accustomed to police investigations that resolve at the breakneck speed of social-media-driven news cycles, this may feel to many like a distressingly long time. To some it is unacceptable, and suggests incomp...

      

      
        A Lesson in False Limits
        Sally Jenkins

        Few professionals suffer more from ageism than athletes. Heaven forfend an NFL star or an Olympian become 40ish on the field of play. That's known as "staying too long" and "tainting their legacy." Fans and commentators seem to want athletes to retire before they lose the luster of their prime and start looking knee sore--an expectation that, judging by the recent exploits of the skier Lindsey Vonn and the quarterback Philip Rivers, has cheated audiences out of who knows how many gladdening third ...

      

      
        How Warren Buffett Did It
        Seth A. Klarman

        Warren Buffett has long been known and admired around the world for doing something that is, at its essence, mundane. He is not a brilliant artist or a great inventor or a record-setting athlete. Instead, his brilliance--a low-key, midwestern type of brilliance--found expression in the prosaic art of investing: buying this stock and avoiding that one. Buffett himself has called this task "simple, but not easy." While millions upon millions of people buy and sell investments every day, no one has a ...

      

      
        Measles' Most Deceptive Trait
        Katherine J. Wu

        In the early 1960s, American childhood was not what it is today. Many children spent hours playing unsupervised in the streets; they rode around in cars without seat belts, then came home to frozen dinners, served in front of TVs blaring cigarette ads. And at some point, they'd almost certainly get measles.The illness--caused by a virus that is estimated to infect roughly 90 percent of the unimmunized people it comes into contact with--is widely considered one of the fastest-spreading diseases to e...

      

      
        Australia's Grand Social-Media Experiment
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        To celebrate the start of a nationwide ban on social media for kids under the age of 16, the Australian government lit the Sydney Harbour Bridge with the slogan Let Them Be Kids.As of December 10, younger teenagers in Australia can no longer make accounts on popular social-media sites, including Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, Reddit, and Twitch. The minister for communications' rule for the ban defines a social-media site as one that primarily exists to encourage interaction among users and allow th...

      

      
        What's Behind the ISIS Attack in Syria
        Robert F. Worth

        Last Saturday, an Islamic State infiltrator ambushed a meeting between American soldiers and their local counterparts in a Syrian desert town. Two members of the Iowa National Guard and a U.S. civilian interpreter were killed in the assault--whose perpetrator may or may not have known that the subject of the meeting was how to counter ISIS.The incident didn't just illustrate the danger of extremists hiding within Syria's new security forces. It points to a broader problem: Outside of the country's...

      

      
        ISIS Never Really Went Away
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIs ISIS back? In late 2014, the jihadist group made its medieval views infamous using modern methods of propaganda. The organization had recently captured significant territory in Syria and Iraq, and claimed religious authority over all Muslims. The internet educated the world on the harsh, simple rules of a caliphate, and the surreal brutality of the beheading video. When the Islamic State lost control of its Middle East...

      

      
        The Happiest Man in Music
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Zane Lowe, the most important music interviewer working today, kicked his sneakers up onto his couch cushions and began to cry.For the previous two hours, I'd been asking the 52-year-old global creative director of Apple Music about problems facing the record industry: growing fears about AI; broad discontent with streaming pay rates; the ambient suspicion that music doesn't matter as much as it used to. Lowe is famous for the high-energy earnestness he shows on his internet radio show, where he ...

      

      
        The 'Filthy Little Slum Child' Who Remade the American Right
        Franklin Foer

        Norman Podhoretz's friends--there were no dissenting voices among them--warned him not to publish Making It. Lionel Trilling, the high priest of the New York intellectuals, told Podhoretz that his reputation might never recover. Daniel Bell urged him to append a coda retracting the whole thing, as if the book were a literary prank. They regarded the text--a confessional memoir in which Podhoretz asserts that "many men" masturbate before sitting down to write--and its argument, an apologetic defense o...

      

      
        This Is What Presidential Panic Looks Like
        Tom Nichols

        Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.The president of the United States just barged into America's living rooms like an angry, confused grandfather to tell us all that we are ungrateful whelps.When a president asks for network time, it's usually to announce something important. But tonight, Donald Trump did not give anything like a normal speech or address. He was clearly working from a prepared text, but it sounded like one he'd writte...

      

      
        Trump's 'Peace President' Claim Isn't Holding Up
        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.Last week, the Venezuelan opposition leader Maria Corina Machado made a daring escape from her home country to Norway, where she was honored as winner of the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize. The team that extracted her had several worries--including the risk that American forces in the Caribbean would strike the ...

      

      
        $1,776 Checks for the Military
        Nancy A. Youssef

        This story was updated on December 17 at 9:39 p.m. ETPresident Donald Trump's prime-time address tonight included an Oprah-style You get a car! And you get a car! reveal for members of the U.S. military. Specifically, he said that he was giving troops a "war dividend," a onetime bonus check pegged to a sum with deep patriotic significance: $1,776.Sign up for our newsletter about national security here."The checks are already on the way," Trump said during his address, promising them to more than ...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Titian? Tiepolo? Almost ...
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. on December 17, 2025.When I visited the Snapple website this week, I was served one of the drink brand's famous fun facts: that a jiffy is an "actual time measurement equaling 1/100th of a second." Fun indeed! And arguably even a little bit true!In 2013 in The Atlantic, Adrienne LaFrance courageously exposed that many of Snapple's bottle-cap facts were false. I wished to determine whether the company had since cleaned up its act; the intervening rebrand from "...

      

      
        How Crypto Is Turning America Into a Kleptocracy
        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 shooting at Bondi Beach and the rise of anti-Semitic violence globally. He discusses what willing governments can do to crack down on radicals and prevent future acts of violence.Then David is joined by Will Thomas, a professor at the Michigan Ross School of Business, to discuss Thomas's paper "Crypto Kleptocracy." David and Thomas discuss how t...

      

      
        Saint Nick's Dark Companion
        Alan Taylor

        Elisabeth Mandl / ReutersA person costumed as Krampus participates in the traditional Perchten parade in Vienna, Austria, on November 30, 2025.Stefano Mazzola / GettyThe Krampus of the Flagellium group and Saint Nicholas enter a house to bring gifts to children in Fusine di Valromana in Tarvisio, Italy, on December 5, 2025. Saint Nicholas and the Krampus are folkloric figures from the Alps, where on the night of December 5 (the eve of Saint Nicholas Day), the saint rewards good children with swee...

      

      
        The Roomba Was a Disappointment
        Ian Bogost

        The home-vacuum robot began, like most things, with war. In August 1990, the same month and year Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, three MIT roboticists incorporated the company that would eventually become iRobot, the maker of the Roomba.In its first decade, iRobot began to assemble a small-droid A-team for the theater of combat. The Ariel defused mines; the PackBot handled bomb disposal. (Later they would be joined by the Warrior, which breached obstacles; the camera-encrusted SUGV, which handled recon;...

      

      
        Distant Starbursts
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA, CSA, A. Hirschauer, M. Meixner et al.Day 17 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Distant Starbursts. Last year, the James Webb Space Telescope made this observation of a dwarf irregular galaxy named I Zwicky 18, some 59 million light-years away from Earth. At the heart of the galaxy are two major star-forming regions surrounded by clouds of gas that have been sculpted by the stellar winds of the hot, young stars.See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will b...

      

      
        Americans Can't Believe How Rich They Are
        Idrees Kahloon

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.How much does an American family of four need to earn to avoid poverty? According to the Census Bureau, $32,130. But what if it were really $140,000? Late last month, the investor and Substack writer Michael Green advanced this attention-grabbing claim, which implies that a majority of Americans are living in poverty today. He argued, further, that families earning $40,000 to $100,000 were stuck in a "valley ...

      

      
        Democrats Sound Like They're in Doha
        Daniel B. Shapiro

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.No one attends the Doha Forum to hear balanced discussions of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The annual conference--the Qatari government funds business-class travel and accommodation for some 5,000 people--allows this pocket-size monarchy to showcase its central diplomatic role. And the prerogative of the host is to shape the narrative.The topics covered are broad and diverse, but on Israeli-Palestinian matters, in addition to touting thei...

      

      
        Henry James's Venice Is Still Here
        Anne Applebaum

        Photographs by Matteo de MaydaIn a quiet, almost empty part of Venice stands a Renaissance palazzo with an unusually large garden. The garden is invisible from the outside, blocked by a high brick wall that I recognized when I saw it. In The Aspern Papers, a novella serialized in The Atlantic in 1888, Henry James lets the narrator, a literary scholar whose name we never learn, describe the wall. "It was figured over with the patches that please a painter, repaired breaches, crumblings of plaster,...

      

      
        The 14 Best TV Shows of 2025
        Shirley Li

        Editor's Note: Find all of  The Atlantic's "Best of 2025" coverage here. On the small screen, 2025 was all about money--the ostentatious peacocking of wealth on shows such as Sirens, And Just Like That, Selling Sunset, and With Love, Meghan; the spiraling production costs of episodes themselves; the politicized wrestling over which megacorporation will take over Warner Bros. Discovery and its TV arms, including HBO. CBS canceled The Late Show With Stephen Colbert, in what seemed to many critics li...

      

      
        The Most Feared Person at the NIH Is a Vaccine Researcher Plucked From Obscurity
        Katherine J. Wu

        Updated at 12:29 p.m. on December 17, 2025

When Donald Trump nominated Jay Bhattacharya to be the director of the National Institutes of Health, a shake-up seemed inevitable. Typically, the agency--a $48 billion grant-making institution and the world's largest public funder of biomedical research--has been led by a medical researcher with extensive administrative experience. Bhattacharya was a health economist without specialized training in infectious disease, who'd come to prominence for his het...
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What I Wish I'd Known When I Was Younger

The three reasons old people are happier that work for any age

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




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

On his 70th birthday, in 1905, Mark Twain gave a speech about the secret to successful aging. (If 70 doesn't sound aged to you, bear in mind that because of high infant-mortality rates, the average life expectancy for someone born before 1850 was less than 40.) "I have achieved my 70 years in the usual way," he declared, according to an account in The New York Times, "by sticking strictly to a scheme of life which would kill anybody else." The maxim he offered was this: "We can't reach old age by another man's road."

Typical for Twain, this was solid folk wisdom wrapped in a joke. The secret to a long and happy life is clearly not smoking, drinking, and carousing. But he's correct that there is no plug-and-play formula that works for everyone. Within obvious parameters, each of us should experiment with different ideas and specific ways of living, a proposition I have previously discussed. Some people are at their healthiest on a vegetarian diet; others will be so by eating Mediterranean. Some are happiest living in a big metropolis such as New York City and Los Angeles; others are living their best life out in the country.

These details aside, however, a few general habits do matter. I won't detain you with the health-and-wellness stuff that you might hear from your doctor: Lay off the smokes and go for a walk, for God's sake. I want instead to call your attention to certain patterns of behavior that are not so obvious but that help explain why old people tend to be happier than young adults. The sooner you can learn and adopt these rules for good living, the sooner you can enjoy their fruits.

No question, you will come across some grouchy, unhappy old people, but on average in the United States, older adults score significantly higher in well-being than younger adults. Older people experience lower psychological distress and negative affect, and more frequent positive affect. I have also written before about how older folks tend to enjoy positive changes to their personality: agreeableness and conscientiousness rise as we age; neuroticism falls. What explains this pattern is not immediately apparent. Without a doubt, acquired wisdom plays a role: Older people have more life data and make fewer errors. But three particular patterns of behavior that old people display do matter a great deal.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be happy growing older

The first involves social networks. Early in life, you were probably encouraged to develop a wide range of friendships with different kinds of people, for the sake of your happiness. This was good advice insofar as you learned new ways of thinking and living from people outside your typical social circles. But it doesn't mean that you need to expend special effort maintaining links with lots of people with whom you have superficial ties. This would just fill your free time with unrewarding interactions. Yet precisely this sort of broad but thin acquaintance characterizes the networks of many young adults. Older people selectively narrow their social circles to focus on the individuals with whom they share common passions, experience positive emotions, and derive satisfaction. The casual associates who don't make the cut are left behind.

This might sound selfish, but people actually become more altruistic as they age--the second pattern of behavior that raises older people's happiness compared with that of young people. In a 2021 survey of research on self-reported altruism and observed charitable behavior, four psychologists found that 14 of the 16 studies they reviewed revealed that older adults are more focused on others than younger ones. In one especially ingenious demonstration of this finding, researchers asked adults of differing ages to clasp a handheld grip-strength device called a dynamometer and squeeze it with a high level of effort in order to obtain rewards for themselves or others. Younger adults gripped harder than older adults for self-rewards; older adults gripped harder than the younger adults to gain rewards for others.

The third pattern involves how older people react to difficult events in life. As a person ages, they usually get better at both avoiding and dealing with life stress. One 2023 longitudinal study involving nearly 3,000 adults ages 25 to 74 found that 70-year-olds felt stress on 40 percent fewer days than 25-year-olds did. Part of this is because the elders exposed themselves less to stressful events, but it is also because they were less reactive to stressful situations. Some of this is surely down to life circumstances: Retired 70-somethings no longer have demanding jobs. But another factor is that when old people encounter a stressful situation, they tend simply to shrug it off. Whether to respond to a challenging event might not seem voluntary, but in fact, it can be--and when the stress is unavoidable, the elderly simply react less by caring less.

As I was writing this essay, one experience came to mind that reinforced the points above, involving a two-day meeting that I'd attended in Rome some 25 years ago for a large international charity. The conference convened a small group of well-being specialists --some very junior (as I was at the time), some much older and more famous. Among the latter was a 60-year-old woman of global stature in the field. Feeling honored to be in her company, I paid close attention to her behavior. At the time, it seemed a bit strange; now it does not.

She had flown long haul through the night to attend the meeting, without compensation, and participated fully in every session. But when it came to the lavish dinner party held on the last night of the conference--which to me was a great perk--she walked into the bistro and declared, "This place is too loud" and left. This remarkable woman was exhibiting all three happiness patterns: She was spending time professionally with people who shared her passion for a cause, she was making a personal effort and donating her considerable expertise, and she was saying no to something that wasn't worth the stress and sacrifice for her.

At 36, I was amazed that she'd pass on the party. Today, at 61, I follow her example: I will go to considerable personal effort to serve causes that I care about, and I will discuss matters of spiritual depth or scientific importance for hours on end. But small talk in a noisy bar? No chance.

So what follows are three general rules I learned from older people that lead to higher well-being.

1. Go deep or go home.
 I try to ensure that my social relationships--those that are voluntary and involve discretionary time--focus only on facets of life that matter: love, faith, philosophy, virtue, culture, aesthetics. I don't want to talk about my beach vacation, or yours, unless a major epiphany occurred as the tide came in.

2. Serve more.
 A unique channel of well-being is serving others in causes I care about. This can mean giving money and time, of course. But it also entails regularly subjecting my work to a "values test": Does each activity primarily edify and uplift others?

Read: Life for 30-somethings is getting more stressful

3. Care less.
 I think back to the things that kept me awake as a younger man--this conflict at work, that worry about money--and shake my head. Now when something is bothering me or threatens to stress me out, I ask myself whether the issue is likely to be bothering me in a week's time. If the answer is no, I try to get a head start right then on not caring.

True to his craft as a satirist, Twain preferred to mock the whole business of elders dispensing counsel to youngsters, as he did in his 1882 essay "Advice to Youth": "If a person offend you, and you are in doubt as to whether it was intentional or not, do not resort to extreme measures; simply watch your chance and hit him with a brick."

I strongly suspect, however, that Twain followed better rules than this by the time he was 70. Closing his birthday remarks, the old riverboat pilot said that he had laid a course "toward the sinking sun with a contented heart"--no doubt by following the happy (if not quite so funny) principles above.
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The Riot That Foretold an Unstable Future

In his newest book, Joe Sacco worries about what political violence might lead to.

by Robert Rubsam

Thu, 18 Dec 2025


Excerpts from "The Once and Future Riot," by Joe Sacco (courtesy of Metropolitan Books) (Illustration from Joe Sacco)



The cartoonist and journalist Joe Sacco has made a career of rescuing history from the cleavages of memory. One set of scenes in his 2009 book, Footnotes in Gaza, exemplifies this, revealing how testimony about painful events can diverge among witnesses, even within a family. Sacco speaks with an elderly woman named Omm Nafez, illustrating her story: She says that her husband and two of his brothers were shot by Israeli soldiers while walking out of the family home; a third brother, Khamis, jumped over a courtyard wall and survived. When Sacco finds Khamis, however, his account doesn't entirely match Nafez's. He recalls that his brothers were lined up in the courtyard and shot, killed not in a surprise scuffle but by premeditated execution. Khamis remembers visiting one of these brothers on his deathbed, but Nafez and another source say that Khamis was not there. So Sacco depicts both variations, while drawing out their disjunctions through commentary and supplementary reporting. The reader experiences these memories, and then questions them, and then at last sees the author's process as he labors to tell the most honest-possible version of the truth.

Key word: see. Sacco reported Footnotes in Gaza from Khan Younis and Rafah, two cities at the south end of the Gaza Strip, over multiple trips in the aughts, and ultimately told a larger story--which stretches over decades of displacement and violence--in comic-strip panels. In this format, he is a character too, his round glasses and rabbit teeth peeking out amid the clustered limbs and busy tableaus. He's used this approach to investigate catastrophes around the world, reporting from Chechnya, India, Iraq, Canada's Northwest Territories, and the International Criminal Court. His work combines on-the-ground reportage with historical reconstruction, often stitched together from a patchwork of oral recollections.

In all of his coverage, Sacco places you inside the moment, dynamically re-creating not only how it looks but also how it feels. Despite his intense and difficult subject matter, his style reflects the unruly world of the underground comics in which he came of age. In his early, memoiristic Yahoo series, he employed an outlandish vernacular, influenced by R. Crumb and Art Spiegelman. And today Sacco's drawings are still loose, dynamic, even a bit cartoonish--but he always senses when caricature should end and the facts should take over.

His newest book makes such fact-finding a key theme, demonstrating the instability of a political system grounded in untruth--and investigating how populist leaders can wield that for their own ends. The Once and Future Riot concerns a series of escalating clashes in the northern Indian state of Uttar Pradesh. In late August and early September of 2013, violence between Hindu Jats and Muslim villagers culminated in a full-scale assault against a third group: the landless Muslim laborers who lived and worked in Jat villages. It is now widely agreed that 62 people were killed, two-thirds of them Muslim, and 50,000 people, again mostly Muslim, were driven from their villages. But when Sacco arrived, more than a year later, details about who was responsible for the violence and who was harmed proved strikingly hard to pin down. He encountered something more potent than facts: "the fiction, the myth," as he puts it, a set of competing (and politically convenient) narratives that are already taking the place of the historical event.

Traveling around Uttar Pradesh with the help of a local journalist, Piyush Kumar, he finds, and illustrates, plenty of physical evidence: torched houses, refugee camps, scarred and displaced victims. Based on witnesses' recollections, he draws massive crowd scenes in which hundreds or even thousands of people converge and clash. To keep the reader from losing their way, he tiles these full-page panels with smaller inserts, revealing visually who is providing what testimony. But these stories quickly begin to contradict one another--and Sacco's presentation of his interviewees' faces and names takes on a second layer of meaning, showing how a journalistic reconstruction is pieced together from disparate sources, sometimes overlapping and sometimes conflicting, which illustrates handily that the story he is constructing is not the only one on offer.

Official accounts--from village chiefs, social leaders, and a district magistrate--differ based on who's speaking and where. In Muslim villages, Sacco's interviewees tell him that only women and children threw stones; among the Jats, the party line is that no Muslim laborers were killed, and everyone left peacefully on their own. Each of these stories works to suppress contrary evidence; all are deployed in service of what Sacco calls the "One True Story:" each village's authority-sanctioned, broadly accepted narrative of their own communal innocence and their enemy's communal guilt. There are those, like the Muslim refugees, who speak for themselves. But they are already outcasts, with no power, and no influence over any version, big or small.

Sacco traces the origins of the riot back to the murder of a Muslim boy by two Jats, who were then killed by a crowd in the village of Kawal. But all of these interactions were quickly imbued with a set, predetermined meaning. For many of the Jats interviewed by Sacco, a Muslim boy could not simply court a Hindu girl; he must be trying to seduce and despoil her, an act the Jats call "Love Jihad." After the Jats called a mass meeting, known as a panchayat, some local Muslims armed themselves, perhaps believing that the Jats were planning a massacre on the scale of the 2002 Gujarat riots, during which more than 1,000 people died.

A year later, the displaced Muslim laborers are still living in tents, trapped between their persecutors and government officials who, Sacco suggests, wish to compensate only a handful of the victims. But the story of this disaster won't be swept quietly onto the ash heap of history, as the author has learned across the world: For those living in conflict zones, "events are continuous," an interviewee in Footnotes says.

Sacco knows better than most that political chauvinists of all kinds can point to past moments of injury and humiliation to justify any current cruelty or authoritarian project--an especially powerful appeal when those historical injustices are real. His Gazan interlocutors were speaking in the midst of the Second Intifada, when past atrocities were referenced by militants and politicians alike to justify new violence against civilians. In his 2000 book about the breakup of Yugoslavia, Safe Area Gorazde, the Bosnian Serbs massacring their neighbors in the 1990s defended their crimes by appealing to similar killings carried out against ethnic Serbs during the Nazi-era fascist regime. The Once and Future Riot sees it happening again: Narendra Modi's Hindu nationalists rode the Uttar Pradesh riots to electoral victory, invoking very real suffering to excuse bellicose ethnic supremacism and the persecution of Muslim minorities.

Safe Area is one of Sacco's best works because he takes the time to characterize the residents of Gorazde, making visible what both propaganda and the fog of war tend to obscure. The book is full of harrowing, enraging war stories, but the main subjects are the people of Gorazde, the remaining Bosniaks whose survival presents a firm rebuttal to their besiegers. The Serb ethno-nationalists he quotes seemingly can conceive of living and belonging only in the abstract, atavistic language of ethnicity and blood. But Sacco's subjects don't need to ruthlessly assert their right to their home; they belong in Gorazde because they are already there. They share a love of pop music, The Bodyguard, and Levi's 501s; they care more about the mundane facts of their love lives, their education, and their families than ancient feuds or religious rivalries. By focusing on the persistence of private life during wartime, the book widens from an investigation into a kind of communal portrait, literally illustrating the way injustice contorts and is resisted by people, together and alone.

Riot is more narrowly focused than that sweeping work; Sacco is searching for a story, and he eventually finds it, sometimes at the cost of the subject's human dimensions. We get many perspectives on what happened before and after the panchayat, but "rather than provide a region-wide sampler of the violence visited on the Muslim peasantry," he focuses only on the village of Lisarh, where the reprisals were especially lethal. This allows him to map out a precise timeline of the entire riot, as well as to catalog the many denials and excuses offered by local officials and activists. But because of this focus, he spotlights the actions of particular Jats and blurs together the broader experience of the victims, until both perpetrators and casualties grow abstract. I left the book uncertain about some key facts: the scale of the riots, how many villages they affected, whether they looked different in rural versus urban areas. In past books, Sacco made a point of emphasizing this kind of epistemic uncertainty, but in Riot he occasionally glosses over it--perhaps because too much remains unknown.

This might be an unavoidable shortcoming, but it can undermine what is best in his method, as well as the higher ideas he's using the book to pursue. Victims emerge and disappear, without much time given over to individuating them. He does not probe their life stories, as he did with Omm Nafez and Khamis back in Gaza; he must race off to the next source. Like figures in a massive spread, they lose their particularity, and they form again as a collective, a swirling mass where no face can stand out.

Then again, what the cartoonist loses in detail he gains in scope. The Once and Future Riot is a new sort of book for Sacco, more philosophical than humanistic, its eye trained on larger social and political structures. Here, he's concerned less with the aftereffects of political violence and more with the future it might engender. Such mass assaults, he believes, might become a common feature of Indian democracy, where politics is dominated by Hindu nationalists intent on making a populous and diverse country into a two-tiered polity fighting abstracted enemies. And there are uncomfortable analogues across the world, conflicts driven by demagogues who don't care about the fuzziness of the truth or the fallibility of memory--only about power, and about weaponizing any cleavage or crack they can find. "A democracy that arouses violence," he suggests, "may one day be overwhelmed by it." After a career spent reporting on ethnic chauvinism, criminal impunity, and history's endlessly reopened wounds, he has stepped back to take in the long view. The outlook isn't bright.
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A Spider Among the Stars

Day 18 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Day 18 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Spider Among the Stars. About 5,000 light-years away, the Red Spider Nebula is the result of the spectacular final act of a dying star. The James Webb Space Telescope recently imaged this planetary nebula, showing the glowing outer layers of the star--which have been cast off for thousands of years, blasted into space in all directions--against a backdrop of countless other stars in our own galaxy.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Why the Brown University Shooter Is Still at Large

Given the sheer volume of mass shootings in America, an unknown shooter with an unknown motive will sometimes make an escape.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Brandon del Pozo

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




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

The gunman who shot up a classroom on Brown University's campus on Saturday, killing two students and wounding nine others, has evaded capture for nearly a week. Because Americans have become culturally accustomed to police investigations that resolve at the breakneck speed of social-media-driven news cycles, this may feel to many like a distressingly long time. To some it is unacceptable, and suggests incompetence. But that is hardly the most likely explanation for the delay. Before I became a professor at Brown, I served as a police officer for 23 years, in New York City and Vermont, presiding over some challenging homicide investigations. In this most recent mass shooting, the public is getting a window into the type of grinding, unglamorous, and above all time-consuming detective work necessary when a suspect gets a lucky break.

The whodunit of a mass shooting typically reveals itself quickly, for several reasons. In many cases the attacker is personally connected to the targets, exacting some sort of perceived vengeance, and wants to make himself known. Or the attacker is suicidal, and doesn't plan on making it out alive. Sometimes, the police arrive during the shooting, foreclosing escape, or the intended victims overwhelm the attacker in a desperate act of self-defense. If the attacker is in the midst of an acute breakdown or has a long list of targets, they might begin by killing a relative or partner; the Sandy Hook shooter killed his mother before going to the school. All it takes is one of these factors to yield a named suspect and a quickly closed case.

But in a nation with more mass shootings than all other rich countries combined, as a matter of sheer volume, there will be incidents in which an unknown shooter with an unknown motive makes an escape. It is just a matter of the odds and a little intelligent preparation on the part of the assailant. This appears to be the situation at Brown, and as much as that is unsettling, it is not evidence of police incompetence. In my own homicide cases when I was a chief of police, more often than not, an arrest required a multiday interstate hunt, one spanning the continent, and these were instances in which the perpetrator had been known to the victim or witnesses. When the investigative starting point is the complete chaos of a shooting scene, some arrests just take time, and some cases are just hard to solve.

This reality may be hard to accept given pervasive digital surveillance, which seems to have permeated every inch of our civic space. In New York City, there are hundreds of cameras per square mile, and their coverage includes its universities. Columbia University, for example, has an extensive camera system covering all of its facilities and public spaces, part of an overall network that extends well into the surrounding neighborhood. New York University does as well. The University of Chicago has not only countless cameras, but also uniformed security guards posted on foot on every block of campus as part of one the largest private-police operations in the nation.

Xochitl Gonzalez: America is failing its children

Brown, however, is a different animal: The campus is cloistered in an affluent part of a midsize New England city with a low-key sensibility. The college has more than 1,200 cameras, but they have notable blind spots, unfortunately including the part of the building where the shooting took place. The homes around the school are beautiful but old wooden structures that can date to colonial times, making doorbell cameras a less common retrofit. Among the allures of Brown are that it feels both urban and bucolic at once, and that it is comparatively safe for a school in a bona fide city. That allure may have been shattered, but it is one of the reasons we don't have block-to-block footage of the killer to dissect as they moved around Providence.

I would also hesitate to attribute the delay in this instance to disarray in the upper ranks of the FBI. Although the FBI's leadership has been scuttled and shuffled around, and its political appointees are markedly ineffective, its special agents on the ground understand the elements of a thorough mass-shooting investigation. The agents in the FBI's Boston field office--the one that covers this shooting--are career professionals fully capable of doing the investigative work required of what amounts to a complex homicide investigation.

A perspective that extends beyond mass-shooting incidents might be valuable. When Timothy McVeigh used a truck bomb to blow up the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma in 1995, he was coincidentally arrested by police for a traffic violation before he was identified as the suspect. Tyler Robinson, the suspect accused of assassinating Charlie Kirk in front of a crowd of thousands of people in Utah this September, made a clean escape; his surrender was negotiated by his family the next day. Luigi Mangione is alleged to have killed his victim on video on a Midtown Manhattan sidewalk a year ago, and even with extensive imagery and DNA evidence, it still took the better part of five days to arrest him at a McDonald's in Pennsylvania.

The appearance of competence and speed, in other words, sometimes requires a good deal of luck. And in the absence of luck, competence requires hours of boring, hard work that focuses on minor details such as cellphone records, license plates, painstakingly gathered witness accounts, credit-card statements, and every manner of forensic evidence, including the marks on a bullet, bits of DNA, the make of a piece of clothing in a photo. None of this is amenable to our present news cycle, and none of it easily reassures a traumatized university and nation. But it is the essence of good detective work.

Perhaps the most tragic aspect of all of this is that the mass shooting at Brown isn't uncommon at all in terms of its toll on human life. By one measure, 22 percent of homicide incidents in the United States involve more than one victim. Few of these deaths get national attention, and many go unsolved. But as time goes by, I have every expectation that the police, special agents, troopers, and eventually prosecutors will pore through possibly millions of bits of data, images, and statements to piece together the investigative picture of the Brown shooting. Ultimately, relentlessness is how a suspect's luck is undone.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/12/brown-university-manhunt-shooting/685310/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Lesson in False Limits

Lindsey Vonn and Philip Rivers show what can happen when athletes keep competing into their 40s.

by Sally Jenkins

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Few professionals suffer more from ageism than athletes. Heaven forfend an NFL star or an Olympian become 40ish on the field of play. That's known as "staying too long" and "tainting their legacy." Fans and commentators seem to want athletes to retire before they lose the luster of their prime and start looking knee sore--an expectation that, judging by the recent exploits of the skier Lindsey Vonn and the quarterback Philip Rivers, has cheated audiences out of who knows how many gladdening third acts.

What a corrective to such nonsense Vonn is. Last Friday, at the age of 41 and on a partially replaced right knee, she sprayed the snow of St. Moritz at 70 miles an hour in the downhill event to become the oldest skier, woman or man, ever to win a World Cup race. Her last World Cup victory had come seven years earlier--or, as she said wryly after her win, "just a couple of days."

The shock of Vonn's resurgence had not yet worn off when, two days later, the 44-year-old Rivers jogged--gingerly--onto the field as an emergency starter for the injury-thinned Indianapolis Colts. He is literally a grandpa, has an easy-chair double chin, and hadn't thrown a pro pass since his retirement, in 2021. The Colts' opponents, the Seattle Seahawks, were rated as 14-point favorites. A hand-lettered sign held up by a Seahawks fan read For Every Rivers Sack--AARP Gets a Donation.

Read: The most difficult position in sports

Yet Rivers threw a touchdown pass, which he celebrated with a double pump of his fist and an air kick, and led his team to a near-victory. (They lost just 18-16 in the final seconds.) It appears he will remain the Colts' starter for the final three games of the season as the team seeks a playoff spot, a chase that Rivers is down for. He'd clearly missed playing--he told reporters after Sunday's game: "My wife always tells me I'm crazy because there's been times in the last three or four years I said, 'I wish I could just throw one and get hit--hard.'"

Too many athletes, however, are discouraged from competing as they age. When Vonn announced a year ago that she was returning to racing, the former Olympic champion Michaela Dorfmeister blurted on TV that she thought Vonn "should see a psychologist" and asked, "Does she want to kill herself?" Another Olympic gold medalist, Bernhard Russi, called Vonn's comeback a "no go," and said that her "high-risk style" was "too risky." The Swiss skier Sonja Nef said, "At 40, you can't go full throttle like that, and certainly not with an artificial knee joint," adding, "It feels like she's jeopardizing her legacy." Nef also said, "I would guess Lindsey doesn't cope in normal life, where she isn't the center of attention." The Swiss legend Pirmin Zurbriggen also suggested that Vonn was skiing out of neediness, because she "hasn't recognized the meaning and purpose of her other life in recent years."

But what if her purpose is to ski? Yes, Vonn took a risk by returning to racing. Even the most superb body begins to diminish in a person's early 30s, thanks to the onset of sarcopenia, which sounds like a canker but means the incremental decline of muscle mass. Also, imperceptibly at first, aerobic capacity begins to lessen, flexibility decreases, ligaments stiffen. But downhilling is dangerous at any age. And premature retirement is not good for many people: Studies show that retirees who lack purpose have a higher association with mortality, as well as higher incidences of sleep disturbance and depression. Yet Vonn's peers insisted she was supposed to do the dignified thing and stay away to avoid injury or embarrassment. That's their vanity, not hers. "Did they all become doctors and I missed it," Vonn shot back on her X account. "Because they talk like they know more than the best doctors in the world."

Rivers certainly looked old early in the game against the Seahawks, when he awkwardly slipped, fell to the ground, and struggled back to his feet. "He got up on his own, that's a sign of youthful energy," the CBS commentator Jason McCourty joked. But as Rivers went on to prove, high performance is not all about muscle and aerobics. Know-how doesn't fade as quickly. Tom Brady in 2022 set the record as the oldest quarterback to start in the NFL, at the age of 45, in part because he knew exactly where to go to avoid getting hit. So does Rivers, one of the canniest readers of the field.


Rivers during the second quarter against the Seattle Seahawks on December 14 (Steph Chambers / Getty)



Rivers retired in 2021 not because he couldn't play anymore but because he wouldn't. He and his wife, Tiffany, have 10 children, and after 17 years in the league, he felt ambivalent and wondered if he'd focused on himself for long enough. The decision to retire, he said at his reintroductory press conference, "was right, and I'm still at peace with when it happened. But I also left knowing that I had some left in the tank." He added, "So I didn't walk away because I felt like I was done."

Read: The puzzling gap between how old you are and how old you think you are

Vonn, too, left her sport believing she hadn't exhausted herself. She quit in 2019 because knee injuries wouldn't let her train without pain. Her partial right-knee replacement last year, using less-invasive robotic arthroscopy and titanium components, gave her the urge to try again. In St. Moritz she pistoned through her turns and hurtled across the finish line with such conviction that she skidded into the safety barrier and toppled over. "I had a hard time stopping," she said. She was nearly a second faster than her closest competitor--a huge margin. She "took us all to school," Sofia Goggia, a 2018 Olympic gold medalist, said, "and left us with a pacifier in our mouths."

Vonn and Rivers unretired in different circumstances, but they both saw an opening to compete again, and something adventurous in them said, Why not? They were guided not by a desire for the perfection of their prime, but instead by an exploratory curiosity. "The easiest way to eliminate all the things that might could go bad is to stay home," Rivers said. "And the only way to find out Can you still do it? is to go try."

These athletes will have to retire again, of course. They can't extend their careers by decades, only by years. As LeBron James, 40, tweeted after Vonn's victory, "40+ is the new 20. Well, until you wake up the next day!" But in the meantime, what a lesson in false limits.
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How Warren Buffett Did It

The most successful investor of all time is retiring. Here's what made him an American role model.

by Seth A. Klarman

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Warren Buffett has long been known and admired around the world for doing something that is, at its essence, mundane. He is not a brilliant artist or a great inventor or a record-setting athlete. Instead, his brilliance--a low-key, midwestern type of brilliance--found expression in the prosaic art of investing: buying this stock and avoiding that one. Buffett himself has called this task "simple, but not easy." While millions upon millions of people buy and sell investments every day, no one has a record of doing it better than he has, as consistently as he has, and for as long as he has.

Buffett's imminent retirement at the age of 95 is a moment to reflect on the qualities that have made him the most successful investor of all time. These qualities--relentless curiosity, analytical consistency, focused effort, and humility, along with high integrity, a personality unchanged by wealth or success, and a sunny optimism about the United States--have made him an American role model. He has also epitomized respect for old-fashioned American values--free markets, a democratic system of governance, patriotism, and plain old common sense--that today have lost some of their currency. Now, in a world alarmingly short of proper role models, Buffett is departing the scene. His voice and example will be deeply missed.

Since childhood, Warren Buffett has had a precocious investment mind and acumen for business. As a young man in Omaha, he became interested in the stock market and made his first investment (in Cities Service preferred shares) at age 11. He earned money selling peanuts and popcorn at college football games, as a newsboy delivering The Washington Post, and as the producer of a racetrack tip sheet. At age 17, he scraped together his savings to purchase pinball machines that he placed in barbershops, an investment that generated ongoing cash flow back to Buffett.

In his early 20s, he found out about a class he was interested in, at Columbia University, on value investing, the art of patiently searching for investment bargains. The class was taught by an immigrant genius and polymath, Benjamin Graham, who also ran a successful investment fund. Graham had co-written a book called Security Analysis in 1934 (I was involved as an editor of later editions), and in 1949 published The Intelligent Investor, which came to be known as the bible of value investing. Buffett was accepted into the class. He and Graham formed a close and enduring relationship, and, as they say, the rest is history.

Taking inspiration from Graham, in 1956 the 25-year-old Buffett opened an investment partnership, inviting in friends and neighbors. Buffett possessed great confidence from a young age that a value-investment approach would reliably compound capital far into the future at exceptional rates of return; it seemed as if he could see how his fortune would grow with the passage of time, if only he didn't take his eye off the ball. He was determined to stay within his "circle of competence," focusing all of his attention on investing in businesses he was certain he could understand. And indeed, this partnership produced extraordinary results over its nearly 15 years of operation.

Jim Manzi: Is Warren Buffett brilliant or lucky?

In 1962, Buffett's investment partnership bought its first shares of Berkshire Hathaway, a holding that, over time, would take on increased personal importance for Buffett. Berkshire, then just a textile company, was superficially bargain-priced, trading at a low multiple of its book value and earnings. But it was a low-quality business, facing the challenge of high-cost domestic operations at a time when offshore competitors could make products at a fraction of the cost. Buffett's plan was to persuade the company to jettison its textile operations, letting him capitalize on its discounted market valuation. Fast-forward eight years, and Buffett became chairman of Berkshire. He took the necessary steps to turn the declining manufacturer into an insurance and industrial conglomerate and a lifelong investment vehicle whose name (which he never changed) would eventually become synonymous with his own.

One of the reasons to own an insurance company was crystal clear in Buffett's mind: Such companies generate a large pile of cash that grows when the business expands. This is known as "float" in the industry's parlance--liquidity available to be deployed until it might someday be needed to settle insurance claims. Buffett knew that he could enhance Berkshire's returns over time by investing the float.

Buffett transformed Berkshire into a holding company with "permanent capital" that would invest not only in common stocks but also in entire businesses. Berkshire grew to eventually own hundreds of businesses--including BNSF Railway, Geico, NetJets, and numerous energy and power companies--and concentrated stock positions in Apple, American Express, and Coca-Cola. This proved to be a winning formula: a platform in which Buffett soon concentrated the great majority of his net worth, a company upon which he could single-mindedly focus. Buffett held almost all of his original Berkshire Hathaway shares until recently, when he began to reduce his stake as part of his estate-planning and philanthropic efforts. Buffett's personal investment in Berkshire Hathaway ultimately grew to be worth more than $125 billion, even after he had donated many tens of billions' worth of shares to charity. No one else has ever built such an investment fortune from scratch; it was as if he hit a lottery with an ever-growing payoff, though one based not on luck but on the consistent application of skillful effort.

Buffett's success is, to a large extent, attributable to his acumen as a value investor, always appraising stocks as fractional-ownership interests in businesses that he planned to hold over the long term. His process was to conduct extensive due diligence and analysis; operate from an instinctive mental model of the characteristics of "good businesses"; wait patiently for a "fat pitch" (the rare combination of a high-quality business and a share price that misvalued it); and then, and only then, take a big swing. If a stock that Buffett liked fell in price, he happily bought more--which is not at all how most people feel when their stocks decline.

Allow me to step back and note that value investors--and I count myself as one--are a quirky breed. They tend to be mathematically precocious and interested at an early age in collecting stamps or coins, handicapping racehorses, starting businesses, investing in the stock market, and finding ways to make money. They are consummate bargain hunters and have personalities that make them natural contrarians. They don't gain comfort from consensus, and even become uncomfortable when their views go mainstream. Although most investors get excited by whispered tips or hot public offerings, value investors aim to remain disciplined and focus on the underlying worth of a business, its return on invested capital, the earnings and cash flow that is being generated, and the company's future prospects.

They get excited not by the possibility of an instant gain but by the inexorable math of compounding capital over the long run. Financial pundits sometimes call the concept of compound interest (or compound returns) the "eighth wonder of the world"--the extraordinary result that comes from making wise and informed investments, sticking with them, and consistently taking the long view. This concept epitomizes Buffett, who never tried to get rich quick (which I'm quite sure he would say he didn't know how to do) when going slower would produce a more certain and ultimately far more lucrative result. Compounding, if done successfully, would over time reliably increase Buffett's net worth; on a graph showing wealth versus time, the plotted points would be steadily up and to the right.

Over the course of my own 45-year investment career, just about every value investor I've known has looked up to and admired Buffett. The value-investment community knows his record, tracks his latest purchases and sales, and gains insight into how he thinks from his shareholder letters. While some have chosen to use this information to replicate Buffett's portfolio and others have made Berkshire Hathaway shares a core position, most have focused their attention not on his holdings but on his thought process and demeanor--patient, consistent, unemotional, and oriented toward the long term.

How did Buffett do it so well for so long? He's brought five main traits to his investing:

	An alert, quick, accurate, and decisive mind that gives him the ability to form reliable investment judgments.

	Simplicity of thought, getting right to the heart of the matter in analyzing each investment.

	The ability to distinguish good investments from bad ones, and great investments from merely good ones--and the insight and conviction to stick with the best ones over time. Buffett, to paraphrase the investment guru Peter Lynch, never cut his flowers or watered his weeds.

	The ability to stay focused over long periods and avoid distraction.

	The mental agility to alter his strategy when he found a way to improve, such as when he came to more significantly emphasize the quality of a business in his decision making.



Over the course of his career, Buffett successfully navigated market booms and busts, financial crises, wars, pandemics, and mind-boggling technological innovations that spawned countless businesses while disrupting, even displacing, a great many others. Through all of this, Buffett simply marched ahead, seemingly unfazed. Over the span of his career, competition among investors greatly intensified as investing became more institutionalized, more young people pursued investment professions, financial information became widely available, and ever larger sums of investment capital competed for excess returns. Buffett just kept on cranking out exceptional results.

From the November 2004 Issue: American everyman

People have a general sense that somebody can become rich by investing in (the right) common stocks, reinvesting the dividends along the way, and hanging on when other investors are panicking. We occasionally hear stories about a retired janitor, schoolteacher, or librarian who scrimped, saved, and invested wisely, leaving behind a small fortune. Buffett demonstrated something more startling--that you could become one of the richest people in the world by doing so, and not by using a wonky trading algorithm that scrapes a penny or two off every trade but by deploying a commonsensical plan to buy and hold shares in high-quality, publicly traded businesses. Buffett, in this way, was both a man apart--an investing unicorn--but also an Everyman, just another guy buying shares, usually in well-known companies. (The Average Joe, however, did not spend his days and evenings scouring stacks of corporate annual reports, footnote after footnote, for revealing insights.)

Buffett was typically a long-term holder of companies in which he invested. The bar he set for himself to own a new name was high, and he recommended that investors take new positions infrequently, because there are only so many worthwhile ideas. He was immune to the tendency of most investors to focus on the trendiest sector or the hottest new technology, and over time this served him exceedingly well. He invented the construct of an investing "punch card" for each aspiring investor, with only 20 punches to be used over a lifetime. No one actually follows this idea (few of us could realistically be that disciplined), but it is a good mental framework nonetheless: a reminder that when you find a really compelling investment, you shouldn't be afraid to load up. This way of thinking is at odds with the contemporary investment practice of extensively diversifying one's portfolio as a means of reducing risk, which has the effect of driving many to diversify away from their very best investment ideas.


Xinhua / eyevine / Redux
Warren Buffett speaks with reporters at an annual shareholder meeting in Omaha in 2019.



Buffett has often noted that he benefited from serendipity over his career, and in some ways he did. In his own lexicon, he was a winner of the "ovarian lottery," born in good health and with a fine brain into a two-parent family that was reasonably prosperous. He was raised in Nebraska, a state where people take pride in thinking independently, and a place where old-fashioned virtues such as industry, thrift, and keeping your word were learned early. His father was a businessman and eventually served as a U.S. representative. Nebraska was sufficiently distant from Wall Street to make peer pressure not much of a factor in Buffett's professional development. Indeed, Buffett noted in November, "The center of the United States was a very good place to be born, to raise a family, and to build a business." Buffett has regularly pointed out that he was advantaged by being American. This focused him primarily on companies in the U.S., where the rule of law meant a reasonably level playing field and where there were marketable securities galore to analyze and choose among. And being long on American stocks in the second half of the American Century was a good thing indeed. Few major markets did as well as the U.S. equity market over the span of his career.

Buffett was not only an investor; he was also a deep investment thinker, consistently trying to improve, looking for new areas of advantage, and learning from his mistakes. While he remained a value investor throughout his career, Buffett came to be deeply influenced by the thinking of another investment luminary, Philip Fisher, as well as his longtime friend and collaborator Charlie Munger. As a result, he refined his approach to focus less on lower-quality companies trading at bottom-of-the-barrel valuations and more on the quality of the underlying businesses, even when that meant paying up, because the higher quality would likely lead to a growing and more valuable investment. Buffett acknowledged his new insight this way: "I try to invest in businesses that are so wonderful that an idiot can run them. Because sooner or later, one will."

As his career took off in the 1960s and '70s, Buffett was busily selecting investments one by one based on fundamental criteria such as earnings and cash flow. Contemporaneously, academics were pioneering a new theory--the "efficient-market hypothesis"--that posited that the financial markets must be efficient, because any new information that came about would be quickly reflected in securities prices. If you believed in market efficiency, you necessarily believed that no one could reliably beat the market. But Buffett was living proof that one could prosper by uncovering market inefficiencies. In 1984, Buffett argued in the Columbia Business School magazine that finance professors should put aside their theories and examine the records of eight investment funds (mostly run by friends of his), in addition to his own. Within the academy, Buffett came to be seen as one of a kind, an n of one. But rather than study Buffett and what he did, for decades finance professors clung to their theories and invented new ways to explain away his success. Even today, finance students continue to be taught the efficient-market hypothesis. Buffett has often noted that the greater the number of people who are taught that the markets are efficient, and that fundamental investment analysis is a waste of time, the more subdued the competition and the better it is to be a value investor.

While Buffett built an unprecedented fortune from scratch over the course of his investment career, this was not, in my view, his most extraordinary accomplishment. Rather, Buffett's most significant feat was the way he vaulted as a young man to investment success and then managed to perform at the top of his game for his entire adult life, for nearly three-quarters of a century. We could debate whether Buffett was the investment MVP of any particular year; any investor's performance is subject to the vicissitudes of the stock market and is thus best measured over longer-term horizons. But had any serious student of the financial markets between the mid-1960s and the mid-2020s been asked at any particular moment to vote for an investing All-Star team, Buffett likely would have been included on every ballot, every year.

Clive Crook: On Warren Buffett and Stephen King

Buffett was relentless; he rarely took time off, and he never allowed himself to drift from his disciplined approach or adopt new priorities. And for most of his career, he worked more or less alone--just Buffett and some accounting and administrative support. He was investing's Cal Ripken: an iron man who was in the starting lineup every single day. He was also basically alone at the top; there was no other investor over that period who became as well known, and no one else with a record remotely as lengthy or exceptional as his. Like Secretariat winning the Belmont Stakes in 1973 by the length of the home stretch, it didn't really matter which noncontender came in second.

Buffett is a gifted and inspiring teacher, and he has frequently taken the time to appear as a guest speaker in classrooms. Legions of student groups have flown out to Nebraska to meet, ask questions of, and have their picture taken with the Oracle of Omaha. Over the years, Buffett's annual Berkshire Hathaway shareholder letters (and even his earlier partnership letters) became must-reads for investment professionals. Unlike most wonky and tedious Wall Street market commentators, Buffett became famous for making complicated subjects understandable. Buffett's missives were eagerly awaited by the investment community; they were replete with memorable quips (such as the admonition about risk-taking that "It's only when the tide goes out that you learn who's been swimming naked," and the time-tested advice to "Be fearful when others are greedy. Be greedy when others are fearful"), as well as quotes from the likes of Yogi Berra and Mae West.

Buffett's annual letters became so influential that I believe they had the effect of upgrading the way that most professional investors communicate with their clients. Many hedge and some mutual-fund managers (myself included) have sought to emulate Buffett's missives in two ways: by putting considerable effort into making their own letters thorough, informative, and readable, and by imagining they're writing to a less knowledgeable relative (as Buffett did) who is nonetheless a major investor in their fund and deserves to know the thinking behind decisions. Buffett has lived into a saying often attributed to Albert Einstein: "If you can't explain it to a 6-year-old, you don't understand it yourself."

As Buffett's investment prowess became better known in the business community, he started using his well-publicized annual letters to advertise for corporate-acquisition candidates, suggesting that Berkshire would make a fine home for family businesses whose shareholders were seeking a reliable and supportive owner. Those who sold to Berkshire didn't need to fear that their company would face a cultural shift or employee turnover (compared with those acquired by a typical private-equity buyer); Buffett's approach was to oversee the capital allocation of his acquisitions but otherwise largely leave them alone. Unlike the "barbarians at the gate" private-equity buyers who sometimes break up companies for their component parts or slash head counts to increase short-term profits, Buffett reinvested capital into the acquired businesses in order to sustain and grow them. He had the humility to appreciate that an incumbent management team usually knew a lot more about a business than he did. He was a quick and accurate study of not only businesses but people. A close associate of his once told me that that was perhaps Buffett's most exceptional ability.

Over time, Buffett became one of America's most respected and admired CEOs, and his name became a highly regarded brand. He turned the regulatory requirement that public companies like Berkshire Hathaway hold annual shareholder meetings into an extravaganza that eventually became a pilgrimage. Some people, including many international investors, bought Berkshire shares just to get the invite. Attendance at most companies' annual shareholder meetings is desultory, measured in the dozens or occasionally hundreds of attendees. Yet the crowd that went to see and hear from Buffett each year grew into the thousands and then the tens of thousands. By the 2000s, the gatherings had been christened the Woodstock of Capitalism. Value-investing junkies made a weekend of it, securities-analyst societies planned events around it, and parents brought aspiring teenage financial whizzes to witness and learn from the great man. Buffett and Munger, his lifelong thought partner, would take questions from the Omaha audience for more than five hours. The financial network CNBC started to cover the meetings live. They were the only shareholder meetings to merit national media attention.

The showman in Buffett arranged a display of Berkshire-company product offerings available for purchase at the meeting. These included See's Candies, Borsheims jewelry, Nebraska Furniture Mart sofas and dining-room sets, and Geico insurance products--so much the better to please the attendees, get free advertising, build brands, and augment the bottom line on a Saturday in May. Buffett's cult-figure status became so great that when folks were in town for the Berkshire annual meeting, they stopped at Buffett's favorite restaurants and ordered his favorite dishes. If you ate like he ate, perhaps you would be able to invest like he invested--certainly, it couldn't hurt. While I've never been to a Berkshire annual meeting and have never owned the stock, I did have lunch with Buffett at Gorat's (a steakhouse, his choice) on my one trip to see him in Omaha 17 years ago.

Buffett's flair for the dramatic extended to his recruiting practices. In 2007, he launched a highly publicized search for investment talent. After screening hundreds of candidates over several years, he ultimately hired two exceptional hedge-fund managers, Todd Combs and Ted Weschler, to join Berkshire in 2010 and 2011, respectively. Combs worked with Buffett through the end of 2025, and Weschler continues with him to this day, the result of what must be regarded as one of the most unconventional yet successful executive searches ever.

Buffett in many ways has been a modern-day J. P. Morgan, a business champion with the ability to calm turbulent markets by infusing capital into at-risk firms, such as Goldman Sachs during the 2008 financial crisis, thereby putting his imprimatur on their solvency. He helped restore confidence in the market during panicky moments by entering buy orders as favorite names traded down while offering public reassurance about markets, the country's finances, and capitalism. He has been an unabashed cheerleader for the United States of America, and a firm believer that things would always work out over the long run (as they always had).

Buffett became an oft-quoted philosopher on subjects as diverse as the social safety net, philanthropy, and tax rates. He once commonsensically observed that he should not pay a lower tax rate than his secretary, and few could disagree. The respect for him in the business and investment communities (including among individual investors) was so widespread that ideas gained import simply because he had articulated or supported them.

Buffett's accumulation of enormous wealth hasn't changed him, something that most enormously wealthy people can't claim. Throughout his working life, he remained fundamentally the same person he had been when he was a child: bright, curious, and upbeat. His unchanging nature extended not only to his diet of hamburgers and Cherry Cokes; over time, his business interests came to reflect his childhood attractions to newspapers, railroads, and Dairy Queen. Buffett has lived in the same house in Omaha his entire adult life. He generally maintained the same friendships over many decades. He didn't accumulate fancy cars, yachts, expensive art, or multiple vacation properties, as many of the ultrarich do. His ever growing wealth was a way of keeping score (like an enormous and growing pile of poker chips), but for him it wasn't a ticket to a new posh lifestyle. At one point, Buffett clearly felt a bit guilty about the purchase of a private airplane: He nicknamed it "The Indefensible." Buffett's enduring popularity, at least in part, is due to his enduring humility, sense of perspective, genuine wonder, and perpetual gratitude for how his life has turned out.


Patti Gower / Toronto Star / Getty
Warren Buffett in 1994



Like many other wealthy investors and businesspeople, for years Buffett focused his efforts almost exclusively on compounding his own capital, as well as the capital entrusted to him by other Berkshire shareholders, who'd basically hired the world's best capital allocator effectively free of charge. (Buffett's salary from Berkshire was minimal.) Buffett has said that one reason that he deferred significant personal philanthropy for many years was because he thought that, by waiting, he would have disproportionately more money to give away down the road.

From the May 2016 Issue: How Warren Buffett's son would feed the world

Buffett had long anticipated eventually donating his wealth to charitable causes, but the unexpected death in 2004 of his first wife, Susan, disrupted his plans. He had imagined that she would be the one who made the family's philanthropic decisions. It took him another few years to advance his plans to give away sizable sums, by joining forces with Bill and Melinda Gates. In 2006, Buffett donated an astounding $31 billion to the already well-endowed Gates Foundation, thereby doubling its annual grant-making capabilities. (This was, and still is, one of the largest philanthropic gifts in history, and Buffett gave more to the foundation over time.) Buffett joined the Gates Foundation board, and Bill Gates joined the Berkshire Hathaway board of directors, though both stepped back from these commitments several years ago.

In 2010, again joining forces with Bill and Melinda Gates, Buffett co-founded the Giving Pledge, an organization with the goal of signing up the world's billionaires to the cause of philanthropy. Members needed to vow that they would give away half or more of their fortunes either during their lifetime or at their death. Buffett and Bill and Melinda Gates took the time to personally reach out to prospective members to persuade them to join, including arranging multiple meetings with me and my wife before we joined in 2013. At the most recent tally, the Giving Pledge had more than 250 members who have committed many hundreds of billions of dollars in future philanthropy, a number likely to grow over time--and a legacy that will have an impact far into the future. No one else has attempted, let alone accomplished, anything remotely comparable.

Buffett, from youth to old age, has loved to evaluate and understand businesses. He successfully navigated all market environments and easily traversed most types of investments--stocks but also bonds, public and private opportunities, domestic and global companies, even derivatives and reinsurance commitments. Although many professional investors narrowly focus on just one asset class, Buffett painted his masterpiece with the broadest palette on the widest of canvases. He formed lifelong relationships with top corporate executives whom he respected (most notably The Washington Post's Katharine Graham), and famously delegated a great deal of operating responsibility to managers employed by Berkshire. And he kept performing even as Berkshire's shareholders' equity capital compounded to astonishing levels ($650 billion by 2025). Investing is a field in which size typically becomes a detriment to performance. But Berkshire's size did not perceptibly diminish Buffett's record. Under Buffett, Berkshire Hathaway grew from being an obscure participant in the dying U.S. textile industry into a trillion-dollar market-cap behemoth, one of the largest companies in the U.S. Like an All-Star center fielder making one highlight-reel catch after another, Buffett often made it look easy even when all of us knew it most definitely wasn't.

Buffett has said that he'll pull back from his day-to-day role leading Berkshire Hathaway at the end of 2025, though he will remain the company's chairman. And he has indicated that he is "going quiet," no longer writing shareholder letters or speaking at annual meetings. He has accelerated his estate planning by disbursing a significant portion of his personal fortune to his children's foundations.

The world of investing will be different without Warren Buffett at the helm of Berkshire. Though I hope that he will still choose to make his voice heard, for many, myself included, his retirement means the waning of a north star: a consistent voice of calm and reason, a steady presence who can always place the latest unexpected market movement or economic or geopolitical development in its proper perspective.

Buffett's commercial successes built his fortune, but I admire him most for the way he lived his life. He headed one of the world's most successful and admired companies for more than half a century, and he did it not by caring about being admired but by steadily focusing on doing the right thing for the business and its shareholders. And in Buffett's case, at least, doing the right thing led to him being even more admired.

In a field associated with enormous affluence and one-upmanship, Buffett stayed grounded: running his businesses, buying and selling investments, commenting on societal values, proselytizing for philanthropy, and periodically enjoying a burger and a Cherry Coke. Few who reach Buffett's echelon live their lives this way. All of us--fellow investors and business executives, but also the wider public--are fortunate to have lived in the time of Buffett, to have soaked in his wisdom, and to have been inspired by his example. Buffett will be particularly missed at a time when many of the most successful people in the business community seem single-mindedly focused on making money, without reflecting much on the way they make it or what they will do with it. Just because you can doesn't mean you should.

New generations of investors will come along, including some shooting stars who will flame out and others who will endure. But judged over the fullness of a career and by the complete record of his accomplishments and the values underlying them, Warren Buffett has truly been, and will remain, one of a kind.
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Measles' Most Deceptive Trait

Most cases are mild, obscuring the disease's worst outcomes.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




In the early 1960s, American childhood was not what it is today. Many children spent hours playing unsupervised in the streets; they rode around in cars without seat belts, then came home to frozen dinners, served in front of TVs blaring cigarette ads. And at some point, they'd almost certainly get measles.



The illness--caused by a virus that is estimated to infect roughly 90 percent of the unimmunized people it comes into contact with--is widely considered one of the fastest-spreading diseases to ever plague humankind. Before the debut of the first measles vaccine, virtually every child in the country could expect to contract it by the time they finished middle school, making it an experience nearly as universal as entering a classroom, skinning a knee, or enduring puberty. "It was sort of a rite of passage," Kathryn Edwards, a pediatrician and vaccine expert who retired from Vanderbilt University Medical Center in 2022, told me. Edwards, 77, is one of many people born before the first measles vaccine was licensed in 1963; she can vividly recall the pain, discomfort, and fear of having the disease.



The rise of measles vaccination changed all that, and by 2000, the disease had been declared eliminated from the United States, after public-health officials detected no transmission of the virus for a full year. But now measles outbreaks are igniting across the country in communities where vaccination rates have dropped--most recently in South Carolina, where officials have documented more than 130 infections, nearly all of them among unvaccinated people. The U.S. has now clocked nearly a year of continuous measles transmission; come January, the country will very likely lose the elimination status that took nearly four decades of vaccination to gain.



At this point, most Americans can still count on protection from the measles vaccines they received in childhood. And as long as the Trump administration does not completely remove access to those immunizations, the nation will not revert to anything close to its early-1960s state. Still, measles is so transmissible that even slight drops in protection can create space for the virus to infect widely. As outbreaks become common once again, Americans will have to confront just how insidious and difficult to control this virus can be.



One of measles' most deceptive traits is that most cases, especially in healthy people, are relatively mild. On the one hand, that means that many survive the disease without serious lingering effects. Measles' hallmarks include a few days of fever, followed by a migrating rash of flat red spots that disappear within the week; one of the disease's most terrifying complications--brain swelling--occurs at a rate of just 0.1 percent. On the other hand, that means that many who survive the disease consider it of little consequence. In the mid-20th century, especially, measles was often shrugged off. Polio--which permanently paralyzed roughly one out of every 200 people it infected--"really scared the hell out of people," Walter Orenstein, the associate director of the Emory Vaccine Center, told me. By comparison, measles registered to some as little more than an annoying, rashy blight. In 1960, the U.S. mortality rate was about one in 500,000, and even the surgeon general's information specialists said the disease was "often welcomed as a guarantee of lifetime immunity." During the first push for measles vaccination, in the '60s, some people hesitated to get vaccinated, not because they feared harm from the vaccine, but because they thought, "What's the big deal? I had measles; my kids can get it; fine," Orenstein said. The country achieved widespread vaccination, in the end, after enforcing strict school mandates.



Measles was never inconsequential, though. Even a case that is initially "mild" can wipe out defenses that people have built up to other diseases--a kind of "immune amnesia" that can leave them more vulnerable to infection for months or years. Painful ear infections and prolonged bouts of diarrhea can accompany close to a tenth of measles cases. Some 5 percent of infections result in pneumonia that can eventually turn fatal; rarely, measles can also leave children deaf or blind. The disease also tends to hit undernourished, immunocompromised, and pregnant people particularly hard, and many of the severest cases tend to occur in the youngest children. This year, the U.S. has clocked more than 1,900 measles infections--the most the country has documented since 1992--and 11 percent have resulted in hospitalizations. Three people have died, two of them children.



William Moss, a measles researcher at Johns Hopkins University, remembers witnessing the measles resurgence that tore through New York in 1990 and 1991 and watching some of the children hit by the outbreak struggling to breathe as they battled pneumonia. Several of those children died. Measles is "not a harmless disease," Orenstein told me. "But the vast majority of people did not see that." That was part of the irony of measles' omnipresence: Amid a sea of less severe cases, serious suffering and death could pass by unnoticed. And over the decades, as vaccination reduced the number of measles cases that people saw, the occurrence of those rare but terrible outcomes has decreased further still.



In this way, measles vaccination--already considered by some as not worth the effort--has become a victim of its own success, Stanley Plotkin, a virologist and one of the developers of a rubella vaccine, told me: By corralling the disease's dangers, it has reduced the incentive to protect against them. The measles vaccine is one of the most effective vaccines ever developed, capable of providing decades of immunity at a rate of about 97 percent. Vaccination has been essential to eliminating measles from this country, and dozens of others around the world. But the vaccine can only manage that when a population matches that effectiveness with a nearly equally high level of immunization buy-in, Boghuma Kabisen Titanji, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. Researchers estimate that, to stave off measles outbreaks, about 92 to 94 percent of people in a community must be immune to the virus. Dip even slightly below that threshold, and the virus, once introduced, can and will gain a foothold.



Measles elimination, then, is a particularly tenuous state, Moss said--potentially, the most unstable elimination status for an infectious disease that a country can have. The virus is so fast-moving that any cracks in our defenses create an opening for it to slip through. As a discipline, public health operates at its best when it can get near-universal buy-in for preventing bad outcomes. But measles' defining traits can run directly counter to that impulse: People are far less likely to opt into interventions when the problems they need to avoid are rare and tend to concentrate in society's more vulnerable sectors.



In the U.S., community leaders managed to gain and keep that buy-in for a long time. By the time Edwards was completing her medical training in the 1970s, "we didn't see measles very much," she said. She assumed that downward trajectory would continue. To see that trend now reverse, she told me, feels like the negation of decades of hard work--so much so that she's started to wonder what the point of her entire career has been. Instead of celebrating a 26th year of measles elimination, the U.S. is staring down the impending costs of resurgence.



As outbreaks become more routine again, even mild cases will exact a toll--emptying out classrooms, keeping parents and other caregivers from work, adding to the strain that wintertime viruses put on hospitals. A family that rushes an infected child to the hospital could inadvertently put an entire emergency room of people at risk; another that brushes off a fever might accidentally afflict an entire playgroup. Trying to track and contain a highly contagious virus--which requires interventions such as testing and rapid contact tracing--will tax public-health departments, too. One recent preprint estimated that across the many drains that the virus can put on medical systems, public-health responders, and economic productivity, an average measles outbreak can cost more than $750,000 to rein in.



Before measles becomes a common American experience again, it will creep into society's unprotected crevices first. Children in unvaccinated pockets of the country are now developing measles' telltale rash. Adults who were never vaccinated in their youth are falling ill, too, challenging health-care workers and epidemiologists to contend with a new reality of measles striking across the age spectrum. And as individuals who received their vaccines up to six decades ago reach old age, they're becoming the unwitting subjects of a natural experiment: Researchers are nervously watching to see just how long their immunity might last. The worst outcomes will still be uncommon. But as measles returns to prominence, those numbers will inevitably rise, too.
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Australia's Grand Social-Media Experiment

Will the country ever know for sure if banning teens from social media makes their lives better?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




To celebrate the start of a nationwide ban on social media for kids under the age of 16, the Australian government lit the Sydney Harbour Bridge with the slogan Let Them Be Kids.

As of December 10, younger teenagers in Australia can no longer make accounts on popular social-media sites, including Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, Reddit, and Twitch. The minister for communications' rule for the ban defines a social-media site as one that primarily exists to encourage interaction among users and allow them to post their own content. (By this definition, so far, Pinterest, the super-popular chat site Discord, and the online game Roblox, though they have social features, are not included.) Social-media companies are required to make "reasonable" efforts to keep people under 16 off of their apps, and they face hefty financial penalties for noncompliance.

The government's argument for the ban has been clear: Getting kids off of social media will make them healthier and happier. Explaining the law in a June speech, eSafety Commissioner Julie Inman Grant mentioned many of the things parents worry about their kids encountering online--grooming, cyberbullying, graphic violence, sexualized chatbots, deepfake revenge porn. She also spoke to a more general dread about what social media may be doing to young people. Parents, she said, have been rightly concerned about "algorithmic manipulation" and "predatory design features" that "encourage compulsive usage."

Australia is the first country to take such sweeping action, but many countries, including the United States, are considering age-gating social media in similar ways. "We know the world will be watching," Prime Minister Anthony Albanese said in a September speech at the United Nations.

That's true. But what will other countries see? The problems that the Australian government is trying to fix are well recognized: Parents and educators worry that social media pulls kids away from schoolwork, outdoor play, sleep, and their friends, while making them more susceptible to various dangers, including anxiety and depression. Less clear, though, is how Australia will know whether the ban works.

Inman Grant's office has appointed a scientific advisory group that will evaluate the effectiveness of the ban over the next two years. It will be led by Jeff Hancock, the head of Stanford's Social Media Lab, but its specific plans for studying the ban have not been released. Susan Sawyer, a professor in the pediatrics department at the University of Melbourne and an adolescent-health researcher at Murdoch Children's Research Institute, is part of the group, and she told me that it will likely be a few months before details will be made public.

Sawyer said that she was glad the government was investing in a robust evaluation of the ban. She also acknowledged that the task may be daunting. "I have very publicly described this as a social experiment," she told me. "Children's current exposure to social media is a social experiment, and the response that the Australian government is taking is a further social experiment."

The challenge is how many variables are at play. Researching the ban's effects will not be as easy as having the teens of the recent past serve as a control group for the teens of the near future. There are not even clear bounds around those groups. Think about the 15-year-olds in Australia right now. Some of them have already spent a lot of time on social media and are now being forced to take a break for a short number of months before their birthday. Some of them weren't on social media before. Some of them will circumvent the ban and stay on social media.

I asked a few researchers not involved with the advisory group how they would start if they were given the task of studying the ban's effects. Everyone I spoke with told me that the first thing they would want to know is whether the ban succeeds at the basic goal of getting kids off of social media. (The eSafety commissioner's office has promised data on this before Christmas.) Social-media companies have been allowed to devise their own age-verification strategies, and X has reportedly entrusted the task to Grok, its, uh, mercurial AI. Kids who are motivated to get around age filters may come up with many clever and technologically savvy ways to do so, or they may just ask their parents for help. Although recent polling indicates that the law is supported by a majority of Australians, fewer than a third of parents said they would fully enforce the ban with their own kids.

The next step would be looking for changes. "Some things you can measure pretty easily in the short term," Jeff Niederdeppe, a communication professor at Cornell specializing in public health, told me. If kids' sleep patterns became different, or if they started spending more time doing the things adults want them to do--going outside, hanging out with friends in person, studying--those would be relatively straightforward to track. Other changes would be harder to measure, he said. Suicides, for insance, are statistically rare, so correlating them with other trends is notoriously difficult. Anxiety, depression, and even school performance will take much longer to study, and it will be harder to tie them directly to the ban even if they do change.

Niederdeppe wondered whether data the government collects will be tied to individuals--whether you'll be able to compare Kid A's well-being at Time 1 and Time 2--or whether they will have to be analyzed at the group level. Ideally, he said, you'd want evidence that the kids who were using social media the most before the ban were the ones who saw the most change in their behavior or health afterward. He was also unsure how researchers might go about comparing Australian teens with some kind of control group, saying that country-to-country comparisons are imperfect. "What's a comparable group to Australia?" he asked.

Candice Odgers, a psychology professor at UC Irvine, also mentioned country-to-country comparisons as a problem. Odgers has studied several of the big questions around kids and social media, and has often challenged the idea that there is a scientific basis for the current level of concern. "Kids in Norway differ from kids in Australia for all kinds of reasons," she told me. "I hope that's not the pathway people go, but I fear it will be."

If the ban were to have the major positive impacts that many hope it will, proving it would take years. Odgers believes there is a risk that people won't wait. She worries that politicians and other adults are going to "declare victory based on anecdotal evidence alone," the way some have with recent phone bans in American schools. Anecdotes still count for something, but both she and Erin O'Connor, an education professor at NYU, also mentioned the need to look for unintended effects of the ban--a boomerang situation where forbidding social media makes it more alluring or causes more conflict and distrust between kids and parents, or a mix of effects, where it helps some groups while harming others, such as LGBTQ teens who may rely on social media for types of connection they lack in their daily life.

Many people might reasonably argue that the dangers of social media are so apparent that it becomes pedantic, even irresponsible, to delay action while waiting for scientists to settle their arguments. Yet the Australian government has presented the case for its ban as evidence-based. The tension is that the scientific evidence of a pervasive public-health problem caused directly by social media is nowhere near as strong as the popular feeling about its obviousness. Those dangers are difficult to evaluate clearly now; it will only be that much more difficult to evaluate how well they're combatted by any one intervention.

When Sawyer, of the eCommissioner's advisory group, explained her understanding of the science around kids' mental health and social media, she said that the effect sizes that most researchers find are "modest," although she cautioned that most data are, by nature, out of date by the time they're published and that the effects could have gotten stronger as the internet has continued to evolve in bizarre ways. Still, she added, she would not say that there is evidence that social media has caused a public-health crisis, and she would not guess that the ban could actually fix it. "I would not be suggesting that any ban on social media is going to be a silver bullet," she said. "It's potentially part of a solution, but only part."
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What's Behind the ISIS Attack in Syria

Ahmed al-Sharaa is serious about battling extremists, but his country isn't fully under government control.

by Robert F. Worth

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Last Saturday, an Islamic State infiltrator ambushed a meeting between American soldiers and their local counterparts in a Syrian desert town. Two members of the Iowa National Guard and a U.S. civilian interpreter were killed in the assault--whose perpetrator may or may not have known that the subject of the meeting was how to counter ISIS.

The incident didn't just illustrate the danger of extremists hiding within Syria's new security forces. It points to a broader problem: Outside of the country's capital, there is still virtually no state in Syria, and the obstacles to building a new one--poverty, social and religious divisions, foreign interference--are so large that the effort could take decades.

Ahmed al-Sharaa, the former al-Qaeda leader who is now Syria's president, had 30,000 soldiers at his command when he toppled the dictatorship of Bashar al-Assad a year ago--a small fraction of what he needed to control all of Syria. Since then, he has been directing a state-building effort that would be daunting even if his country were not destitute and littered with rubble. He must recruit and vet tens of thousands of new security forces into a new government whose leaders once espoused an ISIS-style militancy, but are now committed to overcoming it.

Read: The dispute behind the violence in Syria

The ancient desert town where the Americans were killed, Palmyra, illustrates the limits of the new state's remit. Hours from the capital by way of loosely patrolled roads, Palmyra is a former Roman trading post whose ruins were once among Syria's most celebrated tourism sites. But the town was controlled by ISIS at times during Syria's civil war, and the economy remains moribund. Saturday's attack will not help to lure tourists back. The new government is thinly staffed in Palmyra and still struggles to build relationships with locals. A recent influx of former residents and displaced people has made the town easy for extremists to infiltrate.

Under the circumstances, Sharaa has done a remarkable job of maintaining a semblance of order and rallying international support for his country. He won the enthusiastic support of President Donald Trump, who has repeatedly praised and endorsed him as a "young, attractive guy" with a "real shot at pulling it together." During his visit to Washington, D.C., in November, Sharaa officially joined the U.S.-led coalition against ISIS. Although Trump promised "very serious retaliation" for the killing of the three Americans last week, he did not hint at any retreat from Syria, where the United States now has about 1,000 troops.

Sharaa spent years gradually purging the more extreme elements from his coalition before the fall of the Assad regime. And his government takes the ISIS threat seriously. After the three Americans were killed, a Syrian government spokesperson said that the infiltrator--who was shot and killed after he opened fire--had been suspected of extremist sympathies during an evaluation and was about to be dismissed from the security forces. He appears to have been a longtime member of ISIS who joined the new security forces after the fall of the Assad regime, according to Aaron Zelin, a senior fellow at the Washington Institute who has written extensively on jihadism.

Still, Sharaa's loyalties have long been a subject of intense speculation. Jerome Drevon, an analyst with the International Crisis Group and a co-author of a recent book on Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the militia Sharaa led, told me he is confident that Sharaa and his top advisers now prioritize politics over theology and have fully embraced the idea that they must ally with the United States and other Western countries. But that is not necessarily true of the Sunni factions that still form an important part of their political base.

Graeme Wood: The most effective antidote to ISIS attacks

For Sharaa, the result is a difficult balancing act. He must placate Western supporters who are concerned about the safety of Syria's religious minorities and the danger of Islamist militancy. At the same time, he has to retain the loyalty of the Sunni fighters who brought him to power, and whose most extreme members have been involved in massacring members of Syria's beleaguered religious minorities.

"Now the leaders are favoring political considerations over religious ones," Drevon said. "But your people were originally recruited and trained on religious principles. They were told that it was religiously forbidden to ally with the West, and now the government says the U.S. is our new partner."

Some of Sharaa's former supporters left his movement when he began moving away from a jihadist perspective, and they, along with a number of Islamist ideologues, have condemned him as a traitor. These disappointed radicals will remain an ideological threat to Sharaa's new government whether or not they decide to take up arms or join ISIS.

"There is real fear about this within the leadership," Drevon said, "and they are doing everything they can to contain it."
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ISIS Never Really Went Away

Staff writer Graeme Wood reported on the Islamic State for years. He shares his thoughts in the wake of the Bondi Beach attack.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 18 Dec 2025
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Is ISIS back? In late 2014, the jihadist group made its medieval views infamous using modern methods of propaganda. The organization had recently captured significant territory in Syria and Iraq, and claimed religious authority over all Muslims. The internet educated the world on the harsh, simple rules of a caliphate, and the surreal brutality of the beheading video. When the Islamic State lost control of its Middle Eastern territories some five years later, the group largely dropped out of the headlines. It had been defeated, but it didn't disappear.

This week, ISIS reemerged in connection with two disparate acts of violence thousands of miles apart. Two U.S. soldiers and a civilian interpreter were killed in Syria by a man the Pentagon says is affiliated with ISIS. A day later, at Bondi Beach in Sydney, Australia, two men opened fire at a Hanukkah celebration, killing 15 and wounding dozens. The men had homemade ISIS flags in their car, and had recently traveled to an area in the Philippines where ISIS-affiliated groups are known to still be active. Are these incidents connected? And do they point to a group that's evolving?

Our guest this week, the Atlantic staff writer Graeme Wood, reported extensively on ISIS during its heyday. He compares the group to a trick birthday candle, capable of reigniting quickly. Wood explains the new patterns and, as we learn more about the motivations of the Bondi Beach shooters, what the world might expect going forward.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: A decade ago, ISIS was infamous worldwide. At its peak, in 2014, the jihadist group controlled territory in Iraq and Syria roughly the size of Kentucky. It declared itself a caliphate, with authority over Muslims everywhere. Hard to forget from that period were the beheading videos, which ISIS released as a twisted form of propaganda.

Five years later, the group lost control of that territory. And then, for the most part, we didn't hear much about them. ISIS disappeared from the headlines--until this week.

In Syria, someone the Pentagon believes is affiliated with ISIS killed two U.S. soldiers and an interpreter. And then, of course, Bondi Beach, in Australia: A father and son killed 15 people at a Hanukkah celebration. They were found to have homemade ISIS flags in their car, and they'd also recently traveled to the southern Philippines, which has seen Islamist violence for years.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today: Is ISIS back?

Graeme Wood: It's sort of like a self-lighting birthday candle, where you blow it out, and it looks like it's out, but then the little spark is enough to reignite it. And so what we're seeing right now is the reignition, after some years, of a spark in this one place. And it's gonna be really difficult to find out the other places where another spark has not been totally extinguished and could come back and reignite.


Rosin: Staff writer Graeme Wood has traveled the world--throughout the Middle East, the Philippines, and even Australia--in order to interview ISIS members and supporters.

In 2016, he wrote a book about the group, The Way of the Strangers: Encounters With the Islamic State. He's kept an eye on ISIS ever since.

Today, he talks to us about how, in the years after the group's defeat, ISIS never really went away and about what the recent violence might mean.

Wood: What's always interesting with these attacks--'cause some people can be sort of fanboys of ISIS, and they carry the icons of ISIS with them but don't know much about it. These people traveled to Mindanao in the southern Philippines, which we don't hear that much about in the Americas, because we think of ISIS, in its heyday, as being centered in Syria, which it was. But ISIS had this brilliant idea of kind of bringing in affiliates, where they would find groups that were already Islamist in some way, maybe not Islamist in exactly the same way as ISIS, but they would bring them on and get what they called pledges of loyalty, or baya'a, from them.

And in the Philippines, they found an excellent target, which was a group called Abu Sayyaf, which was already fighting against the Philippine government, was already Islamist, and that just needed a little bit of help from ISIS central command to kind of go pro and join the big leagues of international global jihadism.

And that's what happened in 2014, was that Abu Sayyaf became part of the ISIS network after operating as a local jihadist group for over a decade in the southern Philippines. And back in 2014, 2015, some of the people who I interviewed at great length in Australia, they were supporters of ISIS who didn't even consider going to Syria. They went to, or tried to go to, the southern Philippines because that's where they thought the center of gravity was.

And that's exactly where the two alleged killers in Bondi Beach--one of whom's dead, and the other one is just waking up from a coma right now--where they went about a month before the attack. So that's awfully suspicious.

Rosin: All right, so you've been to Mindanao. Walk me through what happens there. And we'll caveat this by saying we don't have details about what this duo actually did there or who they met with quite yet, but what did you learn when you were reporting in Mindanao?

Wood: I went to Mindanao in the southern Philippines in 2016, and I was looking for ISIS activity, and that's what I found. There was a very heavy Philippine military contingent that was doing counterterrorism operations there because they knew that ISIS was operating at such strength that it would actually control territory. There would be villages that would come under its control temporarily, and then there were areas that it controlled permanently.

And it took another year or so until the Philippine government really started to get the upper hand. And they claim to have eliminated it, but, of course, there are still attacks going on. And if you are in that part of the world--that is, Asia--and you want to go and find ISIS activity and hook up with ISIS people, then that's probably where you would go, and that's where the two killers in Bondi Beach seem to have gone.

Rosin: And that remains true to this day--'cause you're describing a trip that happened about eight years ago, but you're saying that the activity has continued.

Wood: Yeah, so ISIS has sort of two operational modes. The first one is where they control territory, and they can implement Islamic law as they see it. The second mode is where they're attempting to get that territory. And up until 2017, it actually controlled that territory and could do their ISIS thing.

Since then, they've been in this other mode where they're more like an insurgency. So if these two guys went there and connected with ISIS there, then they were connecting with people who were in military mode rather than governance mode. And if they came back, they came back with instructions in that regard.

Rosin: Okay, so what details do we actually have about their trip there, just to be clear?

Wood: Yeah, we have confirmation from the government of the Philippines that they arrived, what their citizenships were and their names, which pretty much narrows down that it was actually them, and that they went listing their destination as Davao City, which is the largest city in Mindanao and not a city that has ever been controlled by, or even come close to being controlled by, ISIS. But it is the gateway to the south of the Philippines, where there are places that have been controlled by ISIS, and we don't know where they went from Davao.

There are innocent reasons to go to Davao, and there are very sinister reasons. And the fact that these guys perpetrated a mass killing, it appears, when they came back, of course, makes us think that the sinister reasons are the ones that apply.

Rosin: Right, okay, so now we're in speculation territory, but if you had to speculate, what is the picture that you would put together? Fill in the dots: What would actually happen to them there that would aid them in committing this act? This is speculation, but--

Wood: We do have to speculate, of course. Neither of these guys is a trained soldier or gunman, so even getting a little bit of tactical training could be helpful to them. The dad, I believe, was a fruit salesman--"fruiterer," as they call them in Australian. And the son was an out-of-work bricklayer. So neither of these guys kill people for a living.

And you can see in the videos that they're moving around somewhat competently--not totally incompetently. Remember, one of them had his weapon taken away by another fruiterer, actually. And so that doesn't suggest that he was the most competent person.

But if you go to the Philippines, and you connect with people who have been fighting for a while, then you can get ideological connection, you can get military training, and then you can come back being a bit more deadly than you would've been had you not gone there.

Rosin: So that's these two guys in this very specific training. I wanna broaden out to get a little bit more of the context.

So going back to Australia: There have been this series of anti-Semitic incidents in the country--a kosher deli in Sydney, a synagogue in Melbourne that were set on fire last year, homes and cars in largely Jewish neighborhoods in Sydney were vandalized with anti-Semitic hate speech, another Melbourne synagogue was set on fire back in July, and now this attack. Do experts see these events as connected or related to what happened in Bondi Beach? How do you put that bigger picture together?

Wood: Well, Bondi Beach is part of the eastern suburbs of Sydney, where it's just known--it's a center of Jewish community and residential communal life. So if there's gonna be a background level of anti-Semitic violence, which there unquestionably has been since 2023, then that is going to be expected to be one of the areas where you're gonna see that. And indeed, that's where you have. You mentioned the firebombing of a deli, but there's also things like cars that are being destroyed mysteriously in these neighborhoods. And I think a lot of Australian Jews and residents in that area, very reasonably, see this as part of an anti-Semitic crime wave.

Now, the origins of it are a bit hazier, and there's reasons to think that there might be independent origins of some of these attacks. In the case of the firebombing of the deli in Bondi Beach in 2024 and of the synagogue in Melbourne, the Australian government has just come out and said, This is done with the direction of the Islamic Republic of Iran, which is a really bold statement to make--to accuse a foreign government of doing that. And they, in fact, expelled the ambassador of Iran as a result of this, a very, very high-level step. So that's one kind of flow of these incidents.

The other, though, seems to be different. These two guys, there's speculation of whether they are directed by Iran, but most of the evidence is suggesting that they're directed by the Islamic State, which is an enemy of Iran that has fought the Islamic Republic of Iran on several fronts. And so it would be weird if they were cooperating with Iran. What, instead, you've got is multiple forms of jihadism that, in the last couple years, seem to be directed mostly at Australian Jews.

Rosin: That's very helpful 'cause I'm trying to disentangle these different patterns, see which ones are related, and how they're related. But ISIS hasn't specifically targeted only Jewish groups in the past, so how do you make sense of the specific targeting of a Jewish celebration and Jewish targets? What is that change about?

Wood: Yeah, Hanna, you make a really important point here. If you looked at the focus of ISIS activity in the past, you would not see a lot of attacks on Jewish groups or on Israel. So many different horrible attacks that I could name in the history of ISIS, very few of them focused on Israel. And if you asked ISIS why, they told me pretty directly, Look, our focus is on Muslim apostates. They are closer to us. We hate them more. And in our apocalyptic view of the world, there's a kind of drumbeat of an order of operations that we're looking at, and Israel doesn't enter the picture until pretty late in the game. Jews are not the ones we're attacking.

But obviously, that's changed. So in 2016 or so, you would've seen ISIS fighting Iran, fighting Iraqi Shia, fighting Kurds in Iraq. That was one of the main areas of operation and targets--almost nothing in Israel. So what's happened, I think, in the meantime, is ISIS has lost territory, and Iran has lost relative power 'cause some of its proxies have been taken apart. And now, there's a different focus because ISIS has changed, and its enemies have changed. And Israel--and by extension, Jews in general--are in the crosshairs.

[Music]

Wood: I think that ISIS, like any group, reads the news. What occurs to them to attack is not always because they have an apocalyptic order of operations, but also because they see what motivates people, what excites people. And since October 7, 2023, the main cause that is likely to animate ordinary people--or ordinary people who are ISIS-curious, at least--is Gaza, is Israel, and again, by extension, any random Jew who's just celebrating a holiday. So not too surprising that there would be just a background level of anti-Semitic attacks and also a specific focus on Jews by Islamic State supporters.

Rosin: After the break: Why Australia? And how does Bondi Beach connect with the attacks on American soldiers in Syria?

[Break]

Rosin: So a few broader questions about ISIS. I do think of ISIS as operating mainly in their own territories, so why are they carrying out attacks in Australia?

Wood: Back in 2014, when ISIS was in the headlines for its activity in Syria, I went to Australia, and I asked supporters there, What do you care about? What's important to you about this, and what makes you so crazy? And they were pretty clear. They said, We've got territory now. We have a place where we can implement Islamic law, and that's what matters to us. We need to take the version of Islam that we believe in and turn it into a state.

And so how does it help them to do that if you blow up a random place in Australia? Not much. In fact, it might stop them from being able to do that effectively in Syria if they start attacking elsewhere, because the rest of the world won't put up with it, and they'll be deprived of their sanctuaries in Syria.

So now we're in a very different situation, and ISIS is too. ISIS had that territory that it wanted to jealously protect where it could implement Islamic law, and now it doesn't. And so when times change, ISIS's strategy changes.

And so they focus, first of all, on the places where they do have some territory, and that's in Nigeria, a little bit of territory in Mozambique. But everywhere else, they're now more in a terrorist mode of attacking elsewhere, so you see smaller attacks. And all those people in Australia who are the friends and descendants of those who I interviewed 10 years ago about ISIS, those people now have different priorities. They have no Syria to go to, and so they're thinking more about what they can do at home. And it seems to be the case with these two, if their having an ISIS flag in their car is any indication, that they've decided that the way that they can help the cause is to attack Jews in their own country of Australia.

I think in the heyday of ISIS, eight to 10 years ago, we in the West--and that includes Australia--were, in a sense, spared some of the worst because, of course, the bad things were happening over there. People were focused on getting over there. And the fact that there was an "over there" to get to made people very excited about the cause. There were a lot of people who said, Wow, we thought it would be a hundred years before there was a new caliphate that we could fight for, and so we're really energized about this.

Well, there's no more caliphate, so the energy from having a caliphate is now depleted. But there's still a lot of people who are focused on building a caliphate and supporting the pathetic little territory that the caliphate still retains. And those people aren't going away.

Not much has happened on the whole--there's not an attack in Bondi Beach like this every year, thank goodness. But we should expect a lot of the Islamic State supporters, who in the past have been focused on trying to travel to Islamic State territory and be Muslims there, that is gonna be an energy that's directed inward. There's nowhere for them to attack except for where they stand, whether that be in Poland, Germany, Paris, or Bondi Beach.

Rosin: Yeah, what I'm taking from this is that those of us who are not close watchers of ISIS like you, we just assumed it had gone away, or we just weren't thinking about it. It wasn't in the headlines. The caliphate died. That's the end of it. But what you're describing is a completely different global picture.

Wood: Yeah, ISIS, one thing that it really had going for it ideologically was a certain kind of simplicity. And as long as you have that simplicity, it's possible for people to rediscover them, even long after ISIS has ceased to be on the front page of every newspaper.

Rosin: Okay, there's one more piece of this puzzle that we haven't discussed, which is the Bondi Beach attack happened just a day after two U.S. soldiers and an interpreter were killed in Syria by the man the Pentagon says is affiliated with ISIS. What do we know about the killing, how is it related to everything we've been talking about, and what does it signal to you?

Wood: There is a connection with Bondi Beach in that the Islamic State has done the attacks in Syria, and it appears that these two people in Bondi Beach are Islamic State as well. But Syria's a pretty different operational space--and you have to go all the way back to 2013.

The current government of Syria and ISIS were basically the same thing back then, and then they split. And the current government of Syria is now an ex-jihadist movement that has been attacking the Islamic State, with the cooperation of the United States.

So what we're seeing is that ISIS no longer has the upper hand in any part of Syria and that it has to infiltrate parts of the security services to get close enough to the partners of the current government and attack them. And that's what it seems like they did effectively this weekend, was get someone that was close enough to some American soldiers and then shoot them dead.

Rosin: Right, right, so that is a constant danger for the U.S. soldiers who are still there: the possibility of someone from ISIS who's an enemy of the current government and an enemy of the current government's allies sneaking in and causing mayhem.

Wood: Yes. And to do that, they don't have to get a plane ticket to do it. These are Syrians. The leadership of the current government, Ahmed al-Sharaa, and Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi were personally acquainted back in the day, so it's not like these are people who have to be brought in from abroad to infiltrate. They are just Syrians who were there and who have ISIS sympathies and have to be screened for--in this case, I guess, unsuccessfully--because they're trying to do ISIS stuff within Syrian territory, which is, to say, their own home territory.

Rosin: Understood. So it's especially dangerous because you can't entirely tell who's affiliated with whom, who's pretending. It's a nuanced situation.

Wood: Yes, that's right. And it cuts both ways too. Given that these are Syrians, the current government is filled with people who know them, that means they can sniff 'em out better. So there are ups and downs to it, but the fact of the matter is that Syria has had lots of ISIS supporters within it for a long time. And so, when you flip the government to being a Sunni government that's anti-ISIS, then you're gonna have a bunch of Sunni extremists who you have to keep an eye on and make sure they haven't wriggled their way into the security services and gotten close to the Americans.

Rosin: So in the coming days, weeks, I'm sure we'll get more information about the Bondi Beach attackers, their travels, their motivations. What is it that you'll be looking for? What details will be important to you?

Wood: In the past, with Islamic State attacks, the people who have done them have not been shy about saying why, and the fact that they're shooting into a crowd of Jewish families, you can make some pretty obvious inferences about their general view of Jews. But finding out, "What, really, is motivating you? What are you trying to get out of this?"--in the past, they've been willing to say that; they've even recorded videos of themselves explaining that beforehand.

So in the coming days, I wanna hear what the travel of these two people looks like in the Philippines and also just whether the survivor has a statement to make about why he was doing this and what motivated him, because that's gonna tell us a lot about some of the most important stuff here, which is: Was there help from the outside? Was there help from the Islamic State in the Philippines? There's speculation that there was help from Iran. And this becomes a very different situation if it turns out that there's outside help, and it's a directed attack rather than what they sometimes call an "inspired" one.

Rosin: And what is the difference? An inspired attack versus a directed attack, what's the significance of that distinction?

Wood: Some of the distinction is geopolitical. If it turns out that Iran has told these people what to do, made sure that they were funded to do it, then that could mean direct strikes against Iran by Israel. There's some discussion of that already.

Now, if it turns out that they were directed in the attack from the southern Philippines, then it could mean a new wave of counterterror operations there, which I think it's unlikely that would include Australian forces in the southern Philippines, but it would certainly mean some probably pretty bloody operations and a renewal of hostilities in the southern Philippines, with the Philippine government against Islamic State people there.

If it turns out that these people just got it in their head that this would be a good idea, and nobody told them how to do it, where to do it, when to do it, then you're back to the long-term counterterror questions that Australia's had to think about and has not thought about, I think, hard enough over the last few years.

If you have lots of people in your territory, including your own citizens who think that violence is the answer, who think that random killing of civilians is the answer, then you gotta deal with that. And, obviously, Australia has not been able to do that, given what we've seen in the number of violent attacks against Jews in the last couple years.

The soul searching's barely begun there, but the recriminations have also barely begun.

Rosin: I have to admit--I haven't thought about ISIS in a long time, which I imagine is true of a lot of people. It does feel like, from what you're describing, that there's a return of sorts or an evolution, but I also don't wanna overstate it, since there's a lot we don't know about the attack in Australia. So how do you think about the fact that ISIS-linked killings are in the news again, that even though the term ISIS is in the news again?

Wood: I think a lot of people who watch ISIS closely would say, Oh, they never left. And it's true that there's been a thousand, couple thousand ISIS attacks worldwide over the last several years, long since ISIS has been out of the news.

But I think about it in a slightly different way. I think it's also that ISIS's inspiration has never gone away for some people. ISIS had such a clear message of: We're going to reestablish the caliphate. The caliphate is this thing that you, as a Muslim who knows anything at all about his history, it's something that you've read about, and our business is bringing it back. So it's so simple that you can teach people about this, they can learn about it just by reading online about it, and so it's constantly going to be inspiring a few people, and a few of those people are going to end up being violent.

So I think ISIS, in some sense, never went away. And, in some sense, the ideas are very, very difficult to just get rid of, and as long as they're out there, occasionally, you're gonna see attacks like this. It doesn't mean that there's gonna be a return to the volume of ISIS attacks that we saw in 2014, '15, '16, where there would be hundreds of people killed in churches, theaters, etc. But it does mean that these ideas, they turn out to be very resilient, and long after we forgot about them, other people have remembered them.

[Music]

Rosin: Well, Graeme, thank you so much for helping us understand the situation.

Wood: Always good to talk with you.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited and engineered by Kevin Townsend and fact-checked by Genevieve Finn. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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The Happiest Man in Music

Zane Lowe has made a career out of relentless positivity. Is there anything he doesn't like?

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Zane Lowe, the most important music interviewer working today, kicked his sneakers up onto his couch cushions and began to cry.

For the previous two hours, I'd been asking the 52-year-old global creative director of Apple Music about problems facing the record industry: growing fears about AI; broad discontent with streaming pay rates; the ambient suspicion that music doesn't matter as much as it used to. Lowe is famous for the high-energy earnestness he shows on his internet radio show, where he often rains intricately worded praise down on artists while tossing in a boom sound effect for punctuation. He'd answered my questions with that same jittery jolliness, but he seemed, eventually, to want to redirect the conversation--back to the power of music itself.

He picked up the remote control for his office speakers and cued up a song from the indie-folk artist Keaton Henson called "You Don't Know How Lucky You Are." The song's lyrics tenderly address a long-lost lover, and the music builds from quiet guitar harmonics to a rustling crescendo. As we listened mostly in silence, Lowe laid back in his Peter Pan-green sweater, looking pained. "That's the real stuff, man," he said when the song was over, wiping tears from his eyes. "That's the good shit. That's why we do it!"

This emotional display helped answer the question I'd really been pondering: how a Gen X DJ and former rapper from New Zealand became the record industry's favorite influencer. At a time when social media allows artists to whittle the promotional cycle down to a few Instagram posts and a Hot Ones appearance, Lowe reliably books press-shy A-listers--Taylor Swift, Thom Yorke, Tyler the Creator--for in-depth exchanges that circulate widely and define the narrative around major releases. These conversations tend to invert the ostensible purpose of celebrity interviews. Rather than serve the public's curiosities, he said, he wants to serve artists--to give them "a place for them to learn a little bit more about themselves."

That chummy ethos is everywhere in cultural media these days, especially across podcasting, but Lowe--who was known for his long-form chats with artists at BBC Radio 1 before he joined Apple Music upon its launch in 2015--helped popularize it. "He's largely responsible for the new and relaxed way artists interview," the pop singer Halsey told me in an email. "When broadcast radio was starting to decline and long before podcasts had taken over as the primary source of information sharing, there was Zane Lowe in a cozy sweater saying 'I'm your friend, your fan, and I want you to tell me how you really feel.'" Though the conversations aren't journalistic, they can be quite revealing about craft and the artist's inner life. Sampha, a soft-spoken alternative-pop singer, marveled to me about the "never-ending tap of insight" coming out of Lowe. "There's always substance behind what he's saying--even if he's speaking fast."

Opinions among music listeners are more mixed. Many viewers rave about the kindness Lowe extends to their favorite artists. But to others, he's a cheerleader for the stagnant, idolatrous record industry--someone who'd rather give a fluffy compliment than ask a pressing question. In a 2024 episode of the Pop Pantheon podcast, the critic DJ Louie XIV called Lowe a "sycophant" running the "pop-music equivalent of Fox News." Louie's producer, Russ Martin, added, "It is just frankly not believable that he likes every record and he likes every song on every record."

I enjoy Lowe's work more than that--he's clearly smart and often amusing, and he cares a ton about the art form. Yet I, too, have wondered about his sincerity: What kind of music geek doesn't harbor some critical opinions? But one colleague, the radio host Eddie Francis, told me Lowe refuses to speak ill of artists even when off mic, even jokingly. Another, the Apple executive Oliver Schusser, who oversees music, told me he couldn't remember Lowe disliking anything while on the job--ever. His positivity is so committed that it almost feels rooted in fear, as though our musical era would look, without his boosting, quite sad.

Commercial radio in New Zealand--as in many places worldwide--used to be controlled by the government, which had determined that the public interest was best served by a diet of classical music and weather reports. In 1966, Lowe's father, a young DJ, set out on a fishing boat with five friends in order to break that monopoly. Three miles off the coast of Auckland, in international waters, the crew began broadcasting rock and roll to the mainland. The so-called pirate radio station was part of a global "fight for independence of taste and communication for a generation," Lowe said.

But that exciting life in broadcasting meant Lowe's father was gone for much of his childhood. His parents entered a prolonged separation when he was young, and Lowe coped by obsessing over songs and bands--so much that his own friends found it grating. He asked himself the question that, he said, he's struggled with for decades: "Why does enthusiasm, a lot of support, translate as overenthusiasm, or annoying, or cringe, or just ingenuine?"

Lowe's enthusiasm did prove helpful to his professional aspirations--both as a rapper and beat maker (who contributed to hits that are still considered classics of Kiwi hip-hop) and as a DJ climbing the ranks of music media locally and abroad. In the late '90s, he moved to the United Kingdom and became an MTV presenter. By 2003, he was anchoring BBC Radio 1's vaunted nightly pop segment, where he helped break acts such as Adele and Arctic Monkeys. His Radio 1 show "was the sound of a generation" in the U.K., Christopher Tubbs, a DJ and longtime friend of Lowe's, told me. "Tastemaker doesn't quite cover it."

But soon, the idea of the tastemaker was being undermined. The launch of Spotify in 2008 meant that listeners could now hear almost anything they wanted on demand, guided by personalized recommendation algorithms. Lowe's fame was rising because of headline-making interviews with Kanye West, Jay-Z, and other rappers, but radio's salience was declining. When Apple began working on its own streaming service, Lowe joined a star-studded leadership team that also included the record producer Jimmy Iovine and Nine Inch Nails' Trent Reznor.

Apple had revolutionized music listening with iTunes and the iPod, but the company was late to streaming. Reputationally, the tech was a risk; Spotify's rise had triggered complaints from artists who felt like the new system's ease and cheapness devalued their art. "The idea that everyone would have the same jukebox in the sky, completely virtual, terrified some of us," Schusser said. "Does it actually make music a little bit like, I don't know, tap water?"

Apple's answer to the perceived issues with streaming was to market itself as a prestigious, boutique alternative to Spotify. The two services are functionally identical in many ways, allowing users to explore mostly the same pool of music using mostly the same tools. But just as Apple TV has tried to compete with Netflix by funding highbrow dramas cast with movie stars, Apple Music has invested in signifiers of old-school quality--such as human-curated radio stations.


Zane Lowe at the Apple Music offices in Culver City, California, after recording a podcast episode (Ariel Fisher for The Atlantic)



Sitting on the wraparound couch that circles the studio, I watched a parade of musicians come in and out all morning for two days in a row. The K-pop boy band Cortis arrived with an entourage of handlers and bopped around to their own music; the trance DJ Armin van Buuren got stony-serious on the topic of his new, piano-only album. Throughout all of Lowe's platitudes and boosterism, my attention was rapt, and my mind never wandered. His continual gush of questions, compliments, and observations creates spectacle in the manner of a top-tier inspirational speaker.

Still, I wondered whom this spectacle was for. Lowe's previous employers, MTV and Radio 1, were, at their height, essential hubs for anyone trying to plug into pop culture. Apple's radio shows compete for ears with its streaming efforts, whose abundance has helped diminish the sense of a musical common ground. When I first started using Apple Music in 2015, I quickly forgot about its radio tab--other than when a clip of Lowe would cross my social feeds. His interviews tend to get views on YouTube in proportion with the popularity of the featured artists; as for the radio show itself, all that Lowe would say about its reach is that it was growing. "Any artist will tell you right now, the trick is trying to find an audience," he said.

The reason it's so tricky is, of course, streaming and the attention economy. Standing out is not just harder than ever--the stakes are higher than ever because, as Lowe put it, "there's an imbalance in the financials" due to the small payouts per listen. "You can work at a company and be proud of the work we do and be a part of this current model--and still feel like there's things that you wish were different," Lowe said. "Two things can be true." The comment drove home that I'd been watching a deliberate anachronism: an attempt to treat "tap water" as artisanal, and to feign monoculture at a company that had helped break it up.

Lowe, however, is without obvious precedent. Celebrity interviewers have always played a promotional role and gotten cozy with their subjects, but it's hard to think of an era-defining interviewer who didn't at least have some bite. Kurt Loder? Nineties rockers withered under his jaded stare. Ryan Seacrest? He's got that Hollywood-slick, smiling-but-shady thing going on. Oprah? She'll ask the questions people want to know the answers to.

The closest pioneer of Lowe's method might be one who walked into the studio when I was there: the 68-year-old rock journalist and film director Cameron Crowe, who was promoting his memoir, The Uncool. "I think we're both people pleasers," Lowe said to him. "Would you agree?"

Crowe's trajectory in rock journalism is a modern myth thanks to his 2000 movie, Almost Famous, which is based on the same memories that he writes about in The Uncool. In the early '70s, at just 15 years old, Crowe started writing for Rolling Stone, which gave him the chance to interview artists such as Led Zeppelin, David Bowie, and the Allman Brothers Band. His role, he told Lowe, was to be a fan: "Take the journey with that artist. If they made an album that didn't thrill you, don't bail; stick with it."

This approach clashed with other people's ideals about the profession. The rock critic Lester Bangs once warned Crowe against becoming friends with the musicians he covers. "These are people who want you to write sanctimonious stories about the genius of rock stars," he said, according to The Uncool. "And they will ruin rock and roll and strangle everything we love about it, right?" He later added, "You should make your reputation on being honest, and unmerciful." Bangs's advice, repeated in Almost Famous, is a touchstone for music journalists--a reminder that being too gentle or generous can destroy the very thing you're covering.

But Lowe has followed Crowe's philosophy, not Bangs's. He thanked Crowe for allowing "people like myself to be more comfortable in the fact that I don't really have a particularly strong critical muscle." Later, in his office, Lowe told me that although critique is important, it's not the role he was "born to inhabit." At base, he wants his interviews to be "a document for fans to cherish and watch over and over and over again."

Read: Hip-hop's fiercest critic

That goal neatly aligns with the record industry's shifting prerogatives. Music consumption has largely cleaved into two patterns: the passive, casual streamer who lets the algorithm serve up good-enough background listening, and the ultra-invested "stan," who builds a fiercely rooted group identity around their favorite artists. The new playbook for success isn't trying to appeal broadly--it's monetizing and remonetizing the attention of diehards.

Even so, I couldn't help but think that he and Crowe held too rosy a view of what fans really want, especially nowadays. If you put a superfan in a room with their favorite artist, they aren't only going to flatter and fawn. They're going to pry for information, no matter how awkwardly. At a press conference Lady Gaga held with her fans this year, for example, the first inquiry was about a spicy topic: her relationship with the rapper and notorious troll Azealia Banks, whom she had beefed with in the past.

Lowe's job, however, isn't simply to follow his curiosities, as a fan might. "Just being really honest--we work as a business," he said. Money isn't exchanged in the booking of interviews, but certain artists may be priorities for Apple because of economic considerations, such as their potential for streaming success. "It's not just like, you know, the Zane Lowe Show taste playground," he said.

Artists can put preconditions on the interviews and "respectfully request that the conversation doesn't stray into areas that might be considered a bit too sensitive," Lowe said. "I don't mind that. I want to know where their spirit is." They and their representatives also, every so often, ask to give input on the final edit.

He gestured to my voice recorder while explaining why he complied with such requests. "As somebody who's obsessive-compulsive, very aware of wanting to be thoughtful with my thoughtfulness, I personally have no problem giving any artist grace to be at their best," he said. "And in doing so, the truth is, we get more because they trust us." He added, "I'm not interviewing heads of state, right?"

Some of his subjects do, however, hold statesmanlike influence. Swift, for example, is so prominent that Donald Trump regularly takes potshots at her--a fact no interviewer brought up in her recent press appearances. Lowe told me he'd been allowed to ask whatever he wanted, but the topic just hadn't occurred to him. "If I think about What am I going to ask an artist like Taylor Swift in 10 minutes?, I could set sail onto the Pacific Ocean in a rowboat and be very directionless, very fast," he said. "That is a strong tide of overthinking."

Additionally, no interviewers had asked her why she issued more than 30 different versions of her new album--a strategy that, by beckoning fans to buy multiple copies, allowed her to sell a record-shattering 4 million copies in one week. Many commentators have criticized her rollout method as wasteful and exploitative, but Lowe saw it as a creative bid to do what musicians need to do right now: turn music into an event. He framed it as a win not only for Swift, but for the art form. "Isn't it nice to be in 2025, to know there are new milestones, new things that music can achieve that it couldn't before?" he said. "Because the other option is backwards."

One part of his interview with her had broken ground, however. Lowe asked--amid a blizzard of rhetoric about the importance of human connection--how Swift had been processing the public reaction to The Life of a Showgirl. "The rule of show business is: If it's the first week of my album release and you are saying either my name or my album title, you're helping," she replied. She added, later, "I have a lot of respect for people's subjective opinions on art. I'm not the art police." These quotes ricocheted around the internet, taken as a sign that Swift was well aware of how many fans and critics had panned the album. Lowe hadn't mentioned that mixed reception, but he hadn't needed to. Celebrities can be as online as any of us--they know what their detractors think.

It's this reality that Lowe and the new music-promo circuit try to guard against. The background hum of digital life is negativity, polarization, and jaded disengagement; the record industry craves a forum to pitch its narratives before they're torn to shreds in comment sections and mined for TikTok drama. A healthier artistic ecosystem wouldn't--and in the past, didn't--need the "safe place" that Lowe professes to provide.

That ecosystem seems unlikely to grow healthier as technology progresses. AI-generated songs have recently begun flooding streaming services; Spotify listeners can call upon an artificial DJ to deliver banter and commentary tailor-made for the user. When I brought up AI to Lowe, it was the first time I heard him express open contempt. "Leave the arts alone, dude. Like, go and fix other shit," he said. Regarding the prospect of an AI hitmaker, he asked: "By the way, how do I interview that person?" His voice had been growing louder, occasionally hitting a near-shout.

Minutes later, before grabbing the remote control to play Keaton Henson's song, he clapped his hands and stared me straight in the eyes. "Music is magic," he said. "It guides us and helps us in moments subconsciously and consciously all the time. It's such an important part of being human. It's such an important part of our experience that I think, without meaning to, we let it evaporate into everything."

By this point, the authenticity of his idealism was hardly in doubt, but the anxious process required to maintain it was becoming clearer. I didn't need to be told that music is magic; I'd never really questioned it. Then I remembered what he'd told me about interviews: They're for the benefit of the subject.
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The 'Filthy Little Slum Child' Who Remade the American Right

The intellectual world that Norman Podhoretz created

by Franklin Foer

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Norman Podhoretz's friends--there were no dissenting voices among them--warned him not to publish Making It. Lionel Trilling, the high priest of the New York intellectuals, told Podhoretz that his reputation might never recover. Daniel Bell urged him to append a coda retracting the whole thing, as if the book were a literary prank. They regarded the text--a confessional memoir in which Podhoretz asserts that "many men" masturbate before sitting down to write--and its argument, an apologetic defense of his pursuit of fame and money, as evidence of an unmoored mind.

The book was published in 1967. As it turned out, those friends accurately anticipated the hostility that would flow its way, and how its publication would send Podhoretz into a kind of internal exile on the Upper West Side. But they misjudged the literary merits of the book. Like the book's subject, ambition, Podhoretz's prose burst from the pages. His slashing judgments of his peers--a style that one of his friends described as "the emperor has no scrotum"--were, in turns, self-serving and bravely honest. And despite the book's flaws, and mostly because of them, I can't recommend it highly enough.

Podhoretz's memoir chronicles the first chapters of a life that ended this week at the age of 95. What his friends misunderstood, and his enemies could never see, was that Podhoretz was both a political intellectual and a literary invention. He was one of the greatest magazine editors of the 20th century, an ideologue who remade the American right, and a self-invented character with profound flaws--someone whose biography can be read as a novelistic tale of the Golden Age of American Jewry.

Franklin Foer: The golden age of American Jews is ending

The first chapter of Making It starts, "One of the longest journeys in the world is the journey from Brooklyn to Manhattan--or at least from certain neighborhoods in Brooklyn to certain parts of Manhattan." A high-school teacher, who called him a "filthy little slum child," began the invention of Norman Podhoretz. She saw the potential in this son of a milkman, whose Yiddish accent needed correcting, and cultivated him with trips to the Frick and the Met, to elegant restaurants that served nonkosher food.

Teachers kept spying potential in the brash young Jew. Two venerable literary scholars of the mid-century--Trilling at Columbia and F. R. Leavis at Cambridge--encouraged their protege to live a life of letters. In his mid-20s, his byline graced the pages of the Partisan Review and The New Yorker. Intellectually, he came of age in the 1950s, when, as he said, "Jews were culturally all the rage in America." Podhoretz was too young to experience the Jewish dalliance with socialism; he never felt the sting of social exclusion. The doors of the literary establishment swung wide open for him.

In fact, during those years after World War II, the Jewish literary establishment was barely distinguishable from the American literary establishment--to the point that a little magazine called Commentary, sponsored by the American Jewish Committee, became that era's most formidable journal of ideas. In 1960, at the age of 30, Podhoretz was anointed its editor.

During his early reign, Podhoretz was a patron of the intellectual left. Probably no other American magazine, beyond those targeted toward a Black readership, was as full-throated in its support for the civil-rights movement. (Podhoretz's characteristically quixotic and unintentionally revealing intervention was called "My Negro Problem--And Ours," in which he admitted his own racism and suggested that intermarriage was the solution to America's most profound social ill. Rabbis denounced him from the pulpit for it.) Whereas Commentary was founded in the spirit of Cold War liberalism, Podhoretz's magazine ran essays skeptical of containment, hostile to the war in Vietnam. He published James Baldwin, Susan Sontag, and Hannah Arendt. Even though it never fully joined the New Left, it anticipated it--and briefly served as its fellow traveler.

Like his erstwhile friend Norman Mailer, Podhoretz wrote with uncomfortable intimacy about his personal flaws. He was alert to every slight, eager to shove down rivals, and unable to resist the temptation of a biting quip. Podhoretz made enemies as if they were a biological necessity. (He eventually wrote a memoir called Ex-Friends.) Allen Ginsberg had been a friend of his at Columbia during their undergrad days, but Podhoretz attacked the poet and his fellow Beats in an essay called "The Know-Nothing Bohemians." At a gathering at Mailer's, Ginsberg accosted Podhoretz and called him a "dumb fuckhead."

Enmity emerged as the master narrative of Podhoretz's life. After the hostile reception to Making It, he began to turn against the New York intelligentsia. This wasn't just wounded pride. Like other Jewish intellectuals, he felt a deeper attachment to Israel after the Six-Day War--and felt betrayed by his old friends on the left who began to denounce the Jewish state as a colonial outpost. In 1972, he voted for Richard Nixon, and Commentary was well on its rightward path.

Along with Irving Kristol--another gifted magazine editor--Podhoretz began to self-consciously identify as a leader of a movement of disillusioned liberals who had been mugged by the reality of the Great Society's failures. The socialist Michael Harrington branded the group with the epithet neoconservative, which it wore as a badge of honor. Neoconservativism exuded Podhoretz's sense of enmity. His magazine became a scourge of the left-wing intelligentsia that it once nurtured, an organ of Kulturkampf.

Much of this cultural commentary, filled with nasty insinuation, makes for difficult reading. Podhoretz's wife, Midge Decter, wrote an unapologetic attack on gay culture called "The Boys on the Beach." The magazine's writing about AIDS, which dismissed the epidemic as "overstated," is a stain on its reputation that can never be wiped away. In the 1970s and '80s, the magazine's signature essays on crime and "the culture of poverty" disdainfully depicted Black people as the source of their own misery, deploying gross generalizations and the crudest stereotypes. In pompous prose, deploying dubious sociology, Commentary mounted a highbrow defense of base prejudices.

Gore Vidal, who liked to smear Podhoretz with anti-Semitic innuendo, wrote, "But tact is unknown to the Podhoretzes. Joyously they revel in the politics of hate, with plangent attacks on blacks and/or fags and/or liberals, trying, always, to outdo those moral majoritarians who will, as Armageddon draws near, either convert all the Jews, just as the Good Book says, or kill them." (Vidal and Podhoretz were meant for each other.)

But Commentary accomplished something rare in intellectual history: It published essays that actually changed the world. It articulated a muscular foreign policy that presented the United States as the world's lonely guardian of democracy. Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote one of these essays, "The United States in Opposition." Henry Kissinger found it so compelling that he persuaded Nixon to appoint Moynihan ambassador to the United Nations. Ronald Reagan later gave Jeane Kirkpatrick that very same perch because of her Commentary essay "Dictatorships & Double Standards."

From the January 2026 issue: The neocons were right

That Podhoretz became a chief theorist of the American right is itself a triumphalist tale, or at least it seemed that way for a time. At the beginning of the 1960s, the John Birch Society was ascendant; anti-Semitism was ubiquitous in the conservative movement. Yet here was that "filthy little slum child" having lunch with Reagan in the Cabinet Room; here was the publication of the American Jewish Committee being read with Talmudic care by evangelical intellectuals and Wall Street tycoons. (The AJC formally dissociated itself from Commentary in 2007.) But in the age of Tucker Carlson, Podhoretz's victory feels ephemeral. Commentary has slipped from the place it once occupied in right-wing discourse; anti-Semitism has crept back into conservatism. Although his fellow neoconservatives became Never Trumpers, Podhoretz never broke ranks. He was an apologist for MAGA until the end.

A strange facet of nostalgia is that we begin to think fondly of our enemies--although Podhoretz may never have succumbed to such a weakness. For much of my life, I would throw his essays across the room in anger; I despised his snideness and felt trolled by his attacks on liberals. "Podhoretz," I would angrily mutter. But now, amid the triumph of populism on the right, I'm wistful for much of the intellectual world he created--in which literary style mattered and a writer's persona was their greatest creation. Podhoretz didn't just journey from Brooklyn to Manhattan; he spent 60 years making sure that no one forgot he was there.
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This Is What Presidential Panic Looks Like

Donald Trump delivered a fear-drenched rant live from the White House.

by Tom Nichols

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




The president of the United States just barged into America's living rooms like an angry, confused grandfather to tell us all that we are ungrateful whelps.

When a president asks for network time, it's usually to announce something important. But tonight, Donald Trump did not give anything like a normal speech or address. He was clearly working from a prepared text, but it sounded like one he'd written--or dictated angrily--himself, because it was full of bizarre howlers that even Trump's second-rate speech-writing shop would probably have avoided, such as his assertion that inflation when he took office was the worst it had been in 48 years. (Why did he pick 1977 as a benchmark? Who knows. But he's wrong.) He read the speech quickly, his voice rising in frustration as he hurled one lie after another into the camera.

We could take apart Trump's fake facts, as checkers and pundits will do in the next few days. But perhaps more important than false statements--which for Trump are par for the course--was his demeanor. Americans saw a president drenched in panic as he tried to bully an entire nation into admitting he's doing a great job. For 20 minutes, he vented his hurt feelings without a molecule of empathy or awareness. Economic concerns? Shut up, you fools, the economy is doing fine. (And if it isn't, it's not his fault--it's Joe Biden's.) Foreign-policy jitters? Zip it, you wimps, America is strong and respected. 

In effect, Trump took to the airwaves, pointed his finger, and said: Quiet, piggy.

I consider myself a connoisseur of Trump's speeches. I've watched them and live-tweeted them for years because I think Americans need to see what kind of man sits in the Oval Office. But even by Trump's standards, this was an unnerving display of fear. I can only imagine America's enemies in Moscow and Beijing and Tehran smiling with pleasure as they watched a president losing his bearings, berating his own people, and demanding that they absolve him of any blame when things get worse.

His rant contained no news, other than an example of his contempt for the U.S. military, whose loyalty he thinks he can purchase with a onetime $1,776 bonus check. This is projection: Trump has shown his willingness to be bought off with gold bars and trinkets, and he may think that the men and women of the armed forces are people of equally low character.

This was not a holiday address from the president of a great democracy to its citizens. This was a desperate tin-pot leader yelling into a microphone while cornered in his palace redoubt. Trump has been unraveling for weeks, and his speech tonight, like Trump himself, was unworthy of America and its people.
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Trump's 'Peace President' Claim Isn't Holding Up

He wants to be known as a peacemaker, but some of the many conflicts he claims to have resolved stubbornly refuse to stop.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 17 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.

Last week, the Venezuelan opposition leader Maria Corina Machado made a daring escape from her home country to Norway, where she was honored as winner of the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize. The team that extracted her had several worries--including the risk that American forces in the Caribbean would strike the boats used in the operation, members told The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times.

Luckily, Machado avoided F-16s and drones on her way to Oslo, but the outcome her rescuers feared would have been remarkable: the man who campaigned frantically to win the Nobel Peace Prize inadvertently killing the woman who did, as part of a likely illegal series of boat strikes that may climax with a land war in South America.

Yesterday, Trump--who has deemed himself the "peace president"--escalated his belligerence against Venezuela, announcing a blockade of sanctioned oil tankers and demanding that the government "return to the United States of America all of the Oil, Land, and other Assets that they previously stole from us." This is difficult to parse, but the Trump aide Stephen Miller suggests that it refers to past nationalization of the petroleum industry. In any case, a blockade could be an act of war under international law.

This past Friday, Trump said the United States would launch land strikes within Latin America. "We knocked out 96 percent of the drugs coming in by water, and now we're starting by land, and by land is a lot easier, and that's going to start happening," Trump said in the Oval Office on Friday. The 96 percent mark is unrealistic and backed by no evidence, as is the notion that land wars are easier than drone strikes at sea.

Congress has neither authorized nor been asked to authorize these actions. The White House has relied on the tortured argument that because it has deemed that U.S. troops are not in active danger, the law doesn't apply. Nor is it clear what the strategic rationale for such a strike on sovereign countries would be--much less the legal justification. (The administration insists its boat strikes are legal, but officials have been vague about their legal arguments and experts disagree.) Trump has claimed that drug interdiction is a goal, and said Friday that strikes might hit countries other than Venezuela.

But he has also been moving to force Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro out of power, as White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles told Vanity Fair in an article published this week. Although Trump claims that Maduro is a drug kingpin, American intelligence assessments contradict him, and my Atlantic colleagues have reported that the administration's real goal is to gain access to oil and rare earth minerals. This apparent drift toward a 19th-century-style imperialist war is notable for a president who ran in 2016 criticizing both parties' embrace of foreign military interventions. (Trump has said for years, however, that the U.S. should have taken Iraq's oil--whatever that means.)

In the places where Trump is not on the verge of starting a new war, some of the many conflicts he claims to have resolved stubbornly refuse to stop. On the border between Thailand and Cambodia, both countries continue to fight, part of hostilities that have killed at least two dozen people and forced half a million to flee. Although Trump announced a cease-fire this past Friday, both governments said no such agreement has been struck.

In Africa, fighting also persists between the Democratic Republic of the Congo and a rebel group understood to be backed by neighboring Rwanda. In that case, Trump did manage to bring together the leaders of the DRC and Rwanda for a ceremony two weeks ago. The problem is that the peace hasn't held; instead the rebel group has continued fighting. Secretary of State Marco Rubio described its actions as "a clear violation" of the cease-fire. A cease-fire in Gaza, achieved this fall, is also very tenuous. Israeli air strikes have continued sporadically, and Palestinian officials have said that at least 391 Palestinians have been killed since the agreement. The Israeli and U.S. governments sometimes question those figures, but Axios reports that the White House scolded the Israeli government for a strike over the weekend, which it said was a violation of the cease-fire.

Meanwhile, an end to the war in Ukraine, which Trump seems to want badly, remains elusive. On Monday, American officials said that the United States, Europe, and Ukraine have agreed to security guarantees for Ukraine, though it's not clear whether Russia will accept the cease-fire plan. The larger problem is still land: As part of a deal, Trump is reportedly pressuring Ukraine to surrender territory that Russia has not managed to capture through its yearslong, grinding war of aggression involving frequent war crimes. For obvious reasons, that's a nonstarter for Ukraine. But Russia--which knows that Trump likes and often caves to President Vladimir Putin--shows little interest in concessions.

There's no shame in a president failing to resolve every conflict around the globe. Trump shouldn't be expected to find solutions that have eluded previous leaders or bedeviled the world for decades--though he should be celebrated if he does; the Abraham Accords and the Gaza cease-fire are positive achievements. The problem is claiming to have resolved conflicts that aren't over and announcing agreements that aren't real. Trump doesn't want to do the work, but he still wants the world to recognize his putative achievements with a Nobel Peace Prize. That honor seems out of reach barring some major developments, but at least he's got the FIFA Peace Prize.

Related:

	Trump knows what he wants, just not how to get there.
 	What explains Trump's aggression toward Venezuela? Who knows.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	$1,776 checks for the military
 	Americans can't believe how rich they are.
 	Arash Azizi: "Nobody knows what to do about the future."




Today's News

	A small group of House Republicans joined Democrats to pass a discharge petition that would force a vote early next year on extending expanded Affordable Care Act subsidies. The measure is not expected to reach the floor before December 31, when the subsidies are set to expire for about 22 million people.
 	Former Special Counsel Jack Smith told lawmakers in a closed-door hearing that his team had found "proof beyond a reasonable doubt" that President Donald Trump had "engaged in a criminal scheme" to overturn the 2020 election and that Trump had "repeatedly tried to obstruct justice" in the classified-documents case.
 	Trump ordered a "total and complete blockade" of all sanctioned oil tankers moving in or out of Venezuela and declared President Nicolas Maduro's government a foreign terrorist organization in a Truth Social post last night.




Evening Read


Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic



Henry James's Venice Is Still Here

By Anne Applebaum

In a quiet, almost empty part of Venice stands a Renaissance palazzo with an unusually large garden. The garden is invisible from the outside, blocked by a high brick wall that I recognized when I saw it. In The Aspern Papers, a novella serialized in The Atlantic in 1888, Henry James lets the narrator, a literary scholar whose name we never learn, describe the wall. "It was figured over with the patches that please a painter, repaired breaches, crumblings of plaster, extrusions of brick that had turned pink with time," he writes. "It suddenly occurred to me that if it did belong to the house I had my pretext" ...
 I arrived in Venice with a similar goal: to get access to that same garden.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The Roomba was a disappointment.
 	The vaccine researcher quietly wielding the axe at the NIH
 	Daniel B. Shapiro: Democrats sound like they're in Doha.
 	The David Frum Show: How crypto is turning America into a kleptocracy
 	Trump still needs Susie Wiles.




Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Watch. Sophie Gilbert and Shirley Li recommend the 14 best TV shows that stood out in a year of noise.

Explore. A growing body of research shows how a longer commute affects moms' ability to work, Stephanie H. Murray 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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$1,776 Checks for the Military

The president has authorized bonuses for more than 1 million service members.

by Ashley Parker, Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




This story was updated on December 17 at 9:39 p.m. ET

President Donald Trump's prime-time address tonight included an Oprah-style You get a car! And you get a car! reveal for members of the U.S. military. Specifically, he said that he was giving troops a "war dividend," a onetime bonus check pegged to a sum with deep patriotic significance: $1,776.

"The checks are already on the way," Trump said during his address, promising them to more than 1.4 million troops.

The announcement was in keeping with the sort of grand gestures the president often favors. As the host of NBC's The Apprentice, he savored dramatic twists and tense cliffhangers, and as a Manhattan developer, he reveled in emblazoning his name in big, bold (often gold) letters on his properties, a trend that has continued into his presidency. In his first term, Trump included his full name ("President Donald J. Trump") just below the words "Economic Impact Payment" on stimulus checks, and his Treasury Department recently confirmed that a portrait of him--the image of him raising his fist following the assassination attempt in Butler, Pennsylvania, and the words Fight. Fight. Fight.--may be featured on a commemorative $1 coin pegged to America's 250th birthday next summer.

The $1,776 checks--which will go to every service member from the rank of private to colonel, or their equivalents--come at a moment when Trump's relationship with the military is particularly complicated. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth--or secretary of war, as he prefers--prompted widespread ridicule when he summoned hundreds of commanders from around the world to Washington for a bellicose speech unveiling new physical-fitness standards for the military. Despite running as an "America First" isolationist, Trump seems to be inching ever closer to a war with Venezuela, as he and his team authorize military strikes on suspected drug-smuggling boats in the Caribbean Sea and the eastern Pacific Ocean. He said yesterday that the United States will conduct a "blockade" to stop sanctioned oil tankers from entering Venezuela. Critics have argued that the more than two dozen boat strikes, which have so far killed 95 people, are illegal. And six Democratic lawmakers, all of whom served in either the intelligence community or the military, said that they were hearing so much uncertainty and concern from the rank and file that they felt compelled to release a video reminding service members that they are required to refuse illegal orders. (In response, Trump accused the lawmakers of sedition.)



Read: Hundreds of generals try to keep a straight face



Trump supporters will almost certainly celebrate the bonuses as yet another sign of a commander in chief who appreciates the men and women of the military. But a more cynical interpretation is that the money, although welcome, represents an attempt by Trump to buy loyalty. The bonuses will cost roughly $2.4 billion based on the figures the president provided. The money will come out of the defense budget, but officials have not said what they will cut in order to pay for the checks. The Pentagon referred requests for comment to the White House.



Generals and admirals are notably excluded from receiving the bonuses. Although they occupy the highest pay grades, they often draw the disdain of the defense secretary, who has fired or forced out more than two dozen top officers over the past year.



Read: Pete Hegseth is seriously testing Trump's 'no scalps' rule



Earlier today, the president met with the relatives of two members of the Iowa National Guard and an interpreter killed in Syria as they arrived at Dover Air Force Base, in Delaware, for a dignified-transfer ceremony.



A $1,776 bonus is roughly the same as one month of base pay for a new Army private, not counting allowances for housing and meals. The administration has already given troops a 3.8 percent pay raise as part of the Senate bill that passed today, which allots more than $900 billion for defense. That legislation also increases the amount of additional pay that members of the military receive when they are separated from their family for more than 30 days. And the bill bans transgender women from participating in women's sports at military-service academies.



The Atlantic reported earlier today that Trump was considering the idea of $1,776 bonuses, but the president did not officially settle on the decision until just hours before his speech.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Titian? Tiepolo? Almost ...

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. on December 17, 2025.

When I visited the Snapple website this week, I was served one of the drink brand's famous fun facts: that a jiffy is an "actual time measurement equaling 1/100th of a second." Fun indeed! And arguably even a little bit true!

In 2013 in The Atlantic, Adrienne LaFrance courageously exposed that many of Snapple's bottle-cap facts were false. I wished to determine whether the company had since cleaned up its act; the intervening rebrand from "Real Facts" (scare quotes theirs) to Real Facts (no quotes!) felt like a vow.

Alas, a jiffy was first proposed as the name for the time light takes to travel one centimeter in a vacuum--about 33 trillionths of a second. In electronics, a jiffy might be 1/50 or 1/60 of a second. Only in Linux computing specifically can it be 1/100 of a second, and even then only sometimes.

Oh well. I did not have the heart to check the next statement: "Mangoes can get sunburned." Whatever, sure. For the foreseeable future, stick with Atlantic Trivia for your fun facts.

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

Wednesday, December 17, 2025

	An atom's nucleus can be subdivided into protons and neutrons, which can be further split into what elementary particles?
 -- From Adam Frank's story about a growing challenge to the foundations of physics
 	What Netflix miniseries, named for the age of its 13-year-old protagonist, Jamie, begins with the accusation that Jamie has murdered a classmate?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert and Shirley Li's list of the best shows of 2025
 	The Italian Renaissance painter Jacopo Robusti is better known by what nickname that means "little dyer," from his father's work making colored cloth?
 -- From Anne Applebaum's story about following the novelist Henry James's footsteps in Venice




And by the way, did you know that we owe the word quarantine to the Venetians? In the 15th century, the city required any ship arriving from a disease-stricken area to wait in the water for 40 days--quaranta in Italian--before entering Venice. At that point, it could safely be assumed that no one aboard was harboring plague.

Perhaps a solution for Venice's overtourism today? You really want to see St. Mark's Square? No problem--now just wait six weeks for it.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Quarks. Frank writes that physics has long maintained that everything in the universe--that all science--must eventually reduce to the particles and laws that physics studies. The phenomenon that is life, however, continues to belie this belief, he writes, and approaching the mystery with humility "will take us to places we've never imagined." Read more.
 	Adolescence. Like many of the other TV selections, Adolescence throws down a challenge: If Jamie is a monster, Sophie writes, "he's the kind that implicates everyone." See the rest of the picks.
 	Tintoretto. The painter's work is all over Venice, Anne writes, just as it was during the visits of Henry James, who envied the "force and color" that helped viewers step right into the pieces. Upon visiting James's Venice, however, Anne judges that he rendered it with plenty of color himself. 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 16, 2025

	The film director Chloe Zhao describes what line of William Shakespeare's as "the great paradox of the universe"?
 -- From Shirley Li's story about reinterpreting Shakespeare for the screen
 	The post-hardcore band Fugazi often stopped live sets to chastise violent fan behavior in what space just in front of the stage?
 -- From James Parker's story about the empathy you can find at heavy-metal shows
 	What Black-nationalist leader of the early 20th century spearheaded the "Back to Africa" movement, which encouraged Black Americans to migrate to the continent?
 -- From Dara T. Mathis's story about the Black-liberation activist Audley Moore




And by the way, did you know that the country of Liberia was founded when formerly enslaved Black Americans migrated there en masse in the mid-19th century? It's the oldest republic in Africa (it declared independence in 1847), and it's the only state there never colonized or occupied by a European power.

Its first 10 presidents were all born in the United States, and its capital, Monrovia, is the only in the world (other than America's) to honor an American--namely, President James Monroe.



Answers:

	"To be, or not to be." In Zhao's new film, Hamnet, the speech containing this line shows up twice, delivered once by Shakespeare himself and once by one of his actors. Shirley writes that it's a daring take to reinterpret the soliloquy as more of a conversation. Read more.
 	The mosh pit. James recently attended a metal music festival on the hunch that the self-policing pit might hold lessons for how to live together in 2025. He admits that it's "the kind of idea only a journalist would have," but the pit ended up teaching him plenty. Read more.
 	Marcus Garvey. Mathis writes that Garvey's philosophy was hugely influential in the early life of Moore, who became an ideological "midwife" to many of the century's Black-nationalist activists but herself remains sorrowfully overlooked. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/12/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-12/685286/?utm_source=feed
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How Crypto Is Turning America Into a Kleptocracy

The University of Michigan's Will Thomas on how President Donald Trump is using cryptocurrencies to enrich himself and his allies. Plus: David on the attack at Bondi Beach and lessons on courage from Joseph Conrad's <em>Lord Jim</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 17 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 shooting at Bondi Beach and the rise of anti-Semitic violence globally. He discusses what willing governments can do to crack down on radicals and prevent future acts of violence.

Then David is joined by Will Thomas, a professor at the Michigan Ross School of Business, to discuss Thomas's paper "Crypto Kleptocracy." David and Thomas discuss how the second Trump term has embraced the crypto industry, how cryptocurrencies have enriched the Trump family, and the new channels for corruption that crypto opens.

Finally, David discusses Joseph Conrad's Lord Jim and what the novel can teach us about courage, a discussion relevant after an eyewitness reported that he thought police were slow to act during the terrorist attack on Bondi Beach.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Will Thomas, professor at the Michigan [Ross] School of Business, and we'll be discussing the intersection of cryptocurrency and American kleptocracy, and how we can have a more honest approach to the management of both. My book of this week will be Lord Jim, by Joseph Conrad: a study of courage--what it means to have it, what it means to lack it.

But before the dialogue and before the book discussion, some opening thoughts on the terrible news this week from Australia, a massacre on Bondi Beach. Apparently, two gunmen, armed with hunting rifles, who killed, as I speak, a tally of 15 people, injured many more, who had gathered on the beach to celebrate the Jewish holiday of Hanukkah, the first night of Hanukkah. Much has been written about this terrible crime; I've written something myself on The Atlantic, and you can see my immediate thoughts there. I want, in this opening, to discuss something a little more practical, which is: What can be done about outrages like this? Are governments truly helpless in the face of this kind of anti-Semitic--and it didn't have to be anti-Semitic; it could be some other kind of extremist hate--or is there more that could have been done that wasn't done?

I draw attention to this fact: The two alleged, apparent gunmen are reportedly a father-and-son team, and the son, in particular, was known to the police. In fact, Australian police--the Australian security organization, which goes by the acronym ASIO--ASIO had put him under close scrutiny in 2019 because of his suspected ties to ISIS. They kept him under watch for about six months and then decided that he wasn't an active threat to anybody and ceased to pay attention to him. And I'm not second-guessing that decision, because maybe they had good reasons. People deactivate and activate. The resources of a democratic country are large, but they're not infinite; you cannot watch everybody anywhere. So I'm not second-guessing that decision. Maybe it was right; maybe it was wrong.

But the point is he was a known quantity. And when you get these kinds of radical actions, it very often happens that the people involved are known quantities. We are no longer in the al-Qaeda days, where a foreign terrorist group infiltrates sleeper agents into a country, tells them to avoid all contact with the police--Drive the speed limit; keep out of the public eye; don't get in trouble; don't get arrested--until the day to strike. The extremist actions that are happening in the 2020s are much more local. They import the technology, the know-how, the ideology, but the persons themselves are from the place where the crime is committed, usually, or they've been there for a while, at least. And they've had a chance to break other kinds of laws, as they often have done. So they're known to the authorities.

Now, again, the authorities do not have infinite resources; they can't watch everybody. And in a free society, anyway, there are limits on what "watching" means. You can't just send an agent to follow somebody around because you think he might, at some point in the future, do some heinous act. But what they can do is put pressure, put various kinds of legal pressure, on the world from which these outrages come.

In Australia, in my native Canada, in the United States too, the movement that has expressed itself in anti-Semitic murders--like this one in Sydney; like the murder of two and the wounding of three in Manchester, England, on Yom Kippur this year; like the assassination of two people here in Washington earlier in the year 2025--those people usually have associations with some kind of radicalized group, and that group is something the government can monitor. And what it can do is be aware that, in these kinds of groups, that there are kind of circles: There's a hardest core of people who might be on their way to committing an act of violence. There's a slightly outer core of people who, without committing the act of violence themselves, will support and enable the act of violence and have a pretty good idea that the act of violence is coming. And then beyond them, a group of activists who maybe don't know that an act of violence is coming but press the law and create permissions that enable the people who are more active, more militant to go forward. And then outside them is a larger group of well-wishers and fellow travelers who may share ideas and principles but probably aren't in the movement for the long haul.

One of the things that's very important to do is to separate the soft groups from the hard groups and to make sure that the hard groups understand they're not gonna have as much permission and protection as they think they do. And this begins by enforcing laws pretty strictly and pretty impartially, a let me give you an example of what I mean. In September of 2025, a supporter of the anti-Israel cause rode along Bondi Beach--didn't just ride, galloped on horseback on Bondi Beach--holding a Palestinian flag. Now he didn't commit--no one was hurt. But this was a reckless action. People could have been hurt. The beach is crowded. We have no idea how good a rider he is, and anyways, it's illegal to ride a horse on the beach. He was let go with a warning. Now, if you walk your cocker spaniel on Bondi Beach, you will face a fine of up to 330 Australian dollars. If a restaurant, a sidewalk cafe, doesn't place its chairs properly, there's a fine for them. But someone, because he came from a favored political group, was able to break the law and do it with impunity, or with a warning, and that sends a message about the attitude of the public authorities. Now, that doesn't affect the hard-core person who's determined to commit violence, but it does affect those who are making a decision: How far along the way do I go with this hard-core person who's willing to commit violence?

A lot of anti-Israel violence since October 7 takes the form of a kind of playacting: dressing up in terrorist outfits; occupying public spaces in illegal ways, like putting up tents that are normally prohibited but putting them up on university campuses and defying the authorities to do anything about it; the riding the horse on Bondi Beach--that kind of thing. There's a kind of playacting. But the playacting is not just a form of expression; it's also a form of testing the attitude of the authorities. And if the authorities are more resilient and robust, the people who don't wanna get in trouble, which is most of us, will back away from the playacting and will retreat to more lawful forms of protest.

No one is saying you don't have a right to express your views on any contentious issue, and you wanna picket, picket. But for every picketer, there are rules that govern what is legal time, place, and manner--methods of picketing. And the anti-Israel movement systematically breaks those rules, at first in quite modest ways, but then in more and more threatening ways. Maybe it's not the biggest deal in the world that somebody puts up a tent and breaks the campus rules on camping on the quad overnight. It's a bigger deal when they are forming mobs in front of day-care centers or synagogues or old-age homes or hospitals, all of which have happened in many cities, and blowing whistles in the middle of the night. And, again, testing: Is anyone watching? Will anyone do anything about us?

And, again, if you enforce the rules, you are not going to necessarily deter the most violent person, but you can successfully separate the most violent people from the support structures that they need. And it becomes especially dangerous when the reason that that separation does not happen is, if there is a government, as was the case with the Australian federal government at present, as has been the case with some Canadian governments, both federal and provincial, where the government, in some ways, looks to the soft part of the movement for some kind of political support. So it's worried, The reason we're not going to enforce the law on riding horses on Bondi Beach, the reason we're not gonna enforce the rules about blowing whistles under the windows of hospitals' emergency units, the reason we're not gonna stop you from mobbing in front of synagogues or day-care centers in ways that are clearly meant to be intimidating is because some of the people in this mob may vote for us--or, anyway, are connected in ways to people who vote for us, because that tells the mob that the government is afraid of them. And that is a very different dangerous feeling for a government to communicate.

Managing the problem of how do we protect lawful protests, lawful dissent--whatever one thinks of the particular dissent--and separating it from taking the steps along the pathway to violence begins by understanding that people who are really good liberals in their heart think that free speech becomes most important and precious when it's at the very outermost edge, that when the speech is at its most extreme and when it is tempting us most to do something to suppress it, that's when it most needs to be protected. And so, when somebody is chanting some hideous slogan or protesting under the windows of an old-age home, that's exactly where the free-speech instincts need to be most robust; that's the way many strongly principled liberals think. But not everyone in that crowd is a strongly principled liberal. They're thinking in a different way. They're thinking, I am testing and probing as to what is possible, and if this is possible, then the next thing will be possible. And I'm not walking up to a bright boundary; I'm changing the nature of the boundary, and I'm pushing and pushing and pushing to test and expose the weakness of the authorities and building a network, a community, that includes people who will take up a gun and mow people down on a beach in Australia.

And now my dialogue with Will Thomas.

[Music]

Frum: Will Thomas is assistant professor of business law at the Michigan Ross School of Business. He is the co-author, with Jeffery Zhang, of an article called "Crypto Kleptocracy," which was published in the November 2025 online edition of the Michigan Law Review. And it's that article that sparked the conversation. I've written a little bit about crypto for The Atlantic; I focused especially on the problem with stablecoins. But Will Thomas and his co-author Jeffery Zhang point us to another direction, which is the power of cryptocurrency to enable government corruption.

Their article begins by pointing us to two converging lines of threat to American political integrity. The first is the change in the law of public integrity that has been advanced by the Supreme Court over the past dozen years and especially in a 2016 case, which involved the corruption trial of a former governor of Virginia, Bob McDonnell. In the case McDonnell v. the United States, the Supreme Court dealt with these facts: The governor of Virginia and his wife had taken $175,000 in cash and gifts from someone with an interest before state government. The governor had enabled meetings for this donor, set 'em up with people on their state bodies that oversaw the interests that the donor had an interest in. And the governor facilitated those meetings and gave a kind of indication of the answer that he would like to see, but there wasn't an explicit, Here's the bag of swag. Here's the favor in return. And the Supreme Court said, You can't convict a governor of a state of bribery on those charges. Merely setting up meetings does not count as an "official act" under public-corruption statutes.

Now, this makes it extremely difficult to convict anybody of anything because corruption, as the Supreme Court wants it, you have to enter into the mind of the person. You have to say, The official receives this benefit from the donor, and in return, they do that favor. That can be hard to prove. The things that are easy to prove is that the meeting happened and the favorable result ensued, but we don't know exactly what was inside everybody's brain. The Supreme Court has made it very difficult to prove. Meanwhile, the cryptocurrency industry has created this extraordinary method of flowing cash, or the equivalent of cash, to all kinds of people, including public officials, in ways that are very hard to trace, and it is the convergence of these two things that inspired the article "Crypto Kleptocracy."

This is especially relevant because of what is happening at the federal level with President [Donald] Trump. President Trump has made, since being elected to the presidency last November and since becoming president in January, an enormous fortune--hundreds of millions, maybe even in excess of $1 billion--from cryptocurrency. One of the cryptocurrency schemes that the president floated was the launching of a meme coin called $TRUMP. That came on the market at the beginning of 2025. It was sold for $75 per coin--more than $75. I looked it up this morning--I'm speaking to you on the 15th of December--and the coin is trading for about five and a half dollars. So it's lost 90 percent of its value. And one of the questions we're invited to ask is: Did the people who lost all that money buying crypto coins, are they dupes? Or did they not care? Did they think, This is a great way of advancing money to the president?

So I thought, in that context, very important to reach out to Will Thomas to talk about "Crypto Kleptocracy." Will, thank you so much for joining me today.

Will Thomas: Hey, David. Thank you for having me on today.

Frum: So let's start with this question. You're a law professor; you think about upholding the law. I wanna invite you to think like a lawbreaker. So, you and I, we are no-goodniks. We are out there in no-goodnik-land, and we are planning to get a favor from a public official--let's say a state governor to make it less inflammatory. And you're the expert, and I turn to you and say, I wanna deliver this governor a big pile of cash in ways that make it difficult for me to be punished, and I have some favors to ask. What's my way? How should I do that? How should I structure this deal to get my favor from my governor with minimal legal risk?

Thomas: So, unfortunately, what I would tell you is it's gotten a lot easier, and it's gotten a lot easier both for decisions like McDonnell that you mentioned but also just a variety of Supreme Court decisions that have really narrowed what we think of as sort of legally enforceable corruption.

What the courts are really looking for these days is a pretty explicit sort of quid-pro-quo relationship. And the things that have been ruled out are the more casual gift with no explicit request for something of value, even though that's well understood in sort of social practice. They have ruled out, recently, gratuities, so my giving something of value to an elected official after they took the actions that I wanted them to take. And they've ruled out giving money in exchange for maybe even explicit promises to somebody who is temporarily out of office. So we saw, most recently, Trump's border czar, Tom Homan, was caught in an FBI sting receiving a bag of $50,000 in cash with explicit promises to steer government contracts once he came into office. The current administration dropped that case, and there's many reasons for that. But one of them is, I think they could point to Supreme Court cases saying that is not illegal behavior. So the advice I'd be giving a client is, Look, there's about two or three things that you can't do to influence a politician, but short of that, be as transactional as you wanna be, and chances are, the law is gonna protect you, and even if the law doesn't protect you, the enforcement rates are so low that you don't have to worry about it.

Frum: So I hear three opportunities, three fantastic opportunities to advance my case with my governor. The first is, if I get him the money or the benefit before he wins the election. The second is, if I get him the benefit or the money after he does the favor. And the third is, if I can just blur the connection between the money and the favor, and say, Nowhere is it going to be written down that 'here's the bag of swag in return for the favor.' It's just: I'm giving you gifts, and you're doing me favors, and it's kind of blurry, especially if the favors are not exactly, like, an order written in your handwriting, but you've set up a meeting, you've told the zoning board, you've told the state educational foundation that this is the result that would be good for the state, it happens to align with my interests, and you get the present. On all of these cases, I'm probably safe?

Thomas: I think that's right. I think you got three pretty solid pathways these days to avoid getting in trouble.

Frum: Okay. Well, that's great news for me as the corrupt donor. But I'm worried about my reputation. It's not just enough for me to escape the law. Even though I can probably get away with it if indicted, I'd rather not be indicted, and I'd rather just not have people know about it. Is there a way to make this more anonymous?

Thomas: Right. Absolutely. And this is, I think, where crypto really enters the scene. Obviously, if there are ways to do these things without being detected, that's gonna do two things--

Frum: Yeah. That's great. That's what I'm looking for.

Thomas: Right. So crypto is this cheap, sort of anonymous piece of financial technology. It's embedded in this industry that is increasingly falling between regulatory cracks, so there's not a lot of oversight. And it's hitting the scene right as we're having this sort of steady retreat away from fraud and anti-corruption law. So you sort of put these things together: Crypto creates space--whether it is through something like meme coins, whether it's through something like stablecoins--to funnel, frankly, huge amounts of cash or cash equivalents to a willing politician without a lot of ability to even track what's going on. So as long as your corrupt governor is putting themself up for business by, say, creating their own stablecoin or issuing their own meme coins, you're gonna be able to funnel them quite a bit of money, and it will be virtually impossible for anybody else to track.

Frum: Okay, now we're putting on something--so my corrupt governor has issued a meme coin. It's going start worth $75; it's going to rapidly fall to nothing, but I don't care. What I want--I want him to know that the money came from me, but I don't want anyone else to know. Can I structure things that way?

Thomas: Right. So the sort of deep irony of crypto is it's built atop this system that's supposed to be giving us radical transparency, right? We know all the money that moves across wallets; we conceal all of that information. And yet the sector's notorious for being sort of secretive and providing anonymity. So you need to find some way to connect to the governor themselves by, say, informing them directly. But nobody--well, it'll be extraordinarily difficult for anyone to be able to take payments made by one wallet into the meme coin and identify that with you and specifically identify you in relation to some kind of agreement or quid pro quo. You basically have these entirely disconnected events, with very little correspondence between the real world and the sort of crypto ledger.

Frum: Let's go slower there because we spend a lot of time thinking about this--many honest people don't, and they shouldn't. So what is cryptocurrency? What's a coin? What's a meme coin? Explain these terms a little bit.

Thomas: So we're gonna focus on just meme coins and stablecoins because cryptocurrency is a broad sector, so it's a little bit of misnomer; it covers lots of things.

So what a meme coin is--a meme coin is essentially a loyalty token. Somebody is going to issue a variety of tokens around a theme, around an idea, a name, whatever. And they're going to try to convince people to purchase them, in essence to purchase them to express their loyalty to the underlying idea, to express their interest. It's almost like a trading card, right? It's not necessarily purchased for its value; it's purchased 'cause you're interested in it.

I say that--if you actually look at the practice of meme coins, they look a lot like penny stocks, right? Lots of people who buy these meme coins aren't necessarily buying them because they want to say, I own a meme coin with Donald Trump's name on it. They're buying them as a get-rich-quick scheme. The thought is, This thing will be valuable for a short period of time. If I can buy a lot now and sell it before it drops from $75 to $5, I can make a quick buck.

Frankly, if you talk to people in the meme-coin world, there's the marketing description, which is they're these kind of like trading-card-style loyalty tokens, and then there's the actual day-to-day practice, in which it just looks like a boiler-room kind of pump-and-dump scheme.

Frum: Okay, but I think we still haven't explained to people what--so cryptocurrency is a bunch of computer code that has a unique location and that you persuade people that this computer code has some value. And the most famous of them is bitcoin; there are others. And there's a value that is attached to this piece of code. There's a promise that there will only be so many units of this piece of code. And although it doesn't have any actual commercial uses, nonetheless, it has value, and simply because it's traded back and forth, the value tends to increase. But it's essentially computer code that exists on computer systems and is traded back and forth.

Thomas: That's correct.
 
 Frum: Have I said that correctly?

Thomas: That's exactly right. So it is sort of fiat currency in the truest sense, right? We just have a purely digital or sort of computer representation of this thing.

Frum: Don't call it--but it's not a currency. You can't buy anything with it.

Thomas: In practice, it is not like the U.S. dollar or the euro, right. It's still a highly specialized set of folks trading it amongst themselves.

Frum: It's super inconvenient, and I looked this up: According to the Federal Reserve, of the people who own cryptocurrency, only 2 percent of those people ever use it to buy anything, and 3 percent--and they may overlap with the 2 percent--ever use it even to transfer money back and forth. It's a speculative asset that's for holding and for trading, not for buying and for selling.

Thomas: And I think, actually, that description is important because, while lots of people who talk about crypto, and particularly advocates of crypto, talk about it in the future--It will be a currency; it will replace the dollar; it will be a seamless method of transaction--the actual practice today, what you're looking at is exactly right. The actual practice today is people seem to be treating this as a risky or speculative investment, right? I've got my normal stocks and bonds, and I'm gonna put a little money in this wild thing that might, sort of arbitrarily, make me a huge amount of money.

I actually have a colleague who studies crypto investors: What do they like? What do they know? One of the things that surprises me is even people who choose to buy any kind of crypto asset, whether it's bitcoin, whether it's a meme coin, know almost nothing about what crypto is. In fact, if you ask them, What is the blockchain?, they say, I've never heard of that, even though blockchain is the sort of underlying technology, it is the heart of all crypto assets. It is that sort of digital ledger that you were describing a moment ago. So people, clearly, are doing this as some kind of investment scheme, even if the crypto industry would like to characterize it as something bigger and grander.

Frum: Look, if you wanna buy milk, you want U.S. dollars, euros, yen--whatever they're taking in the country in which you live. If you wanna hold wealth safe from the ravages of inflation, you wanna buy gold or real estate or, if you have good taste, art. There are all kinds of hard assets that retain value in times of monetary inflation.

But what it's really great for is if you're an international terrorist group and you wanna move money back and forth, or if you are a drug dealer and you wanna convert your piles of cash into something that you can put in a bank, it's really useful. And that's how the people at Binance got into trouble, because their platform was used that way, and the allegation against Binance was they knew it and organized their platform to help terrorists and drug dealers. And for that, the head of Binance was convicted and sent to prison because a jury accepted that he knowingly helped terrorists and drug smugglers.

Thomas: That's exactly right. In addition to being this sort of purely digital representation of a thing of value, the crypto industry is very good at bouncing transactions through what people usually describe as shell companies, right? It's very good at masking transactions. And, yeah, you don't even have to say allegations--the Binance founder and Binance were convicted of federal crimes, including money laundering, and that money laundering was related to helping terrorist organizations cover up their activities so that they would avoid U.S. regulatory scrutiny. This is deeply harmful to national-security interests. This is a profoundly worrisome use of the technology.

Frum: So if I'm involved in the business of terrorist money laundering and I think, I could use a little political muscle behind me of the regular state--so here's where this all [comes] tremendously back to our scheme about bribing the corrupt governor. So we can take some of this crypto money and funnel it to him. Now, my governor has got a problem, which is he's actually quite a shrewd person, and he understands that cryptocurrency moves around a lot in value and what is $1 million today might be half a million tomorrow--it might be $2 million tomorrow, but it might be half a million tomorrow. He likes U.S. dollars, so he wants to know that he can count on this for his old age. He wants $200,000--not ether or dogcoin or catcoin--$200,000. How can I get him $200,000?

Thomas: So I think this is actually where stablecoins become the much bigger sort of public-corruption concern and threat.

The basic idea of a stablecoin is, if I described a meme coin as sort of a pump-and-dump scheme--something whose value fluctuates a lot--stablecoins are invented, their design proposed, to try to solve that volatility problem. And the way we're gonna solve it is I'm gonna issue coins, and I'm gonna say, For each coin I issue you give me $1. I'm gonna take that $1, I'm gonna put it in the safest investment I know--I'm gonna put 'em in short-term U.S. Treasuries--and I'm gonna keep it there. And that way, if you ever want to cash your coin back in, you will get it for exactly $1, and you know that asset is protected.

That's great. If I hold to my word, that solves that stability problem, which means you've got a straightforward way to cash out these investments. That's the sort of first move we might make to make your governor feel a little bit more comfortable.

Frum: So if the governor wants to be a more active person in the corruption scheme, he issues a meme coin. It's CorruptGovernor.com, or whatever the coin--$CORRUPTGOVERNOR--and he says, Look, buy my meme coin. Pay me $75 per coin. The Supreme Court has said, That's fine. No problem. And no one understands it, so there's no reputational risk. And it'll fall to $5, but you don't care about the money; what you care about is knowing that I got $75 from you, or $75 times however many units you wish to buy. But if the governor is more passive, the stablecoins are the way to go, and that, he says, I don't have to be a participant here; I just receive the stablecoins, and I know I've got $200,000 in swag, and I will look favorably upon whatever it is you want me to do.

Thomas: Correct. Receiving the stablecoins are going to--they'll hold their value over time, so that's sort of an easy passive receipt. And, frankly, if the governor wants to go in the sort of more active direction, I think stablecoins are also, actually, both less risky, less sort of--

Frum: The governor could issue his own stablecoin. But then, you're just making the money on the float because the meme coin you can make out of nothing, whereas, at least theoretically, with the stablecoins, you have to buy some U.S. Treasury bills.

Thomas: That's correct. You're making money just on the float. On the other hand, you are making money on third-party transactions that don't necessarily involve you. This adds another level of removal, anonymity for your governor, right? So if you have a stablecoin that is out there that you've helped generate, two parties can engage in a transaction that never explicitly involves you at all, right--it's just two private parties in the market. As long as they make that transaction using your stablecoin, you will then be getting a float off that. And, of course, those parties can engage in open-market transactions; they never have to say your name or involve you in any capacity. But you know what they're doing, and that is that informal sort of not-quite-quid-pro-quo relationship.

Frum: In fact, we have not just a governor, but a president of the United States and his family engaging in these operations. Do you have any doubt that what President Trump has been doing this year is legal?

Thomas: I would say--I can imagine facts coming out that would change my mind, but at least based on what we know so far, I think that virtually all of the activity President Trump has engaged in around the crypto industry is legal. And I would go further and say some of those things are legal because of changes in the second Trump administration.

Frum: Oh, okay. So he's made a billion dollars. Part of that money has been selling for $75 things that are, today, worth $5, and that's legal. And part of that money has been made from issuing these stablecoins, which purport to be worth a constant value, although, as readers of my Atlantic article on the subject will know, they are guaranteed to fail sooner or later--almost certainly guaranteed to fail--but they fail more slowly than the meme coins, which go from $75 to $5 in a few months. And he's been doing both of these things, and he's made, apparently, a billion dollars--as president, because of the presidency--and it's legal.

Thomas: Yes. I believe that all of this is legal, unless we were able to find out the exact, narrow, exacting kind of quid-pro-quo facts--

Frum: Unless he got some bad lawyering and made some really unnecessary--because he could make the billion dollars in ways that most people would regard as pretty unconscionable, so you'd have to have some pretty bad advice or be very, very greedy and stupid--

Thomas: Exactly.

Frum: --to break a law when you don't need to. You can make the same dubious billion dollars without breaking any laws.

Thomas: Correct.

Frum: Why don't all the presidents do this? Crypto was invented all the way back in 2012, '13. Why didn't President [Barack] Obama make a billion dollars this way?

Thomas: So I think that there's a couple things going on here. One is gonna be personality-driven, right? We've seen Donald Trump the president, in his first term, has a very different sort of attitude about these sorts of presidential self-enrichment practices. He had a hotel that was right next to the White House. He sold the hotel. He's now bought a publicly traded company in Truth Social that, again, presented all these conflict-of-interest concerns. So, psychologically, he's disposed to these kinds of behaviors.

I would say that the crypto industry has evolved in some ways, has become a more stable, reliable platform. The development of stablecoins, in particular, opens up a, frankly, a much safer way for politicians to exploit these things for value.

And the last really important thing is that, in addition to changes in corruption law, the federal government has struggled to figure out how it wants to regulate crypto coins. It has not yet had a sort of consistent answer; it bounces from scandal to scandal. The second Trump administration has pulled back from virtually all crypto enforcement and regulation. So there are some things going on right now that--

Frum: Let me stop you. I wouldn't describe that as the government can't figure it out. The Biden administration figured out: These things are poison. They have no legitimate use. Let's try to discourage people from buying them. And the second Trump administration figured out: I personally can make a billion dollars if I say, Let 'em rip, so let 'em rip. That's not, like, a "they're baffled by the problem." Both Biden and Trump were incredibly unbaffled. Biden said they, They're poison. They have no legitimate use. Try to stop them. Trump said, They can make me rich. Let's go for it. Neither president had any kind of intellectual uncertainty about crypto and what it is; they've had a big disagreement.

Thomas: That's fair, yeah. So there are some crypto assets, like bitcoin and ethereum, where there seems to be some bipartisan consensus of, like, We see a use for it. Maybe we'll allow it to go. But you're absolutely right. With respect to the meme coins themselves, in particular, the Biden administration took a pretty aggressive view against these. They also took an aggressive stance towards a lot of the sort of exchanges that were letting things float in, were maybe sort of the source of a lot of the problems. And those actions have been unwound by the Trump administration; those investigations have stopped. And Trump has been using his pardon power, again, pretty aggressively to pardon folks convicted of fraud, but especially crypto-related fraud.

Frum: I think if I said to a lot of people, Look, there's this industry--maybe it's crypto, maybe it's cigarettes, maybe it's baseball trading cards, maybe it's asbestos--and it's got a product that a lot of people think is harmful. Not everybody--some people think it's good. But a lot of people think it's harmful. And one president tried to control it, and another president has said, Let it go. And the president who said, Let it go, has made a billion dollars outta the industry in nine months, I think most people would say, I have a pretty clear picture of what happened here. And even if I am inclined to think that the cigarettes or the asbestos is not as harmful as other people do, I don't think the president who said, Let it rip, should make a billion dollars in nine months out of what some people regard as asbestos or cigarettes.

Thomas: I think you're putting your finger on why we wrote this piece, right? To us, at least--and I think most people would agree--there is a big disconnect between what the law allows right now and what it prohibits and what I think anybody on the street would think of as sort of clearly corrupt behavior.

Now, look, that's always true. Criminal law does never perfectly map onto our moral intuitions, but here, there seems [to be] a really glaring gap. And if anything, the gap has been, sort of both steadily and then acutely, growing a lot bigger. And our worry is not just this administration--although this is a profound worry--our worry is, is Trump playing the role of entrepreneur, where he is showing future politicians exactly the playbook to run if they wanna sort of follow in his footsteps?

Frum: "Yes" would be the answer.

Thomas: I think absolutely, yeah.

Frum: (Laughs.) Yes. The next president may not literally do it because of publicity, but why shouldn't a governor, why shouldn't a president of Brazil or a prime minister of Japan, some other world leader, why--now, maybe other countries have stricter public-corruption laws. Maybe in Japan, if you take the money after doing the favor, they still say, Sorry, we're not such idiots that taking the money after the favor means that we don't see what happened here. That's only in America, is that going to be a defense.

Thomas: Right. Everybody's gonna have their own ways of working out these details. Although Europe is a great example of a jurisdiction that is very concerned about the crypto industry, that has been doing more than the United States to try to figure out how to regulate it, bring it under control, and there, too, there's very little attention to this specific problem of how crypto enables public corruption. So even an area that is really focused on dealing with crypto has just not started to pay attention to the ways that there's this huge problem.

Frum: Well, look, there's so many ways that crypto is dangerous, and I referred to an article I wrote in The Atlantic about stablecoins. If you saw It's a Wonderful Life, and who hasn't, you know the problem of: You think the money's in the bank, but it's not really in the bank; it's in all the different houses sponsored by the savings and loan. If everybody shows up at the same time to get their money out, even Mr. Bailey, as wonderful as he is, as honest as he is, can't pay the money back, and now, imagine if Mr. Bailey was kind of a crook.

So the solution that was found after the events depicted in that movie was to say, Okay, first, we're gonna have quite strict regulation about how the money is paid. We're gonna have quite strict attention to the books of the Bailey savings and loan. And oh, by the way, we're gonna have a federal stopgap so that if everyone--even if it's Bailey, and he's honest, and the money really is in people's houses, and of course, he can't turn all the money into cash all in an hour, we've got a federal guarantee [backing] him, that the federal government will provide the cash and Mr. Bailey will pay us back out of the insurance premiums he's been paying for years of honest behavior.

So stablecoins are like Bailey's savings and loan without the federal deposit insurance and without the proper system of auditing. It's a promise: The money's there. You all show up at the same time, we have no way to make sure that you all get your money at once, and maybe it's not as honest as Bailey savings and loan.

Thomas: Well, I love that you bring up this example, in part because my co-author, Jeff Zhang, and I, we started this project in part because we were polishing off another essay that we'd written all about the return of bank runs--Silicon Valley [Bank], all these sorts of companies--which themselves are being driven largely by sort of speculative crypto assets that cause these problems. And as we were talking, Jeff, who's more of a crypto expert than I am, was describing--we were talking about the Trump meme coin, and then he mentioned USD1 to me--this is the Trump family's stablecoin--and in reading about it, I had exactly the same reaction you had a few moments ago, which is, This seems plainly corrupt. How is this allowed to happen? And that sort of kicked off this project.

Absolutely, there's a deep tie between a traditional finance system that has seen the problems over time, has learned to address them and mostly ameliorate them, and then this new thing called crypto that takes itself to be a technological innovation and so sort of not subject to history, even though we know what happens when you create these kinds of investments, whether you call them cash or crypto: It leads to predictable problems. And right now, the predictable solutions to the predictable problems are not in place.

Frum: Okay. So let's say we want the next president of the United States not to make a billion dollars in nine months from an industry that is maybe dangerous and that he's regulating. How would we stop this?

Thomas: So there's a variety of different things you might think about doing in this space. Some are gonna apply more specifically to a president versus, say, other politicians. So the first easy thing is just we need to reverse what the SEC has done under the second Trump administration. Go back to the Biden approach, and you can tweak it however you'd like, but start with the general instinct that these are securities; they're being traded and treated like securities. We have a whole enforcement tool kit. We need to take advantage of that.

Frum: Let me put a pause here--

Thomas: Please.

Frum: --just to explain something. So all over D.C., there are people who have BMWs and Lexuses that they've acquired by lobbying for the question, "Is cryptocurrency--is it a security or not?" Because the rules on securities--since the Great Depression, the United States government has put in place some very strict rules--you can really go to prison for lying about a security. But if it's not a security, then the penalties for lying are a lot more lax.

And so one of the reasons cryptocurrency is called "cryptocurrency," even though it's useless as currency, is because, mostly: crypto, not a security so I don't go to prison if I lie about it--whatever; fill in word here--so I need to call it something other than a security, even though it really is a security. It's a derivative. It is a security, but if, again, if you lie about a security, the Securities and Exchange Commission will put you in jail, whereas if you lie about a currency, the rules are much slacker.

Thomas: That's exactly right. So securities are--we have lots of law, lots of clear understanding of how to enforce them. The Securities and Exchange Commission is sort of the first among equals of financial regulators. They're very professional. They know how to bring a lot of resources to these kinds of challenges.

And, frankly, we've had a definition of what counts as a security going back to the '50s, and when I teach business students, when I teach undergraduates, I give them the test, and then I ask them to apply them to what they know about crypto assets, and they almost to a person agree, Oh, well, if that's the test, these are securities.

So I think we have a straightforward story about why we need to undo what the second Trump administration has done there.

Frum: One step we can take is pass a law that says, Cryptocurrency shall henceworth be known as "crypto securities." They are securities, they're regulated by the Securities and Exchange Commission, and if you lie about them, you do go to prison.

Thomas: Great. Easy first step. I think that's where we should start. The second step would be with Congress.

It is true, right, that this technology looks a little different than other kinds of frauds we've seen in the past. But, look, the federal government has lots of fraud statutes: We have a securities-fraud statute. We have mail fraud, wire fraud, bank fraud. There is no reason why we shouldn't have a crypto-fraud statute that directly grapples with how this technology is different, how it moves, how it enables fraud.

The Supreme Court has been pulling back on corruption laws, but in the Supreme Court's defense, the reason that they have been pulling back is because the statutes that exist are often written in fairly broad language; they are subject to wide interpretation. And so Congress should take the lesson, right? If the Supreme Court is concerned about these generic, vague criminal statutes, we need a crypto-fraud statute that is pointed and sharp and actually addresses the problem.

Frum: What are the things that we most would want to fix in public corruption? I'm actually a little bit more sympathetic to the Tom Homan case, where you say, Look, you gave somebody money, thinking maybe someday they'll be important. And that looks pretty bad in the case of Tom Homan, where he became important some months later. But what if you give somebody money, and they become important 20 years later? These things do get a little hard. But the idea that giving them the money after the official act, or broadening the definition of "political acts" so all the wink-and-nod ways that political corruption is typically done, those get a bye, those seem like things we need to fix faster.

Thomas: I think that's right. And, look, I agree with you that we have strong intuitions of what counts as corruption, and it is easy to point to obvious cases of bad behavior. And it's also easy to point to cases where you say, like, My congressman did a favor for my child to let them get a pass to go to visit the White House, and next month, I sent them a card, or when I sent in my contribution to the candidate, I wrote, Thanks for all the help. Is that really corruption? I think, no, that's probably not. And so finding laws that parse those lines carefully is genuinely hard; I don't wanna be dismissive of that. But I do think that there's low-hanging--

Frum: If you included a gold watch with the thank-you note, however ...

Thomas: Right. I think that's exactly right. I think there's a difference between--

Frum: (Laughs.) I don't know--

Thomas: No, no, no. Right--

Frum: (Laughs.)

Thomas: (Laughs.) No, no, you're totally right. Like, just 'cause there's dusk and dawn doesn't mean there's not night and day, right? We can knock out some low-hanging fruit here by looking at things like dollar amounts, by looking at connections, behavior. Instead of trying to make it this deeply formal, logical connection, we can just be context-sensitive human beings. You can look at some situations and say, That seems problematic to me, right? The new playing field's problematic--

Frum: [What] you can just generally do [as] a kind of rule of thumb is: Do we have a big problem in the United States of people who look like they're mildly careless politicians ending up in prison for mildly careless actions? Do we have a lot of those? I can't think of many examples of that. And do we have a lot of examples of things that look really shocking that turn out to be, not only do they get away with it, but it turns out there's nothing to get away with because, actually, it was legal the whole time, and Obama was just a fool not to do it?

Thomas: Right. The problem is always "What is legal?," not "What is illegal?" here. The outlier cases are interesting, but they seem like slam dunks. It's the first [Bob] Menendez prosecution that gets dismissed. It's the [McDonnell] case. These are the situations where I think any layperson would have looked at it and said, Oh, yeah, that's obviously a corrupt politician who's probably going to prison, and it turns out, Oh, you're so mistaken. That is absolutely legal behavior.

Frum: Yeah. There aren't a lot of good explanations for a politician having an apartment full of gold bars.

Thomas: That's correct. Or a freezer full of money, I think, was William Jefferson's strategy back in my day.

Frum: So those are some of the things we wanna do on the public-integrity side. Let's talk a little bit more about the crypto regulation--so, say, regulated as a security, put the Securities and Exchange Commission in charge. And what should we do about meme coins? If they're a security, would they be considered just so obviously fraudulent that the SEC would crush them?

Thomas: When we first saw these definitions of securities coming around in the '50s, what we were concerned about were penny stocks, right? And the problem with penny stocks--these were these thinly traded, highly volatile, very cheap quote-unquote stocks--and the question was: Are some of them legitimate investments, and are some of them just scams? And I think that broadly describes where we are with meme coins.

I'm open to the possibility that some of these are, in fact, legitimate investments. I also think that, just overwhelmingly, most of them are your sort of pump-and-dump scheme, where you're engaged in behavior that, if securities law applied, you and I would say, Oh, that's insider trading. That's illegal. But because securities law doesn't apply, that sort of deceptive-promotion, flag-the-thing-and-run practice is legal. So I think if securities law applied, if the SEC stepped in, what we would see is the category of meme coin would largely disappear, or at least the quantity of meme coins would be dropped as just not worth the risk.

Frum: And for the stablecoins, my solution for them--and tell me if you disagree with any of this--is I think we need to see: A stablecoin is a deposit-taking institution. If I give you $100 and you say, I'm putting the $100 in a vault somewhere. I'm gonna make a little bit of money on the interest arbitrage between the zero amount I'm paying you and the few basis points I can earn, and if I have enough money, if I have enough depositors, then 50 basis points here, 50 basis points there, it adds up to real money. But it's a deposit-taking institution, and that means it needs to be audited all the time. They need to have federal deposit insurance, and they have to pay for it the way other deposit insurance companies do. Oh, and one more thing: It needs to be domiciled in the United States, the way every deposit-taking institution that's called a bank has to be in the United States and almost none of the deposit-taking institutions that are called meme coin--they're all somewhere in some jurisdiction like El Salvador, where they're already very far beyond the reach of U.S. law. (Laughs.)

Thomas: Right. Well, and I will say, in very, very limited defense of Congress, because Congress passed a stablecoin-specific statute this year. It does not--

Frum: The GENIUS Act--so-called GENIUS Act.

Thomas: The GENIUS Act, yes. You made me say it.

Frum: What genius thought of this?, we'll say after the big crash. (Laughs.)

Thomas: Right. There is way more that that statute should be doing; it does not do nearly enough. It does at least start to conceive of stablecoins as something that somebody like the Federal Reserve should be regulating. It's a mild step towards the general idea you have, which is, look, this is just a version of banking by another name, right? This should be regulated the same way we regulate other deposit institutions.

Now, the other thing that I would say in this space is stablecoins are often presented as a solution to existing financial problems. The biggest one people point to is the difficulty of engaging in sort of cross-border money transfers. I think we lose track of the fact that that is almost entirely an American problem. Many other countries don't have that problem. They don't need stablecoins, because they've just solved them internally to their own banking system. So in some respects, what I think is we should address the technology, but we should also address the arguments for its demand by improving some of our financial-transaction systems in the United States. That will take away the reason to want to invest in stablecoins.

Frum: Yeah, and I completely agree with you on that. I think it's a bit of a, again, ruse when you say, Why are we making it easier for Hezbollah to move money across continents?, and you say, Well, look at the problem that, if you're a day laborer in the United States trying to send $200 back to Guatemala, Western Union charges you $19. And I think, I never heard you care about the day laborer before. And there are a lot of things we can do for that [laborer]--I agree with you; it shouldn't cost $19 to send $200 to Guatemala. That's one important problem. But that's not why you're making it easier for Hezbollah to move money around the planet.

Thomas: I fully agree with you. I think that thinking of crypto in that way is--it's a trillion-dollar solution to a million-dollar problem.

Frum: Well, thank you so much for making time and walking us through all these difficult issues. I'm sorry I interrupted you so much, but you operate on such a high mental level, and I have such a cynical mind, and so I'm conscious that I lowered the tone of a lot of the discussion, but maybe I'm even right.

Thomas: No, I appreciate the interventions, in part because you're right--it's a technology, it's a space that, I think, gets a lot of freedom from the fact that it's complicated, that people are willing to move past and overlook it. And I think, at the end of the day, if the technology is complicated, what it is being used for is very simple, and what it is being used for is very troubling, and so reining it in--

Frum: I would say this was a technology invented by science-fiction fans and used by fans of The Godfather, and so we just need to bring a little bit more of the "read The Godfather" mindset into "read the Isaac Asimov Foundation-trilogy" mindset that created the coins in the first place.

Thomas: I love it. Fantastic.

Frum: Thank you so much. (Laughs.)

Thomas: (Laughs.) Thank you, sir.

Frum: It was a pleasure to talk to you. Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Will Thomas for joining me today to talk about cryptocurrency and public corruption and the challenges to public integrity in the United States.

As I mentioned at the top of the program, my book this week is Lord Jim, by Joseph Conrad. Now, what's brought Lord Jim back to the top of my reading list was a report--and this is not yet a verified report, so I don't wanna overtax this--but a report from the horrific anti-Semitic massacre on Bondi Beach that Australian police officers were in the vicinity, were armed, and yet, for 20 minutes, seemed to have done nothing as the gunmen killed and killed, paused and reloaded--they were using hunting rifles, not automatic or semiautomatic weapons, so there was a lot of opportunities to stop them, and indeed, one heroic onlooker did rush one of the gunmen and bring them to earth.And this led me to think about courage--what it means, what it is, why people do and don't take risks to protect others. And Lord Jim, which is a novel of the sea published in the year 1900, is a great meditation on this question.

Lord Jim is the story of a young Englishman named Jim who grows up in a country parsonage and dreams of adventure. And he especially dreams of being a hero, of rescuing people--he has images of himself prevailing in a storm, saving people, washing people to shore--and he chooses a career at sea as a way to achieve his dreams. And when I say "at sea," he's not in the navy--he's in the merchant marine, but ferrying goods around the planet. And he is successful. He makes a good name for himself. He rises in the service. And then he has this terrible moment of testing.

He is on board a ship, the Patna, and with a very miscellaneous international crew, and they are carrying 800 passengers, pilgrims, from some port in India on pilgrimage to Mecca. The exact details of this are quite blurry in the book; Conrad doesn't tell you where they're going or where they're coming from or even what is the nature of the so-called exacting faith, as he describes it in the novel. But that's obviously what is going on. In the middle of the night, the Patna bumps into something at sea--maybe a sandbar or maybe some piece of underwater junk; it's not clear--but the boat lurches and begins to take on water. It only has a single bulkhead to restrain the water, and if that bulkhead cracks, and it looks like it's about to crack, the whole ship is going to sink in minutes, and they will all be doomed.

The officers, seeing the ship doomed, panic, and without regard for their passengers, they race to the lifeboats to save themselves. Jim urges them to hesitate, to try to do something to save the passengers, but the rest of the crew decides it's doomed, including the captain. They race for the lifeboats, and they call on Jim to follow them, to jump into the lifeboat after them and save himself. He hesitates just for a moment, and then, motivated by some impulse he doesn't even really understand in the course of the novel, he jumps and jumps into the lifeboat and abandons 800 people to be drowned--except they don't drown. Turns out, the bulkhead holds. The ship is, the next day, rescued by a French vessel and pulled into a port, and a board of inquiries convened to examine the dereliction of duty of the crew of the Patna, who abandoned 800 passengers to apparent death.

Most of the crew then vanish. (Laughs.) They get out while the getting is good. But Jim stays to face justice, and that's the beginning of the drama of the story. Because the narrators--and there are a series of different narrators of the story--have to make sense of who Jim was, this apparently decent, honorable person who wants to be a hero, and the neglect of duty that he committed.

One of the people who narrate the book, a captain called Charles Marlow, describes his first encounter with Jim: "I liked his appearance," says Charles Marlow. "I liked his appearance; I knew his appearance; he came from the right place; he was one of us. He stood there for all the parentage of his kind, for men and women by no means clever or amusing, but whose very existence is based upon honest faith, and upon the instinct of courage. I don't mean military courage, or civil courage, or any special kind of courage. I mean just that inborn ability to look temptations straight in the face--a readiness unintellectual enough, goodness knows, but without pose--a power of resistance, don't you see, ungracious if you like, but priceless--an unthinking and blessed stiffness before the outward and inward terrors, before the might of nature, and the seductive corruption of man." And he goes on to say, "This has nothing to do with Jim, directly; only he was outwardly so typical of that good, stupid kind we like to feel marching right and left of us ... of the kind that is not disturbed by the vagaries of intelligence and the perversions of--of nerves, let us say. He was the kind of fellow you would, on the strength of his looks, leave in charge of the deck, figuratively and professionally speaking."

Only, none of that turned out to be true. In the crisis, Jim broke. He didn't do his duty. He abandoned people to their death, and he was then made to look a fool because his cowardice turned out to be utterly unnecessary. And Jim is tormented not just by his cowardice, but by the lost chance to shine as a hero when he was, in fact, had he only known it, safe the whole time, and if he had stayed aboard, the one man who did his duty, he would've been an enormous hero. And he misses that appearance of heroism as much as feels genuine guilt for the wrong he did.

And as another narrator comments of Jim, "He looked as genuine as a new sovereign," sovereign being the solid gold coin that was the most prestigious unit of currency in the British empire. "He looked as genuine as a new sovereign, but there was some infernal alloy in his metal. How much? The least thing--the least drop of something rare and accursed; the least drop!--but he made you--standing there with his don't-care-hang air--he made you wonder whether perchance he were nothing more rare than brass."

Jim will spend the rest of his life trying to get back that moment of failed courage. And one of the interests of the novel is that, in the end, he does: He has a chance to do something where he has to really think in advance--he doesn't have to rely on his instincts, but he has to make a very deliberate, premeditated decision to risk death, accept death, and he does, to save others. And so he redeems himself. But along the way, he raises the question of whether courage is one thing, two things, many different things; whether there's a difference between courage in the moment and courage that has to be premeditated; and whether it detracts from our courage if the courage is done because you're conscious of other people watching. Because when Jim goes to his heroic death, he goes viewed by all the people of a village he's come to care about in an unnamed part of the East Indies. He goes under the view of all the people he cares about. Whereas when he failed to show courage, he was failing to show [it] alone and almost undetected, seen only by a handful of crewmates who were behaving as he did.

It makes you think about those police officers--if, indeed, the eyewitness is correct and they flinched from their duty, what do they think of themselves in the aftermath?

I'm thinking today of another sad thing. Rob Reiner, the great director, and his wife, Michele Reiner, were friends of my wife and myself. We were not close to them; they had 500 close friends, and we were 498 out of 500, maybe. But we received so many acts of kindness and goodness from them, and they seem to have met a very grim, untimely end at the hands of, apparently, reportedly, possibly, a loved one. If true, it's hard to think of anything more fearsome and terrible. They are much in my mind today, and to all who admire his movies, to all who knew and loved Rob and Michele, we need to express our solidarity to each other. We have been deprived of two gracious, generous, and gentle human beings.

I'll tell you one story about Rob Reiner before I go. One of the last times I saw him was, I think, in 2021. We were dropping our youngest daughter off at college. And then, after we dropped her off at college--she was in Los Angeles--I had arranged a dinner party with Rob Reiner and some other people in the political world whom he was interested to meet. And I made the reservation in my name. But we had been driving across the country, we dropped our daughter, so we were a little late. So the Reiners, embarrassingly for me, got there first, and I arrived just as they were being seated. And the look on the maitre d's face at me: You didn't indicate that it was Rob Reiner who was--because we gave you the David Frum table, and if only we had known that Mr. and Mrs. Reiner were going to be here, they would be seated at the table where we have hastily moved them. And you should have warned us because you are nobody, and he is everything. And indeed, everything, he was.

Thanks so much for listening and watching The David Frum Show today. I hope you will listen and watch next week. You can follow me on social media: @DavidFrum on Twitter, or X; @DavidFrum on Instagram. And, of course, the best way to support the work of this podcast is by subscribing to The Atlantic; I hope you will consider doing that. And if you subscribe to The Atlantic, you can sign up for alerts when an article of mine posts. I'm writing a little bit more frequently these days thanI have earlier in the fall, so you may wanna be aware of those. But, in any case, thank you for watching and see you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Saint Nick's Dark Companion

Yuletide parades across Europe for Krampus, the demonlike creature who playfully frightens onlookers, looking for naughty children to punish--or to drag back to his lair in a sack

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 17 Dec 2025


A person costumed as Krampus participates in the traditional Perchten parade in Vienna, Austria, on November 30, 2025. (Elisabeth Mandl / Reuters)




The Krampus of the Flagellium group and Saint Nicholas enter a house to bring gifts to children in Fusine di Valromana in Tarvisio, Italy, on December 5, 2025. Saint Nicholas and the Krampus are folkloric figures from the Alps, where on the night of December 5 (the eve of Saint Nicholas Day), the saint rewards good children with sweets, while his demonic helpers, the Krampus (horned, hairy, and noisy creatures), scare and symbolically punish the bad ones, in a tradition that mixes Christianity and pagan rituals, especially in South Tyrol, Austria, and Friuli. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A person dressed as the horned evil spirit known as the Krampus takes part in a parade through the small town of Goricane, Slovenia, on November 22, 2025. (Borut Zivulovic / Reuters)




Participants wearing traditional Krampus and Perchten costumes perform during a Krampus run in Itter, Austria, on December 5, 2025. (Matthias Schrader / AP)




A Krampus from the Flagellium group scares children in Fusine di Valromana on December 5, 2025, in Tarvisio, Italy. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A person costumed as Krampus participates in the traditional Perchten parade in Vienna, Austria, on November 30, 2025. (Elisabeth Mandl / Reuters)




The Krampus of the Flagellum group perform near the upper lake of Fusine on December 5, 2025 in Tarvisio, Italy. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




The Billiards Room in Waddesdon Manor is decorated with German traditions, including the legend of the Krampus, seen on November 23, 2025, in Aylesbury, England. (Jim Dyson / Getty)




The Krampus of the Flagellum group perform in Tarvisio, Italy, on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




The Krampus of the Flagellum group walk through the woods in Fusine di Valromana, on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A Krampus from the Flagellium group scares children on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A person costumed as Krampus takes part in the Perchten parade in Vienna, Austria, on November 30, 2025. (Elisabeth Mandl / Reuters)




Krampus Bremerton's Eric Morley heads for the crowd lining Pacific Avenue during the Krampusnacht Bremerton parade on December 6, 2025, in Bremerton, Washington. (Meegan M. Reid / Kitsap Sun / USA Today / Reuters)




Onlookers watch as performers take part in a Krampus run in Munich, Germany, on December 14, 2025. (IMAGO / Wolfgang Maria Weber / Reuters)




The Krampus of the Flagellum group entered a bar in Fusine di Valromana, on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




Performers dressed as Krampus put on a show in Tarvisio, Italy, on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A spectator takes a selfie with participants dressed as Krampus, a half-goat, half-demon figure that punishes misbehaving children during the Christmas season, during the traditional Krampus parade in downtown Munich, on December 14, 2025. (Michaela Stache / AFP / Getty)
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The Roomba Was a Disappointment

The best-known manufacturer of autonomous vacuums declared bankruptcy this week, and no one should be surprised.

by Ian Bogost

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




The home-vacuum robot began, like most things, with war. In August 1990, the same month and year Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, three MIT roboticists incorporated the company that would eventually become iRobot, the maker of the Roomba.

In its first decade, iRobot began to assemble a small-droid A-team for the theater of combat. The Ariel defused mines; the PackBot handled bomb disposal. (Later they would be joined by the Warrior, which breached obstacles; the camera-encrusted SUGV, which handled recon; and the palm-size FirstLook, which could be thrown through a window to investigate hazardous materials.) These machines weren't weapons, but they facilitated weaponry's consequences. At the turn of the millennium, iRobots might be seen on cable news kicking up Iraqi dust, investigating suspicious domestic packages, and probing the ruins of the World Trade Center.

From their armature, iRobot built Roomba in 2002--a domesticated robot that surveilled, detected, and removed materials from wood floors and carpets. Roomba created the U.S. market for home vacuum robots, and home robotics in general, insofar as a general home robotics was ever realized. Eventually, things went south. Competitors took over. A 2022 acquisition by Amazon failed on antitrust grounds, and this week iRobot filed for bankruptcy. Roombas will continue to meander across wool and laminate, but under the control of iRobot's Chinese manufacturing partner.

Roombas never really worked, not well. They got stuck on the lips of rugs. They tumbled down stairs their sensors failed to see. Cluttered spaces--which is to say, homes and apartments--caused Roombas to struggle. They tripped over electrical cords, they failed to clean in corners, and they failed to pick up debris beyond fine dust. Because of all this, Roomba owners sometimes felt the need to tidy up in advance of robotic cleanings, or to add a round of human cleaning afterward. The high-tech vacuum could seem like a wayward pet.

The Roomba also shared some DNA with its military forebears. The device builds an internal map of the home it struggles to clean, and iRobot disclosed that these ghost maps could be shared with partners. In 2022, images leaked from Roomba test units outfitted with cameras, which showed real people in their homes, including one woman on the toilet. Depending on the whims of its new owner, the innocuous robot could become a spy. Some worry that Roombas will become a swarm of covert, foreign operatives.

Roomba's affliction inverts the hopeful spirit that it and other robots of the early aughts once held. In 2001, Segway promised to reinvent cities with its electrified stand-up scooters. Sony's AIBO, an expensive robot dog, was meant to offer both companionship and entertainment. LEGO Mindstorms promised to teach kids to program robots. But most such products either failed or drifted into unexpected niches. (The Segway lingers as a vehicle for sightseers and mall cops.) New ones have appeared--the costly Roomba-style lawn mowers I now see in my neighborhood, for example, or preposterous humanoid AI butlers such as the 1X Neo and the as-yet unreleased Tesla Optimus, which cost as much as a small car. By any reasonable standard, the dream of everyday robotics has largely failed.

Read: A pocket guide to the robot revolution

Why? Because software was easier. After 2004 or so, when the economy had recovered from the dot-com crash, consumer growth and corporate profit came from scaling low-cost, data-driven software services: Google, Facebook, LinkedIn, Salesforce, YouTube, Skype, even WordPress and Blackboard. Innovation in machinery was redirected toward personal-media and communication devices. Once the smartphone was invented, it produced another surge of data-driven software products.

For most consumers, robots also promised (and delivered) far less utility or joy than, say, a social network, which was much simpler to build and run. But the robots still had value in the contexts that begat them: warfare and espionage. iRobot continued selling military products, and spun off that business in 2016. Sony discontinued its original entertainment robots, and repurposed their technologies for other consumer products. Industry found applications, too: Larger-scale robots became commonplace in factories and warehouses, where the environments are standardized and automated labor can be overseen. And iPad-on-a-stick telepresence robots became popular in hospitals, where eventually they helped deliver last rites to COVID-19 patients in quarantine.

The humble Roomba is important as a symbol of everyday robotics' promise and its failure. Whether in The Jetsons or Star Wars, the idea that cute, autonomous devices could live inside your home has persisted. It is time to abandon that dream for good. Robots are for battle, and robots are for spying, and robots are for places where humans will not or cannot be. They are not your friends, and they will never clean your floors.
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Distant Starbursts

Day 17 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




Day 17 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: Distant Starbursts. Last year, the James Webb Space Telescope made this observation of a dwarf irregular galaxy named I Zwicky 18, some 59 million light-years away from Earth. At the heart of the galaxy are two major star-forming regions surrounded by clouds of gas that have been sculpted by the stellar winds of the hot, young stars.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Americans Can't Believe How Rich They Are

The misguided temptation to exaggerate poverty

by Idrees Kahloon

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




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

How much does an American family of four need to earn to avoid poverty? According to the Census Bureau, $32,130. But what if it were really $140,000? Late last month, the investor and Substack writer Michael Green advanced this attention-grabbing claim, which implies that a majority of Americans are living in poverty today. He argued, further, that families earning $40,000 to $100,000 were stuck in a "valley of death" because "benefits disappear faster than wages rise." These figures have launched a thousand subsequent takes--most of them skeptical but some sympathetic. Chris Arnade, the author of the book Dignity: Seeking Respect in Back Row America, wrote that "the core of its argument is correct" because too many people in "the 'aspirational bottom' are being squeezed."

Under modest examination, Green's empirical claims fall apart. But they bespeak a troubling trend among the commentariat--and even some scholars--of exaggerating the extent of poverty in America. Social-justice discourse, whether about environmentalism, racism, sexism, or poverty, has a tendency to advance maximalist claims as a sign of maximal concern. The intention is usually to express solidarity with the oppressed. But collapsing the distinction between the actual poor and the lower-middle class obscures more than it helps. And talking about poverty as intractable or unfixable is a kind of demotivational speaking.

Green's miscalculations start in an understandable place: his bewilderment when he realizes that the American government's official poverty line is arbitrary. As the War on Poverty was beginning in the 1960s, the federal government needed to properly define the enemy. The task fell to Mollie Orshansky, an economist at the Social Security Administration. Orshansky estimated the cost of the minimum amount of food needed to sustain a family, then--based on original surveys showing that poor families spent one-third of their income on food--multiplied the cost by three. Today's official poverty thresholds, which vary by household size and other factors, are the result of taking those monetary values and indexing them for inflation.

Green argues that because families spend a smaller portion of their income on food today, the real multiplier should not be three, but 16. That gets him to a poverty line in the neighborhood of $140,000. This number fails common sense, but Green defends its soundness by calculating the basic cost of modern living, including child care, housing, and health care. He does so by pointing to data aggregated from the MIT Living Wage Calculator based on expenses in Essex County, New Jersey, which suggest that a family of four with two working members would need to earn $136,500 a year. Yet Essex County is a high-cost-of-living area whose expenses are not at all representative of the country. He later modified his estimate to $94,000 using data from Lynchburg, Virginia--a level still triple the official poverty measure. Green told me he stands by his analysis, and believes critics are attacking him to avoid addressing the rise in inequality and lack of progressivity in the tax code.

Read: The world really is getting better

Many economists and sociologists who study poverty understand that the federal threshold is flawed, and seek to improve its measurement. First, the problems: The official poverty measure has accounted for very few variations in cost of living; it's the same in rural Louisiana as it is in San Francisco. It also does not capture transfers such as the earned-income and child tax credits--probably the most important anti-poverty programs currently operating--and excludes the value of food stamps and health insurance provided through Medicaid. As a result, although the official poverty measure is a fine tool to gauge a family's eligibility for benefits, it is a bad way to measure actual poverty once those programs have gone into effect.

A lot of work has been put into creating poverty measures that can capture deprivation after accounting for welfare benefits. The most important of these is the "supplemental poverty measure," which the Census Bureau began reporting in 2011. The supplemental poverty measure includes benefit programs ignored by the official poverty measure and accounts for regional differences in cost of living, as well as necessary health- and child-care expenses. Analysis by the Columbia Center on Poverty and Social Policy found that the United States had an overall poverty rate in 2024 of 12.9 percent. The center's calculations also show what the welfare state actually accomplishes: Without it, the poverty rate that year would have been nearly double, at 23.7 percent. And they show how much poverty has declined over the decades. The share of adults in poverty is down roughly 30 percent from 1967; for children, it is down 35 percent; and among the elderly, it is down about 60 percent.

But admission of progress against poverty seems to be anathema. In 2019, when Joe Biden was running for president, he claimed that "almost half" of Americans were living in poverty. His campaign cited numbers from the Poor People's Campaign, which argued that 43 percent of Americans were poor. This statistic turned out to be a category error: Americans living below 200 percent of the poverty level are classified as "poor or low-income." (But this standard perhaps helps explain the Biden administration's ironclad pledge to not increase taxes on Americans making less than $400,000--as though this were the dividing line for the middle class.)

A cottage industry of other indexes insists that huge swaths of the country not currently classified as poor deserve that consideration. One report based on the MIT Living Wage Calculator argued that only 56 percent of full-time workers in the United States are making a living wage. The charity United Way has constructed an index called ALICE, which implies that 42 percent of American households are either in poverty or unable to afford basic necessities. There are right-coded spin-offs of the idea too: The Cost-of-Thriving Index put out by the heterodox-conservative think tank American Compass argues that to support a family of four, a full-time working man would need to work 62 weeks a year. To paraphrase Daniel Patrick Moynihan, this is a collective effort of defining poverty upward.

Even prominent academics are not immune to this tendency. In his best-selling 2023 book, Poverty, by America, the Princeton sociologist Matthew Desmond argues that "poverty persists because some wish and will it to." Desmond claims that there has been a "lack of progress on poverty" because the share of Americans below the official poverty level has fluctuated between 10 and 15 percent for decades. He pays less attention to the supplemental poverty measure--the one actually capable of measuring progress that's due to government policy--which shows significant improvement.

The acclaimed book $2.00 a Day, by the researchers Kathryn Edin, of Princeton, and H. Luke Shaefer, of the University of Michigan, argued that millions of Americans were living on less than $2 a day--an extremely low standard of poverty that the World Bank used in reference to developing countries. The economist Bruce Meyer and his colleagues subsequently debunked this premise, finding that the reported calculation was an artifact from the underreporting of benefits such as food stamps in income surveys. Once you account for them, Meyer and his colleagues argued, more than 90 percent of such households originally labeled extremely poor turned out to be misclassified.

Anne Kim: The rise of Poverty Inc.

The tendency toward declinism--the idea that poverty cannot simply be bad, but rather must be getting worse--generates ineffective policy because it obscures the extent to which redistribution of money already works as intended. But its psychological appeal is worth scrutinizing. Americans are dour about an economy that is enviable to other countries. Consumer confidence today is as low as it was during the Great Recession--despite the fact that real median household income is 19 percent higher than it was in 2009 (and the S&P 500 is roughly 10 times its nadir in March that year). The culprits are the recent bout of inflation and the inaccessibility of the housing market, which have soured most Americans' perceptions of the economy. This economic discontent propelled Donald Trump back into office in 2024; Democrats hope that the same force can push his party out of office in 2026. "There's this past-five-year problem that gets translated into a past-50-years problem," Scott Winship, of the American Enterprise Institute, told me. "It strengthens all of these strong nostalgia-laden claims about life being better 50 years ago."

Complacency about poverty isn't required. Though much progress has been made against child poverty, the present level is still too high. But it is remediable by, for example, expanding child tax credits at the federal and state levels and creating baby-bond programs that build wealth that is accessible upon a child reaching adulthood. These achievable goals are obscured by assertions that households with six-figure salaries are the truly disadvantaged, or that "late capitalism" inevitably requires Dickensian exploitation of the poor. It breeds fatalism among the already convinced and disbelief among the critics. Exaggerating poverty hinders, rather than hastens, its eradication.
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Democrats Sound Like They're in Doha

My fellow liberals are wrong about Israel.

by Daniel B. Shapiro

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




No one attends the Doha Forum to hear balanced discussions of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The annual conference--the Qatari government funds business-class travel and accommodation for some 5,000 people--allows this pocket-size monarchy to showcase its central diplomatic role. And the prerogative of the host is to shape the narrative.

The topics covered are broad and diverse, but on Israeli-Palestinian matters, in addition to touting their own role in negotiating a cease-fire in Gaza and the release of hostages, the Qataris made space for a wide range of strongly critical voices of Israel: former Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif (whose position is that Israel should simply disappear), the American scholars and think tankers Rob Malley and Trita Parsi, Tucker Carlson, numerous distinguished Palestinians. Only Hillary Clinton offered a different perspective. (Although some Israelis with second-country passports attended the conference, none spoke from a stage.)

That I found myself ideologically isolated in Qatar was unsurprising. But in some respects, I find myself in a similar position at home among some of my fellow Democrats--and that's a new and more alarming development.

I was in Doha to speak with Qatari officials about the steps they must take to get President Donald Trump's 20-point plan for Gaza under way. After Israel's attempt to kill Hamas leaders in Doha in mid-September, Qatar (together with Turkey) finally exerted enough pressure on Hamas to agree to release all remaining Israeli hostages without a full withdrawal of Israeli troops. At the same time, Trump pressured Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to agree to a cease-fire without the complete dismantlement of Hamas. It was a major breakthrough, and all involved deserve credit.

Graeme Wood: Why the Gaza peace deal is like an Anglican wedding

But implementation of the second phase of Trump's plan has stalled. The plan calls for the full disarmament of Hamas--relinquishing its weapons, the means of producing or smuggling new ones, and tunnels. And that is the sine qua non for every other element of the plan--deployment of an international stabilization force, releasing tens of billions of dollars in reconstruction funds, standing up technocratic transitional Palestinian leadership, achieving a full Israeli withdrawal. None of those other steps--or the better life for Palestinians in Gaza they promise to provide--will happen unless Hamas is fully removed from power and disarmed. And I know of no actors besides Qatar and Turkey that have the leverage and influence to persuade Hamas, which they have supported financially, logistically, and ideologically, to take that step. I told the Qatari prime minister, Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman bin Jassim al-Thani, that he'd proved as much by getting the hostages released.

If others at the conference shared this focus, we were a distinct minority. There were plenty of calls for treating Israel as an international pariah, labeling the country's response to the October 7, 2023, Hamas invasion as a genocide, criticizing the United States for its support for Israel, and even treating Hamas as a legitimate "resistance" organization rather than a violent terrorist group.

More surprising is that such views have become prominent among Democrats in the United States. My former Obama-administration colleague Ben Rhodes argued in a lengthy essay in The New York Times that Democrats should take the lead on ending U.S. support for Israel. He grounds his case in both morality--this is the appropriate response to Israeli military operations in Gaza--and politics, arguing that this policy responds to the demands of American voters, especially younger ones. His argument fails on both of those grounds, but it fails in another important dimension as well: the strategic. But given the spread of this perspective, it's worth following the logic of his argument, exploring what it overlooks, and seeing where the policies he advocates would lead.

First, it's important to say that Rhodes got some things right. No caring person can be blind to the violence, hunger, and displacement that Palestinian civilians have endured in Gaza over the past two years. The number of civilian deaths is smaller than the Hamas-run Gaza Health Ministry's tally of some 70,000 killed, a number that purposefully does not distinguish between civilians and combatants. But the only appropriate answer to how many civilians have been killed is: too many. Each one represents an entire world and a tragedy.

Without a doubt, aspects of Israel's conduct of the war have resulted in too much civilian death and deserve criticism. I served in the Department of Defense during much of the war and was in frequent contact with Israeli counterparts. They described targeting protocols that closely resembled those of other Western militaries and argued, correctly, that Hamas embedded its fighters and weapons within and beneath civilians, including in schools and hospitals; hijacked humanitarian assistance; and welcomed civilian casualties as a propaganda tool. We acknowledged that Hamas is ultimately responsible for the health and safety of Gazans, but we argued, in turn, that Hamas's perfidy did not alleviate Israel's responsibility to make every effort to minimize civilian casualties. At times, Israel's tolerance of such casualties in pursuit of an ostensibly legitimate military target was higher than ours, and higher than it should be for any nation governed by the rule of law.

And, of course, Netanyahu's leadership has been severely lacking. He has prioritized his own self-interest, which led him to include racists and extremists such as Itamar Ben-Gvir and Bezalel Smotrich in his cabinet, on whom he then became dependent. That led to delays in humanitarian assistance reaching civilians in need, disruptions at key moments in negotiations to free Israeli hostages, calls for the expulsion of Palestinians from Gaza and for Gaza's annexation to Israel, and unchecked Israeli extremist violence against Palestinian civilians in the West Bank.

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

These facts are not in serious dispute and together presented a major challenge to U.S. interests and values, as Washington sought to provide support for an ally in distress.

But to end the analysis here completely misses the broader frame of what was happening, or at least dismisses multiple things that were happening at the same time.

Hamas's massive, vicious terrorist attack against Israel on October 7 could not go without a response. Just as the United States could not fail to respond to the September 11 attack by al-Qaeda (or, for that matter, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor), Israel--facing an assault that resulted in proportionately several times the toll of 9/11, with civilians slaughtered in their homes and at a music festival, and 251 hostages dragged into Gaza--needed to defend its citizens and ensure that such an attack could not be repeated. It had to do so while facing immediate attacks on two other fronts, from Hezbollah in Lebanon and the Houthis in Yemen. Later, the sponsor of this entire network, Iran, joined the fray with two massive barrages of missiles and drones against Israel.

At the outset, there was bipartisan support for a strategic Israeli response. Former president Barack Obama--my ex-boss, and Rhodes's ex-boss--had it right when he wrote two weeks after the surprise attack, "Israel has a right to defend its citizens against such wanton violence, and I fully support President Biden's call for the United States to support our long-time ally in going after Hamas, dismantling its military capabilities, and facilitating the safe return of hundreds of hostages to their families." (Obama also wrote movingly about the need for Israel to protect civilians in Gaza, even as he acknowledged that Hamas used those civilians as cover.)

The story of the attack and its aftermath--so often ignored in commentaries about the past two years--affirms that what the United States was dealing with was not a genocidal nation out to destroy all Palestinians but a deeply imperfect democratic partner beset by enemies, actual genocidal enemies, and terrorists sworn to its physical destruction.

Israel has a powerful military. But this war has proved that even an uncoordinated set of attacks by members of the Iranian axis can do significant damage to Israel's society and economy, functionally shrink its usable sovereign territory, and call into question its ability to sustain itself. There is no doubt about the commitment of these adversaries to their ideological crusade. Even after suffering humiliating blows from Israel and the United States against its nuclear facilities in June, Iran's leaders seem determined to spend their last rial to rebuild their ability to attack Israel, rearm their proxies, and prepare for another round--even as their citizens can no longer rely on running water in Tehran. Facing such adversaries, Israel needed to deliver decisive defeats to discourage future attacks.

But even as it pursued this necessary strategy, it had to remember that it is a democracy. President Joe Biden's rush to Israel to provide comfort and support days after October 7--Rhodes, in his Times essay, bizarrely suggests that a visit to Israel under attack was inappropriate in and of itself--included his warning to the Israelis, drawn from America's post-9/11 failings, not to let justified grief and outrage consume reason.

Some of what Netanyahu and his war cabinet subsequently did may have failed that test. But the notion that the United States should wash its hands of its relationship with Israel rests on a glaring error: conflating a government with its people. Those who told the world that the United States' mistakes after 9/11 should not define us, and that the world should work with us as we tried, unevenly, to find our way to a better path, should recognize as much. So should Democrats, disgusted by Trump's repulsive and immoral leadership, who hope that our partners abroad will not believe that he represents America in its entirety and write us off. Similarly, Netanyahu, the longtime prime minister of Israel with whom we have to deal, does not equal Israel. The hundreds of thousands of Israelis who gathered in the streets for weekly protests are enough to tell us that.

President Obama believed that we don't get to choose the leaders of our partners and that we can't make decisions for them. But we must work with them, attempt to resolve disagreements as best we can, and preserve cooperation and core mutual commitments that advance our interests.

At times, that approach can and should mean using U.S. leverage to achieve better results. I don't claim that Biden always got that balance right after October 7. But even in that instance there were examples of the use of such tools to good effect.

In the spring of 2024, when Israel was preparing an offensive to attack four Hamas battalions in Rafah, where 1.8 million Palestinians had taken shelter, Biden insisted on a pause. He was determined to avoid rates of civilian casualties similar to those inflicted on Gaza City and Khan Younis. Over several weeks, U.S. and Israeli civilian and military officials discussed approaches. When Israel ultimately proceeded, it did so in a far more precise and deliberate manner that enabled it to reach legitimate Hamas targets while giving civilians time to evacuate and producing far less harm.

Weeks later, in May 2024, Biden paused a shipment of 2,000-pound bombs, upset by their use in areas congested with civilians. This caused major tension with Israel. But by June, Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant was prepared to sign a letter committing to not using such weapons in Gaza, which would still enable him to use them against Hezbollah, the Houthis, and Iran, where major threats lurked but civilian casualties were much easier to avoid. Although that agreement stalled, these examples of dialogue between the U.S. and Israeli militaries and agreements reached at the political level point to the proper use of U.S. leverage, to ensure that an ally under fire from terrible adversaries--its and ours--can defend itself, but in a way that upholds U.S. standards and values.

Those who argue that Biden should have cut off Israel much earlier in the war make clear that they would accept an outcome in which Hamas emerged largely unscathed and almost certainly still holding hostages. (Hamas, like Netanyahu, also found reason to delay hostage negotiations at every turn.) Although the task of removing Hamas from power remains unfinished, anyone who cares about Palestinian suffering should at least spare a thought for the way Hamas's misrule has ruined the lives of the people of Gaza.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: War is coming back to Gaza

At the political level, some envision a broad coalition forged around opposition to U.S. support for Israel propelling Democrats to victory. Notwithstanding polling that shows a significant decline in Israel's standing among various sectors of the American public, it's a thin reed on which to build a political coalition. U.S. elections rarely hinge on foreign-policy issues, and the intense emotions of this war will compete with new outrages--Trump provides them daily--that will absorb attention. Establishing opposition to aid to Israel as a litmus test for Democratic candidates is a means of subtraction, not addition. Democrats need to find a way to assemble a governing majority, not drive out elements of their coalition.

But there is a darker danger to the approach that Rhodes and others endorse. Nearly by definition, calls for ending all U.S.-Israel security cooperation draw those making them into alignment with others on a much more extreme fringe--those for whom it is not enough to end U.S. military assistance to Israel, who fundamentally believe that there is no legitimacy for Israel to exist as a Jewish state. They have found their voice and are making it heard.

If the test of fealty for the Democratic Party becomes supporting international efforts to pressure Israel to define itself out of existence, or expressing indifference to the campaign of Israel's enemies to destroy it, we will be in a much uglier place. That is not a policy that would meet any moral test, and it would likely be a political loser among the voters who actually determine the outcome of elections. Those calling for an end to U.S. support for Israel need to be mindful that, perhaps inadvertently, they are abetting this camp.

There is also strategic blindness in the proposal to cut off Israel. Its advocates do not honestly wrestle with its likely consequences for U.S. interests and influence in the region.

The end of the U.S.-Israel security partnership would have three immediate effects. First, it would make Israel appear vulnerable, leading Iran and its allies to accelerate their efforts, already under way, to rearm and prepare for another, perhaps decisive, war. Far from advancing the cause of peace, such a move would likely intensify the region's conflicts.

Second, it would undermine bipartisan efforts to build an integrated coalition of U.S. partners--Israel and moderate Arab states--that assist one another and allow the United States to play a supporting, but not always leading, role in maintaining regional stability. Arab states are deepening their relationship with Israel in large part because they believe that it will bring them closer to the United States. When we are seen as a less reliable partner for our closest regional ally, they will draw obvious conclusions. Cutting off Israel would thus lead to a less stable, more conflict-ridden region. And it would actually set back Palestinian aspirations by undermining the Saudi-Israeli normalization deal that might advance them.

Third, the end of security assistance to Israel would soon mean the same for Jordan and Egypt, whose assistance programs derive from their peace treaties with Israel. Jordan's stability could be placed at immediate risk, with spillover dangers in Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and the West Bank. Egypt would not stop arming itself; it would simply buy weapons from Russia and China. Gulf states, boxed out from purchasing U.S. equipment by ongoing U.S. legal requirements to sustain Israel's qualitative military edge, would do the same. There is no better or faster way to open the door to our competitors' planting their flag in a strategic and volatile region than by cutting off Israel.

The net result of these trends will be a dramatic decline in U.S. influence in the Middle East. For those embracing the impulse to look inward, that may seem fine. Early in the cycle of isolationism, as in the 1930s or after the Cold War, it always does. But eventually, a shock or crisis--World War II, 9/11, or one that we can't yet name but that will surely come--will draw us back into the region, but under far worse conditions and at a much higher cost.

Sustaining a functional relationship with Israel, with all of its flaws, is manifestly more beneficial to U.S. interests than the alternative. And we need to keep perspective. Netanyahu will not govern forever. The Israeli public has moved rightward, but there are reasonable leaders from the center right and the center left to cultivate. A Palestinian state will not be on the agenda in the Israeli election campaign of 2026, but as the war recedes, there will be various ways to engage the Israeli public--an imperative that Israel's critics utterly ignore but that is crucial for obtaining the outcomes we want in a democracy--to incentivize them to vote in a more moderate direction. Bidding them good riddance and telling them that they are on their own would do the opposite. Ignoring the responsibility of other actors--such as Palestinian Authority leaders who must embrace reform and demonstrate the capacity to govern and defeat extremists--would do the same.

If Israel wants to see Democrats pursue engagement, then it must help. Expressing conceptual openness to Palestinian statehood as part of a regionally integrated framework--even if it takes longer than Palestinians might hope and assumes a form that looks different from previous efforts--will be important. Keeping extremists out of the Israeli government, and cracking down on extremist violence, is crucial. And recognizing that legitimate security operations must include maximum efforts to protect civilians is essential. Although Israel Defense Forces commanders were always clear that their intent was to target Hamas, not civilians, their tolerance of civilian casualties in pursuit of legitimate military targets was far too high. An intense military-to-military dialogue could help persuade them to adjust that calculation. As in any war, specific charges that soldiers committed war crimes must be investigated and adjudicated in a credible military-justice system--something the United States military has done, albeit imperfectly.

Democrats, and all Americans, face a choice in upcoming elections. We can make the moral, political, and strategic error of trying to wash our hands of a relationship with a democratic partner under stress that has made many mistakes as it has fought to defend itself. Or we can commit to working with that partner and its current, flawed leadership while we wait for new leaders to emerge. We can choose to sustain crucial aspects of a relationship that serves our moral and strategic interests, while insisting on changes that conform with U.S. values. The latter course is clearly the better choice.
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Henry James's Venice Is Still Here

In James's <em>The Aspern Papers</em>, an American uses "duplicity" to access a palazzo. Fortunately, there are easier ways to discover the writer's beloved Venice.

by Anne Applebaum

Wed, 17 Dec 2025

In a quiet, almost empty part of Venice stands a Renaissance palazzo with an unusually large garden. The garden is invisible from the outside, blocked by a high brick wall that I recognized when I saw it. In The Aspern Papers, a novella serialized in The Atlantic in 1888, Henry James lets the narrator, a literary scholar whose name we never learn, describe the wall. "It was figured over with the patches that please a painter, repaired breaches, crumblings of plaster, extrusions of brick that had turned pink with time," he writes. "It suddenly occurred to me that if it did belong to the house I had my pretext."

The narrator has arrived at the dilapidated palazzo by gondola, together with his friend Mrs. Prest. He is plotting to meet the elderly owner, Juliana, the former mistress of a famous, long-dead poet, Jeffrey Aspern. She owns a collection of reputedly scandalous letters from the poet, and has guarded them from scholars and souvenir hunters for many decades. The narrator wants them. "Hypocrisy, duplicity," he tells Mrs. Prest, "are my only chance."

The narrator is greeted by Tita, Juliana's middle-aged niece. Using a false name, he asks to rent some unused rooms in the crumbling palace, explaining that he adores gardens, that he loves flowers. Then he begins to insinuate himself into the lives of Juliana and Tita.

I arrived in Venice with a similar goal: to get access to that same garden. I wasn't sure it was possible, not least because I didn't know whether the garden really existed. But although I hoped not to use hypocrisy and duplicity, I did know that if I found it, I would be looking at Henry James's Venice. Not Lord Byron's decadent Venice, that is; not Thomas Mann's pestilential Venice; and certainly not James Bond's shootout-in-the-collapsing-palace Venice, but rather the city of intense beauty and deep secrets that James transformed into novels, letters, stories, and essays during the 10 visits he made to the city between 1869 and 1907.


The shore of the island of San Pietro di Castello, in Venice (Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic)



During those four decades, Venice changed. James was the scion of a wealthy American family--his brother was the philosopher William James--but he often scrambled for money, and when he first got there, Venice was cheap. Napoleon had invaded at the end of the 18th century, looting the city and putting an end to the thousand-year Venetian Republic, and even moderately wealthy foreigners could buy grand palazzi with Tiepolo ceilings and Byzantine windows. On one of his early visits, James could afford to rent rooms with one of the best views in the city, overlooking the lagoon and San Giorgio Maggiore.

Read: A tale of sex and intrigue in imperial Kyoto

But even during James's lifetime, Venice transformed itself into the tourist mecca we know today. In The Wings of the Dove, published in 1902, James gives his feelings about the city's new business model to another deceiver, this one an Englishman named Merton Densher. Densher dislikes his hotel, with its "vulgarized hall," and longs to get away from "the amiable American families and overfed German porters." He prefers the residence of Milly Theale, the sickly American heiress whose fortune he seeks. She has rented the Palazzo Leporelli, an abode high above the water, "hung about with pictures and relics" and modeled very precisely on the Palazzo Barbaro, where James often stayed with his friends Daniel and Ariana Curtis.

The Curtises, at the center of the "queer, polyglot, promiscuous society" James frequented in Italy, were part of his Venice too. They surrounded themselves with artists and writers--John Singer Sargent, Claude Monet, Robert Browning, and Edith Wharton, along with their son Ralph Curtis, also a painter--as well as what remained of Venetian high society. Isabella Stewart Gardner sometimes rented the Palazzo Barbaro, using it as a base to collect the art, furniture, and medieval bric-a-brac that eventually found its way to her eponymous Boston museum.

Instead of the modern city, James preferred this languid Venice, a place of leisurely afternoons, exquisite paintings, and long conversations in shabby Baroque rooms. This Venice was also the perfect backdrop to his favorite kind of story: that of the duplicitous fortune seeker who, like the hero of The Aspern Papers, fools himself in the end, as well as his intended victim; or the independent-minded, idealistic American girl who comes to Europe and is charmed, and then swindled, by corrupt Europeans. That is the plot of his most famous novel, The Portrait of a Lady--completed in Venice, serialized in The Atlantic in 1880-81--as well as, more or less, The Wings of the Dove.

This kind of plot has always interested me. As an independent-minded and idealistic American girl, I also moved, as James did, from America to Europe. I still attempt, as he did, to live in both places. Although I would argue that I escaped the fate of James's American heroines (as would my European husband, who is annoyed by The Portrait of a Lady), I understand their intense curiosity. So did James. Like them, he wanted not just to visit other places, but to become part of them, to grasp their essence, to know what lies on the other side of the garden wall, to get hold of the letters before they are lost forever.

Before it's too late--before Venice sinks into the lagoon, before James's oblique writing falls out of fashion again, and, frankly, before I am so consumed by the current global political crisis that I can't appreciate Venice anymore--I set out to find the secret city that he loved, and that I love too.

I arrived in Venice with a list: places Henry James described, paintings he admired, churches he visited. Dutifully, I started checking them off. On my first day I visited San Zaccaria to see one of his favorite paintings, Giovanni Bellini's "mild and serene" Madonna. I contemplated an elegant Saint George, delicately stabbing a dragon, at the Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni nearby. I drank a very expensive espresso at Caffe Florian in Piazza San Marco, where James came often for "second breakfast," otherwise known as brunch.

After a day or two, I slowed down. To see James's Venice requires not his list but his attitude, especially his attitude toward time. "There is no simpler pleasure," he once wrote, than "strolling into St. Mark's--abominable the way one falls into the habit--and resting one's light-wearied eyes upon the windowless gloom; or than floating in a gondola or than hanging over a balcony or than taking one's coffee at Florian's. It is of such superficial pastimes that a Venetian day is composed, and the pleasure of the matter is in the emotions to which they minister."

Read: The Aspern Papers


A statue in the hidden garden of the Palazzo Soranzo Cappello, the scene of several turning points in The Aspern Papers, Henry James's 1888 novella about an American in Venice who seeks access to long-hidden secrets (Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic)





I am not accustomed to having that kind of time, but having been granted a few days' worth, I found, despite hearing many warnings to the contrary, that James's "simple pleasures" are still available. It's true that the Piazza San Marco is crowded, that the Rialto Bridge is a crush, and that the main Venetian thoroughfares are choked with tour groups in the middle of the day. But it's also true, as it always was, that if you take an odd turn down a narrow pathway and head away from the main attractions, the crowds thin out, and eventually you can find yourself quite alone. As James wrote to his brother in 1869, "I have spent a good deal of time in poking thro' the alleys which serve as streets and staring about in the campos--the little squares formed about every church--some of them most sunnily desolate, the most grass-grown, the most cheerfully sad little reliquaries of a splendid past that you can imagine."

Getting to the empty campos might take some time, but that's the point. As James wrote, a walk to a far corner of Venice "will show you so much, so many bits and odds and ends, such a revel of Venetian picturesqueness, that I advise your doing it on foot as much as possible." Walking has other consequences too. At Caffe Florian I started talking with a waiter; he texted the marketing director; she came over to meet me, because that's how things work in Venice. She told me she'd moved to Venice precisely for this reason: because there are no cars, because every day you are therefore "compelled to see people, talk with people, greet people." She pointed out some graffiti that I would have missed if I hadn't slowed down to chat with her. During the violent rebellion of 1848, when Venice first declared independence from Austria, wounded patriots were cared for at Florian's, and some of them scrawled Viva la Repubblica and Viva San Marco, the name of their short-lived republic, on a nearby wall.


Graffiti written outside Caffe Florian during an 1848 rebellion against Austria reads, "Viva San Marco" and "Viva la Repubblica." (Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic)



Many of James's favorite churches, galleries, and scuoli--clubhouses, really, built by Venetian fraternities and guilds--also offer an unexpected bonus: Because they charge a small entry fee, almost everyone stays away. You can walk off a packed Venetian street, pay a few euros, and suddenly find yourself completely alone with a masterpiece. Then you are free to see what James saw, and to experience the same aesthetic shock.

After repeating this experience several times, I started to understand why James admired the calm, luminous paintings of the early Renaissance, a preference he picked up, in turn, from John Ruskin. Ruskin was the eccentric British art critic whose hatred of the late Renaissance inspired the Pre-Raphaelites, a school of British painting. His overwritten book, The Stones of Venice, was a kind of bible for the cultured (or would-be cultured) Anglo-American visitor in the 19th century. During one of my first trips to the city (confession: it was my honeymoon), I walked around, pretentiously, with an abridged version of The Stones of Venice myself.

Ruskin also helped promote an Anglo-American-Venetian love affair that has stretched from Byron through James, Sargent, and Stewart Gardner, and more recently to the great 20th century historian John Julius Norwich. The Victorians, living at the height of the British empire, were endlessly fascinated by the wreckage of Venice's empire, just as they were drawn to Rome. Gilded Age Americans, with their shiny modern buildings, new fortunes, and puritan work ethic, were equally drawn to a very ancient, very scruffy city full of people who were not especially interested in work at all.

The affair continues into modern times, now powering the work of Save Venice and Venice in Peril, the American and British foundations dedicated to the proposition that the loss of Venice to flooding and decay, both of which have plagued the city since before Ruskin's day, would be a loss for civilization. I spent a slow afternoon at Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, one of the city's largest churches, with Susan Ruth Steer, a British art historian who works for Venice in Peril. She reminded me of how pleasurable it is to listen to people talk about something they really love. We agreed that Ruskin probably influenced James's admiration of the golden Bellini triptych in one of the Frari's side chapels--"nothing in Venice is more perfect than this," he wrote, adding that "it seems painted with molten gems"--and his dislike of Titian's dramatic Assumption of the Virgin (he called it "second-rate"), which hangs over the altar.


"Nothing in Venice is more perfect," James wrote, than Giovanni Bellini's Madonna and Child With Saints, in the Basilica di Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari. (Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic)



Susan showed me two of Venice in Peril's projects in the Frari. Its donors paid for the restoration of the tomb of the neoclassical sculptor Antonio Canova, a marble pyramid with stone figures, after salt water was found to be seeping up from underground and damaging the statuary. They continue to support patching the cracks that could destroy an elaborate Baroque reliquary altar, which we agreed James would not have liked at all.

Afterward, we walked to the nearby Scuola Grande di San Rocco, dedicated to the saint who protected Venetians from the plague. Restrained on the outside, the scuola's spectacular interior is embellished, floor to ceiling, with gilded stucco and the paintings of Jacopo Robusti, known as Tintoretto. Here restoration has its limits, because Tintoretto, born in 1518 in humble circumstances--he was the son of a tintore, a "cloth dyer" (hence the nickname)--balked at the high cost of ultramarine pigment, which at the time was made from ground lapis lazuli, imported from Afghanistan and priced the same as gold. He sometimes used a cheaper paint made of ground glass, but alas, it deteriorated after a century or so, turning some of Tintoretto's skies brown or gray.

"Nothing indeed can well be sadder than the great collection of Tintorets at San Rocco," James wrote. "Incurable blackness is settling fast upon all of them, and they frown at you across the sombre splendour of the great chambers like gaunt twilight phantoms of pictures." Restoration has in fact made the canvases brighter and clearer since James saw them, if not returning the exact original colors. Restoration has also helped secure Tintoretto's reputation, which has waxed and waned--much like that of James, whose novels went out of fashion during his life before being rediscovered after his death. In his time, Tintoretto was considered seriously ambitious, bordering on greedy. He challenged established artists, built a huge studio, employed his children, and lobbied hard to get all of the best commissions, even donating a painting to the scuola as part of his campaign to paint the rest of it.

Read: Venice underwater: The highest tide in 50 years

James liked the way Tintoretto used his art to tell stories. The artist painted his Last Supper from a side angle, with the kitchen visible at the back. In the Adoration of the Shepherds he put the Holy Family on the top floor of a barn whose first floor was occupied by an ox. His Crucifixion contains several separate scenes, each with its own drama. Tintoretto, James wrote, "felt, pictorially, the great, beautiful, terrible spectacle of human life very much as Shakespeare felt it poetically--with a heart that never ceased to beat a passionate accompaniment to every stroke of his brush."

Tintoretto is hard to avoid in Venice. His works can be found in the city's most important museums, where some of them still have ultramarine skies, and on the walls and ceilings of the Doge's Palace, once the seat of Venetian power. He contributed some smaller paintings to the building too. One of them appears in Travelling Companions, a short, early James novel, also serialized in The Atlantic. The story recounts the fate of Miss Evans, yet another bright American girl visiting Venice, who is admired by another male narrator, Mr. Brooke. The two visit the Doge's Palace together, and she admires Tintoretto's Bacchus and Ariadne, with its "broad, bright glory of deep-toned sea and sky."

Hearing this, Mr. Brooke leaps at the opportunity. "To understand this Bacchus and Ariadne we ought to spend a long day on the lagoon, beyond sight of Venice," he says. "Will you come tomorrow to Torcello?" She demurs.

They go to Padua instead, and the story unfolds from there. But I took Mr Brooke's advice.




The Hotel Danieli, which appears in James's novel Travelling Companions, commands a fine view along the Riva degli Schiavoni. (Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic)



In truth, there are two ways to see Henry James's Venice: One is to peer into the corners of dark churches. Another is to spend a lot of time floating in the lagoon, looking up at the sky.

Although the former activity is still available for those willing to make the effort, I concede that the latter is much harder to experience than it used to be. When James came to Venice, he sometimes rented a gondola and hired a gondolier ("the gondolier at Venice is your very good friend--if you choose him happily"). So does the narrator of The Aspern Papers; this comes in handy when Juliana dies and Tita tells the narrator that she will give him the letters he covets--but only if he marries her.

Shocked by the offer, he rushes out of the palace and tells his gondolier to take him "anywhere, anywhere; out into the lagoon!" This crisis might have echoed a real one. James's close friend Constance Fenimore Woolson, an American novelist, committed suicide by throwing herself out of an upper-story window of the Palazzo Semitecolo, a few hundred yards down the Grand Canal from the Palazzo Barbaro. She may have done so because James, whose sexuality was as ambiguous as his writing, did not want to marry her.

Obsessively, the narrator makes excuses to himself:

Did she think I had made love to her, even to get the papers? I hadn't, I hadn't; I repeated that over to myself for an hour, for two hours, till I was wearied if not convinced. I don't know where my gondolier took me; we floated aimlessly about on the lagoon, with slow, rare strokes.


Alas, hardly anyone floats aimlessly about in the lagoon in a gondola anymore, not even when experiencing a spiritual crisis. Gondoliers, members of a tightly controlled caste that passes down licenses within families, can charge up to EU100 for half an hour. The tourists they carry always look stiff and awkward, as if they aren't sure exactly why this short ride in a dressed-up canoe is so expensive.

Read: Chasing le Carre in Corfu

Actual Venetians use motorboats. Matteo, the photographer whose excellent pictures accompany this article, has a motorboat. Noisier and less comfortable than a 19th-century gondola, it has no felze (the small black cabin that protected Victorian ladies from the sun), or indeed any passenger seat at all. But after two days, the boat changed the way I saw Venice.

To start with, I was initiated into a whole set of rules. Private boats are allowed in the center of the city only after noon. In the morning, the canals are reserved for delivery boats, such as the one I saw carrying a pile of brown Amazon packages. Parking requires even more specialized knowledge. The paline da casada, the striped poles in front of grand houses, belong to families who have used the same colors for centuries, but even the plain wooden ones are private. Pilots instead tether their boat on metal rings discreetly mounted on some of the canal walls. Matteo always leaves a sign with his phone number on his boat, just in case he has accidentally parked in someone's space.

Learning the rules is worth the effort because the facades of the palaces can be seen from the water as they were meant to be seen. The vaporetto, the public water bus, also travels along the large waterways, but in a small vessel you can float right up to the Palazzo Barbaro and see the balcony that James loved to lean on, and watch an egret sun itself beside the Palazzo Mocenigo, where Lord Byron once lived with his dogs, his birds, two "charming monkeys," a fox, a wolf, and his mistress, who was a Venetian baker's wife. A motorboat can also access the hidden industrial side of Venice: the ugly but practical railway bridge, much deplored by Ruskin; the marine gas stations; the trash-collection barges; the ambulance boats lined up outside a hospital in case of emergency.

Turn a few more corners and drift farther away from the main island, and a completely different Venice appears: a world of muddy islands, clumps of reeds, abandoned forts, and water reflecting the sky. The remains of a church bell tower mark Poveglia, an island where plague victims were once quarantined that is now, following a local campaign, destined to become a park for city residents. Colonies of ibis, the sacred birds of ancient Egypt, have settled in on several abandoned islets. We saw cormorants, seagulls, and, later, a dolphin that had somehow found its way into the waters just off Santa Maria della Salute. One afternoon, the sky was so clear that we could see the distant Dolomite mountains shimmering above the water, a phenomenon the Venetians call stravedamento.

This deserted, evocative Venice had a deep appeal to romantically minded 19th-century travelers--starting, again, with Ruskin, who especially loved the island of Torcello, home to the first important lagoon settlement. "Mother and daughter," he wrote of Torcello and Venice, "you behold them both in their widowhood." Founded in 452 C.E. by Roman citizens fleeing the barbarian invasions of the mainland, Torcello was for several centuries the most populated island in the lagoon, before it was abandoned, probably following a bout of malaria or the plague. Depending on your point of view, Torcello is now a jolly day trip, a reminder of the fragility of civilization, or, as in one of Harold Pinter's plays, a place that sparks memories of a failed romance.

"Without making this excursion you can hardly pretend to know Venice or to sympathise with that longing for pure radiance which animated her great colourists," James wrote; he found not much on the island except "a meagre cluster of huts," a "ruinous church," and a "perfect bath of light," which is exactly what he liked about it. Nowadays, Torcello has a small museum. The church, the seventh-century Byzantine Basilica of Santa Maria Assunta, has been restored, thanks to Venice in Peril and Save Venice, among others. On the day I visited, a polite Japanese tour group listened quietly to a guide.

But the seagulls, the reeds, and the light are still there. And the Last Judgement, a golden mosaic covering the basilica's entire western wall, hasn't changed much since James saw it, or indeed since it was created nine centuries ago, possibly by artists from Constantinople. Christ still reigns in heaven. The Virgin pays him homage. The righteous are in paradise, standing solemnly beneath palm fronds. The sinners are tortured by demons and suffering in the flames of hell.

The apostles, lined up in a row, seem frozen in time. "Ranged against their dead gold backgrounds as stiffly as grenadiers presenting arms," James wrote, they appear "to wait forever vainly for some visible revival of primitive orthodoxy." They are waiting still.


The paline da casada, the striped poles in front of some Venetian houses, are part of an elaborate parking system, helping show captains where they can, or cannot, moor their boats. (Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic)



In the end, duplicity was not required. I entered the garden of The Aspern Papers--behind the Palazzo Soranzo Cappello--exactly the same way James did: thanks to friends of friends. In his time, the palazzo was occupied by Julia Constance Fletcher, another American novelist (she wrote under the name George Fleming), and her divorced mother, who had shocked Boston society by running away with a painter. A pair of women, the elder with a scandalous past, might well have inspired the novella, as did stories James had heard in Florence about one of Byron's mistresses. James had many links to Fletcher. He might have known her through Oscar Wilde (about whom he was ambivalent), through Woolson, or through mutual friends in London.

Read: An ideal journey through Italy

My entry into the garden was similarly made possible by my friend Beppe, an Italian journalist, who introduced me to Francesco, who runs a literary festival in Cortina. Francesco talked with Anthony, his former professor, and Anthony told him about Rosella. And Rosella--Rosella Mamoli Zorzi, the author of an indispensable guide, In Venice and in the Veneto With Henry James--spoke with Giuditta, who oversees conservation projects in Venice from her office in the palazzo.

Giuditta escorted us--me, Rosella, Francesco, and Matteo--into the palazzo, which still sits beside what James described as a "clean, melancholy, unfrequented canal." The central hall, where the narrator was first received, is also still "paved with marble and roofed with dim crossbeams." The upstairs rooms where the narrator might have stayed are small and mean, but the large downstairs rooms off the central hall (Juliana would have hidden Aspern's letters in one of them) have high ceilings and doors with stone frames.


The author accessed the garden of the Palazzo Soranzo Cappello not through duplicity, like Henry James's protagonist, but through friends of friends, as James himself had. (Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic)



The garden, reached through the back doors, was drenched in sunshine on the day we visited. This time the aesthetic shock came not from the elegance--the grass was overgrown, the lawn covered by leaves--but from the luxury of space. Venice is a very crowded, very urban city with hardly any greenery. But here was a large, old mulberry tree; a clutch of fruit trees, pomegranates and persimmons; ornamental shrubs. Gently weathered statues of various Roman Caesars line the first courtyard; a pathway leads through a gateway toward a pavilion at the far end, where more statues, too decayed to be identified, lurk under the roof.

Many generations of Venetians, starting with the Soranzo family, who laid out the garden in the 16th century, must have come here for respite from the city. So did Fletcher, James, and the Italian poet and novelist Gabriele D'Annunzio, who set a story in the garden too. So does the narrator of The Aspern Papers. "I had floated home in my gondola," he says about halfway through the novella, "listening to the slow splash of the oar in the narrow, dark canals, and now the only thought that solicited me was the vague reflection that it would be pleasant to recline at one's length in the fragrant darkness, on a garden bench."

To his surprise, Tita is sitting in the garden, and for the first time, she speaks frankly with him, as if the open space gives her license to tell secrets. He also speaks frankly with her, or almost frankly. Yes, he tells her, he is a scholar and critic who writes about Jeffrey Aspern. But he feigns ignorance. Might she have any material about the poet? Tita reacts in alarm: "Santo Dio!" she exclaims, and rushes upstairs. Although he doesn't yet know it, the narrator still has several surprises to come. And so, thanks to my chain of acquaintances, did I.

After several attempts and some misunderstandings, Rosella got hold of Elizabeth. Elizabeth lives in the Palazzo Barbaro, on one of the floors formerly occupied by James's friends and hosts, Daniel and Ariana Curtis. She rents it from the current owner, who bought it from the Curtis family, who still own the very top floor. Until the day I arrived in Venice, I wasn't certain whether Elizabeth would be there, or whether she would allow me to visit. But she was, and she did.

We arrived at the back gate and climbed up the same rickety stone staircase that James described as being "held together one scarce knew how." The walls of the entry hall, covered in green fabric, were reminiscent of James's "walls of ancient pale-green damask, slightly shredded and patched." Elizabeth showed us the dining room, with its patterned floor and--unusual for the city--windows on both sides. She explained to us with what care one cleans an ancient apartment in Venice, and how gingerly one must close doors whose frames have shifted with time.

Read: An innocent abroad in Mark Twain's Paris

Finally, she took us to see the ballroom, a salon whose high ceilings were created in the 17th century by knocking together two medieval palaces. In this room, the Barbaro family once listened to concerts. Sargent painted An Interior in Venice here, a portrait of the Curtis family that Mrs. Curtis hated. James wrote voluminous letters. Robert Browning read his poems. Isabella Stewart Gardner held court wearing her long string of pearls. Elizabeth drew our attention to the painting on the back wall, The Rape of the Sabine Women, and told us that Hermann Goering had allegedly seen and coveted it but couldn't figure out how to get it out of the building.


The central hall of the Palazzo Soranzo Cappello (Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic)



We turned toward the windows. The salon was dark and cavernous behind us, the heavy paintings in gold frames dominating Elizabeth's sparse and modern furniture, the delicate stucco on the walls, the stone floors. Light streamed in from the windows, exactly as light does in a Tintoretto painting. When Elizabeth invited us to step onto the balcony, we gazed down at the Grand Canal. And we saw what James described in 1882:

If you are happy, you will find yourself, after a June day in Venice (about ten o'clock), on a balcony that overhangs the Grand Canal, with your elbows on the broad ledge, a cigarette in your teeth and a little good company beside you. The gondolas pass beneath, the watery surface gleams here and there from their lamps, some of which are colored lanterns that move mysteriously in the darkness. There are some evenings in June when there are too many gondolas, too many lanterns, too many serenades in front of the hotels. The serenading in particular is overdone; but on such a balcony as I speak of you needn't suffer from it, for in the apartment behind you--an accessible refuge--there is more good company, there are more cigarettes. If you are wise you will step back there presently.


It was November, not June, and it was daytime, not evening--but still, I considered myself lucky. In the final scene of The Aspern Papers, Tita tells the narrator that she has destroyed Jeffrey Aspern's letters. "Yes; what was I to keep them for? I burnt them last night, one by one, in the kitchen."

The narrator is forever cut off from the past, forever unable to slake his curiosity. But I did, just briefly, touch Henry James's Venice.



Travel Notes

Riva degli Schiavoni

If you want to wake up in the morning and see the view that James had while he was writing The Portrait of a Lady, spend a night in the same building he did, now the Pensione Wildner--I did and discovered, sadly, that the building has seen better days. The identical view is also available in the more elegant (and more expensive) Hotel Danieli, a few hundred yards down the quay, which is also where Miss Evans stays in Travelling Companions. In either place, ask for a room overlooking the water. Peer out the window, and you will see "the far-shining lagoon, the pink walls of San Giorgio, the downward curve of the Riva, the distant islands, the movement of the quay, the gondolas in profile."

Hotel Danieli, Riva degli Schiavoni, 4196, 30122 Venezia VE, Italy


Palazzo Soranzo Cappello

You, too, can visit the garden, even without friends of friends to help you, although you will have to plan your trip with care. The garden opens to the public a few days a year, in the autumn and spring. Check the local Superintendence for Cultural Heritage website for updates, use Google Translate if you need to, and be persistent. Presumably, the garden's caretakers rake the leaves when they know people are coming.

Ramo Quinto Gallion O del Pezzetto, 770, 30100 Venezia VE, Italy


Chioggia by bike

Lord Byron liked to gallop his horses down the beaches of the Lido, the island in the outer part of the lagoon that was the backdrop to Thomas Mann's novel (and Luchino Visconti's film) Death in Venice. Nowadays there aren't too many horses, but you can rent bikes. Ride to the end of the island, hop on a ferry to reach the next island, and keep doing this until you reach Chioggia, the fishing village once painted by John Singer Sargent and remembered by James for its "bright colored hovels." Lots of small restaurants along the water will serve you a very fresh piece of fish. I did this 25 years ago, and I still remember it as one of the best days of my life.

30015 Chioggia, Metropolitan City of Venice, Italy


Isola di San Michele

In late October, in time for All Saints' Day, the Venetians build a temporary pontoon bridge to the cemetery island, and for a few days you can walk over, which I did. At other times of the year, take the vaporetto. Napoleon, horrified by bad hygiene in Venice, ordered the construction of the cemetery. The tombs date from the 19th century, although the church is older. The Orthodox section contains some notable Russian exiles, including Igor Stravinsky and Sergei Diaghilev. The poet Joseph Brodsky, who once described the city of Venice as "the greatest masterpiece our species produced," is buried in the Protestant section (he was Jewish, so the Orthodox wouldn't take him), as is the American poet Ezra Pound, a virulent anti-Semite.

Isola di San Michele, 30100 Venice, Metropolitan City of Venice, Italy


Nevodi

Nevodi means "nephews" in the Venetian dialect, and this is a family-run restaurant in the residential Castello district that feels like one--assuming your nephews make subtle fish sauces, use vegetables from local gardens, bake homemade bread, and serve everything with bespoke olive oil. I had the cuttlefish pasta with black squid ink and didn't regret it. James doesn't write about food in Venice, perhaps because Venice is one of the few cities in Italy where you can easily pay a lot of money for a bad meal (I did that a few times too), so find a place you love and keep going back.

Via Giuseppe Garibaldi, 1533, 30122 Venezia VE, Italy


Arsenale di Venezia

Visit the city during the Biennale, the international art exhibition; I have always found the art lovers as entertaining as the art. Many are dressed, as Isabella Stewart Gardner often was, from head to toe in designer black. Much of the Biennale takes place in or near the medieval arsenale, where in the 16th century, well before the Industrial Revolution, the Venetians mass-produced nearly one ship every day. It was the source of their commercial and political power and was, in its day, every bit as high-tech as a modern data center, which is perhaps why it was not remotely interesting to James.

Campo de la Tana, 2169, 30122 Venezia VE, Italy


Church of Madonna dell'Orto

This is Tintoretto's parish church, tucked away in the Cannareggio district, well away from the crowds. Built in the mid-14th century, it got its name from a statue of the Virgin found to be working miracles in a nearby orchard. Tintoretto's house, where he was born and lived all of his life, is around the corner; a plaque commands visitors to remember him. The church courtyard is one of the few in Venice to retain its original brick paving. Inside you can find Tintoretto's tomb and 10 of his paintings, including Presentation of the Virgin at the Temple, which features Mary as a child, looking small and scared. "You seem not only to look at his pictures, but into them," James wrote. "I'd give a great deal to be able to fling down a dozen of his pictures into prose of corresponding force and color."

Cannareggio, 3512, 30121 Venezia VE, Italy





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2025/12/writers-way-venice-henry-james-travel/685139/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The 14 Best TV Shows of 2025

The series that stood out in a year of noise

by Sophie Gilbert, Shirley Li

Wed, 17 Dec 2025



On the small screen, 2025 was all about money--the ostentatious peacocking of wealth on shows such as Sirens, And Just Like That, Selling Sunset, and With Love, Meghan; the spiraling production costs of episodes themselves; the politicized wrestling over which megacorporation will take over Warner Bros. Discovery and its TV arms, including HBO. CBS canceled The Late Show With Stephen Colbert, in what seemed to many critics like an obvious sop to the Trump administration, ahead of Paramount's $8 billion merger with the production company Skydance. ABC briefly pulled Jimmy Kimmel Live off the air, until public outrage mounted to such an extent that the market value of Disney, its parent company, fell by $4 billion. It's hard to remember another time when the line between profiteering and entertainment has felt quite so porous.

With all of this in mind, the television series we loved most this year exemplified and defended the medium's artistry, demonstrating what can be done with serialized storytelling, ingenuity, and ambition. They leaned into topical flash points and dispensed with bland distraction. During a stretch when so much felt resolutely mid, these shows were anything but.




Netflix



Adolescence (Netflix)

Adolescence opens with a photo of a chubby-cheeked boy posing for a first-day-of-school photo, his hair cowlicked, his face proud. From that image onward, the show insists on the point that this boy--named Jamie (played by Owen Cooper), now 13 and accused of murdering a classmate--could be anyone's child, even yours. The immersive miniseries, created by the playwright Jack Thorne with the actor Stephen Graham (who stars as Jamie's father, Eddie), is filmed in a series of continuous shots: We follow the police into Jamie's bedroom; we watch Eddie recoil from his son after realizing what Jamie has done; we learn more, as children are interviewed and footage is revealed, about what's happened, but only fragments of why. The third episode, in which Jamie is gently interrogated by a psychologist (Erin Doherty), is excruciatingly tense; it's also revelatory, in the bleakest way possible. If Jamie is a monster, Adolescence posits, he's the kind that implicates everyone.  -- Sophie Gilbert


FX / Everett Collection



The Lowdown (FX)

With apologies to Ethan Hawke, part of the pleasure of watching The Lowdown comes from seeing how his character takes a beating. Lee Raybon, a used-book-store owner and self-proclaimed "truthstorian," tends to chase risky scenarios without fully thinking things through, but getting hurt only assures him he's on the right track. Created by the Reservation Dogs showrunner Sterlin Harjo and set in present-day Tulsa, Oklahoma, The Lowdown is a shaggy neo-noir that understands the appeal of a scrappy troublemaker. During his investigation into what he believes is a murder plot involving a powerful family, Lee pinballs around his surroundings and runs into all kinds of eccentric locals, played by an ensemble of excellent character actors. The result is a kinetic watch, anchored by a top-notch Hawke, bruises and all.  -- Shirley Li


HBO



Task (HBO)

What does it mean to be a man? The Mare of Easttown creator Brad Ingelsby's newest show--also set in Delaware County, and also fascinated with the flaws and vulnerabilities of tight-knit communities--contrasts the lives of two very different male figures set on a collision course. Tom Brandis (Mark Ruffalo) is a former priest turned grieving FBI agent; Robbie Prendergrast (Tom Pelphrey), a single father who robs drug houses, is his latest target. Over seven episodes, Task considers the two antagonists' oppositional responses to tragedy while also sketching out the world around them: a fentanyl-trafficking biker gang, local and federal law enforcement, a 21-year-old trying to raise her younger cousins as best she can. Beautifully shot, and more propulsive the longer it goes on, Task interrogates masculinity without losing sympathy for any of its adherents.  -- S.G.


FX



Adults (FX)

The ensemble at the center of Adults could easily be called the Gen Z Ross, Rachel, Monica, Chandler, Joey, and Phoebe. But what differentiates the series from that other New York-set comedy about 20-somethings is the fact that, to borrow a little more from Friends, these characters knew life was gonna be this way. They feel pressured to get serious but struggle to navigate the ever-changing expectations of growing up. Is it more important to stand out or be liked at the office? Which is harder: paying off deep medical debt or getting on the phone to dispute the costs? The season's highlight involves a character totally unprepared to throw the dinner party she's hosting, only for a much older guest to be the one who embarrasses himself the most. That's the fun of Adults: The titular group may be striving for maturity, but the show understands that adulthood can be a moving target.  -- S.L.


Netflix



The Diplomat (Netflix)

I have a soft spot for any show willing to consider women in positions of power, and Season 3 of The Diplomat offers up two of them: In addition to Keri Russell's brilliant, unkempt, impossibly charming Kate Wyler, the American ambassador to the United Kingdom, there's Allison Janney's icy Grace Penn, now--thanks to her predecessor's heart attack--promoted to president of the United States. Can the two find common ground? The Diplomat reliably examines all of our most special relationships, understanding that marriage can sometimes feel no less complicated, ambitious, and humbling than statecraft. There are twists galore, but I liked the smaller moments--such as Bradley Whitford's wacky contentment as first gentleman, and Kate's MacGyvered costume change for Grace's first presidential appearance.  -- S.G.


HBO



The Pitt (HBO Max)

At their best, hospital procedurals maintain a curious balance: They combine the stress of seeing patients suffer with the pleasure of watching competent doctors. In its first, Emmy-sweeping season, The Pitt perfected that formula. Starring the ER alum Noah Wyle as Dr. "Robby" Robinavitch, a physician still reeling from the trauma of the coronavirus pandemic, the drama follows a sprawling ensemble of emergency-room workers over the course of a single shift. The real-time framework gives viewers an intimate look at the people who trickle in and out of the facility with various maladies--some comical, others terrifying. Through it all, Wyle's lived-in performance grounds the stakes in the doctors' emotional reality, keeping The Pitt focused on what it takes to be in the business of saving lives.  -- S.L.


Apple TV / Everett Collection



Severance (Apple TV)

Goats. Ether. Doppelgangers. Animatronic deities ushered in to music by the Alan Parsons Project. Severance is a weird trip; Season 2, which came three years after the show's premiere and took us on frozen waterfall hikes and into secret pastoral laboratories, was no exception. Unlike most puzzle-box shows, though, the series sometimes offers answers as to WTF is actually going on at Lumon Industries. Season 2 develops the relationship between Innie Mark S. (Adam Scott) and Helly R. (Britt Lower) while continuing the investigation into what happened to Mark's not-actually-dead wife, now imprisoned on a secret floor at Lumon and undergoing a series of agonizing emotional trials. Stylized to a modernist extreme, Severance looks cold to the touch--which is why it's always surprising when the show reveals a little of its heart.  -- S.G.

Read: Severance can't save you


Peacock



The Traitors (Peacock)

Most reality shows rely on a simple conceit: Dozens of men vie for the affections of one woman; strangers become roommates; a famous-enough family gives audiences a glimpse into their life. The Traitors seems just as uncomplicated at first, thrusting its contestants--many of them veterans of other unscripted series such as Big Brother and the Real Housewives franchise--into a game of Mafia for a cash prize. But the competition toys with reality-TV tropes, borrowing from and satirizing the genre itself. The result, much like the host Alan Cumming's eye-popping wardrobe, is delightfully over-the-top. This year, many of the designated "traitors" and "faithfuls" entered the castle with established rivalries and reputations--think Tom Sandoval of "Scandoval" fame, or "Boston Rob," a notoriously crafty Survivor winner--boosting the mischief and melodrama. As my colleague Megan Garber put it, this is "hyperreality TV."  -- S.L.


FX / Everett Collection



Dying for Sex (FX)

"Are you on some kind of sex quest?" Gail (Sissy Spacek) asks her daughter, Molly (Michelle Williams), midway through Dying for Sex, as the pair sit in a hospital waiting room. And the answer is: yes. Molly, given a terminal-cancer diagnosis, is enraged by how little she's actually lived--and thus decides to venture out on a boundless journey of sexual exploration, aided by her best friend, Nikki (Jenny Slate). What makes the show work is Williams's wide-eyed guilelessness as Molly; she is in some ways liberated by the finality of her illness, approaching dating apps and novel kinks with the positivity of a Disney princess and the enthusiasm of a sailor on shore leave. After a lifetime of quieting her desires, she's finally able to look inward. Molly's closeness with Nikki also upends ideas about which relationships can mean the most to us in the end.  -- S.G.


HBO



The Rehearsal (HBO)

As a comedian, Nathan Fielder tends to push every gag to its furthest extreme--which is why, in some ways, the fact that he turned the second season of The Rehearsal into an extended attempt to prevent all future airline disasters isn't that surprising. But the show, in which Fielder stages elaborate practice sessions for ordinary people facing uncomfortable scenarios, offers an array of unexpected twists. In one episode, Fielder has pilots judge a singing competition; in another, he tries to embody Captain "Sully" Sullenberger, who famously landed a passenger jet on the Hudson River. The Rehearsal's sophomore outing became unforgettable television because it was often hard to tell what kind of television it was: comedy? Drama? Reality TV turned performance art? No one really knows except Fielder himself. Perhaps that's what made the show irresistible.  -- S.L.


Netflix



Dept. Q (Netflix)

It feels like not much can surprise me anymore, at the end of this exhausting shocker of a year. But Dept. Q, Scott Frank and Chandni Lakhani's Scotland-set procedural thriller, delivered a truly jaw-dropping narrative turn at the end of the first episode and then never let up on the suspense. Matthew Goode is in fine misanthropic form as Detective Carl Morck, a police investigator left traumatized and surly after being shot during a case. His boss tasks him with reinvestigating lost-cause cold cases, a thankless job that leads him to a compelling mystery; meanwhile, his therapist (Kelly MacDonald) struggles to get him to open up about his PTSD. Dept. Q's tone is mordant and its imagination can be monstrous, but like any good crime show, it knows who its heroes are and the reassurance we get from them.  -- S.G.


Amazon Studios



The Summer I Turned Pretty (Prime Video)

The 21-year-old college student Belly (Lola Tung) is just so torn: between marrying the hot but immature Jeremiah (Gavin Casalegno) and reigniting her relationship with his hot but moody brother, Conrad (Christopher Briney); between staying in a picturesque vacation town and studying abroad in the equally picturesque Paris. Her turmoil may seem inconsequential, but in its final season, The Summer I Turned Pretty turned into appointment viewing, even for many older viewers. This adaptation of Jenny Han's best-selling young-adult novels scratched an itch for the teen melodramas of yesteryear--The O.C., Dawson's Creek. The series takes its heroine's emotional crossroads seriously while offering the fantasy of life lived in a perpetual glow, as sweet as a peach bought off a stand on the side of the road.  -- S.L.


Netflix



North of North (Netflix)

Siaja (Anna Lambe)--plucky, loving, and prone to pratfalls--is a classic sitcom heroine in an underutilized setting: Canada's Arctic territories, where she lives in a tiny Inuit community with her vain, selfish husband (Kelly William) and her young daughter. By the end of the series premiere, after realizing how small her life has become, Siaja leaves her husband (in painfully public fashion) and sets out on a mission to make something of herself. "You're acting like a white girl with options," her mother, Neevee (Maika Harper), tells her. Nevertheless, Siaja is convinced that she can forge her own path. North of North pays painstaking attention to the details of life in Nunavut, and the icy landscapes are gorgeous on-screen. But Siaja's relatability, and her unflagging optimism, is what really sells the series.  -- S.G.


Disney / Everett Collection



Andor (Disney+)

The second and final season of the most mature Star Wars show moves at light speed compared with the first, the plot leaping forward a year in time every three episodes: Newly introduced characters disappear; planets that seem pivotal to Cassian (Diego Luna) and his mission to help the Rebellion aren't visited again. Yet Andor never feels unsteady. The Rogue One co-writer Tony Gilroy's extended foray into a galaxy far, far away offers a stronger thesis than the average Star Wars spin-off: that the line between the dark side and the light can be terribly blurry. Perhaps the series, with its spy-thriller stylings, bold speeches, and lack of anything Jedi-related, isn't really a conventional Star Wars story. It thoughtfully contemplates the painful reality of a conflict's anonymous foot soldiers, who believe in, fight for, and sacrifice themselves for an ideology. In that sense, Andor conveys a force--lowercase f--all its own.  -- S.L.
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The Most Feared Person at the NIH Is a Vaccine Researcher Plucked From Obscurity

While NIH director Jay Bhattacharya focuses on podcasting, his second in command is dramatically remaking the agency.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




Updated at 12:29 p.m. on December 17, 2025
 
 When Donald Trump nominated Jay Bhattacharya to be the director of the National Institutes of Health, a shake-up seemed inevitable. Typically, the agency--a $48 billion grant-making institution and the world's largest public funder of biomedical research--has been led by a medical researcher with extensive administrative experience. Bhattacharya was a health economist without specialized training in infectious disease, who'd come to prominence for his heterodox views on COVID policies and who has criticized the NIH for stifling dissent.



The NIH has been transformed this year. And most of the layoffs, policy changes, and politically motivated funding cuts--notably, to infectious-disease research--have happened under Bhattacharya's watch. But inside the agency, officials describe Bhattacharya as a largely ineffectual figurehead, often absent from leadership meetings, unresponsive to colleagues, and fixated more on cultivating his media image than on engaging with the turmoil at his own agency. "We don't really hear from or about Jay very much," one official told me. (Most of the current and former NIH officials who spoke with me for this article requested anonymity out of fear of retaliation.) Many officials call Bhattacharya "Podcast Jay" because of the amount of time that he has spent in his office recording himself talking. "Bhattacharya is too busy podcasting to do anything," one official told me.



Instead, Matthew Memoli, the agency's principal deputy director, "is the one wielding the axe,"the official said. This time last year, Memoli was a relatively low-ranking flu researcher at the NIH's National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID). Then, in January, the Trump administration appointed him to be the agency's acting director. At the time, other NIH officials considered Memoli to be a placeholder, temporarily empowered to carry out the administration's orders. But "there's been no change since Jay got put in," one NIH official told me. To the agency officials I spoke with, Memoli, now second in command, still looks to be very much in charge.

Neither Bhattacharya nor Memoli agreed to an interview; the Trump administration responded to my request for comment after this story was published. This account did "not reflect Dr. Bhattacharya's leadership approach or the way decisions are made at NIH," Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, said in an email. "Dr. Bhattacharya has deep respect for the agency, its staff, and its scientific mission, which is rooted in gold-standard science and in the interests of public health."
 
 To better understand Bhattacharya and Memoli's leadership, I spoke with 18 current and former NIH officials, whose positions at the agency have spanned a breadth of specialties and administrative roles, and reached out to several of Bhattacharya's former colleagues. The officials' first impressions of Bhattacharya--who has argued that the NIH could do more "to promote innovative science"--were of an outsider and a radical, whose ideas could have changed the agency for better or worse. In recent months, NIH officials have come to see him as so disengaged that they hardly worry about his impact. Memoli, by contrast, knows just enough about the agency--and, in particular, its approach to infectious disease--to help destroy it.







Memoli's appointment to acting director in January floored his colleagues--many of whom had never heard his name before. Like Bhattacharya, Memoli had no previous track record of executive leadership or in overseeing the awarding of federal grants. But officials quickly deduced what about Memoli might have appealed to the administration: In 2021, he described COVID-vaccine mandates as "extraordinarily problematic" in an email to Anthony Fauci, then the director of NIAID, whom the Trump administration has repeatedly tried to discredit. Then, last year, when asked to submit a routine statement about diversity, equity, and inclusion, Memoli sent in one that called the term DEI "offensive and demeaning." By September, the NIH, under Bhattacharya's leadership, had done away with DEI statements for its scientists, describing them as "loyalty oaths" that Memoli had "courageously stood against."



In his two months as acting director, Memoli enacted the Trump administration's agenda with aplomb, pushing through the mass cancellation of grants focused on topics such as DEI, transgender health, and COVID-19; multiple NIH leaders were ousted while he was acting director, including Jeanne Marrazzo, who served as the director of NIAID until early April. "His major function was to do the administration's bidding," Michael Lauer, who led the NIH's grant-making division before he departed the agency in February, told me.



That same month, while Memoli was still acting director, he began to call Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s attention to the flu-vaccine research he'd done with his mentor, Jeffery Taubenberger, another NIAID scientist. By early May--after Memoli had been installed as Bhattacharya's deputy, and Taubenberger as the acting director of NIAID--HHS had redirected about half a billion dollars, once set aside to develop new COVID-19 vaccines and drugs, to their vaccine work. (Outside researchers criticized the grant as an unjustifiably enormous sum; in an email to me in May, Memoli insisted that the grant would support "more than one project," but did not answer follow-up questions about how much of that sum would furnish his research specifically.)



Part of a deputy's job is to take some load off the director. But under normal circumstances, people "wouldn't really notice who the deputy director is," one official told me; the director is expected to set policy and lead. Although Bhattacharya has continued to reiterate his own goals for the NIH--including advancing more innovative research--his recent visions for the agency have largely followed administration talking points such as diverting resources toward chronic disease and clamping down on "dangerous" virological research. Yet the director seems out of touch with the reality of that agenda: In his public appearances, internal meetings, and on social media, Bhattacharya has delivered conflicting and sometimes erroneous accounts of the NIH's grant-making policies. Both publicly and internally, he has fixated more on defending himself against criticism he received for his COVID-policy views from 2020 than on the NIH's current state of affairs, several officials said.



Bhattacharya, in his own way, still seems to be serving the administration by championing its talking points. But Memoli is the one most visibly throttling the NIH's capacity to fund research and pushing out some of the agency's most experienced and internally respected leaders. To officials at the agency, his actions look like those of a leader who has been given broad discretion to shrink down the agency's infectious-disease work--an area where he may have a few personal grievances. "People are afraid of him," one official said, pausing. "I'm afraid of him."







Memoli's history at the NIH appears to have given him a particular zeal for dismantling it. In his two decades at the agency, Memoli has developed a reputation as a self-aggrandizing co-worker, eager to champion himself and dismissive of people he hasn't felt he could benefit professionally from, three officials who worked with him prior to 2025 told me. At various points, scientists at the agency lodged complaints about his unprofessional behavior toward colleagues, two NIH officials told me. Memoli, meanwhile, complained that "he wasn't being given enough," one of them said. Some of his scientific work was solid, but peers inside and outside the agency criticized some as unremarkable, leaving Memoli with a chip on his shoulder, the two officials said.



Of the NIH's 27 institutes and centers, NIAID, where Memoli once worked, has been among the hardest hit this year, losing most of its senior leadership and a large number of its infectious-disease-focused grants. Since January, multiple officials who denounced the administration's stance on infectious diseases and vaccines have had Memoli brush aside their concerns in meetings, then been ousted from their roles, three officials told me.



Given the Trump administration's desire to pare down infectious-disease research, NIAID and prominent officials such as Marrazzo, who succeeded Fauci as director, were always clear targets for cuts. (Yesterday, Marrazzo filed a lawsuit that named Memoli and Bhattacharya and that alleged that she was illegally fired after she had filed a whistleblower complaint about actions of NIH leadership that endangered public health; HHS declined to comment on the lawsuit.) But in some cases, three officials told me, Memoli appears to have pushed lesser-known officials out of their roles after more personal clashes, including Sarah Read, who was NIAID's principal deputy director and who repeatedly questioned the circumstances of Memoli and Taubenberger's sizable vaccine grant. (Read has since left the agency.) Memoli also recently detailed Carl Dieffenbach, the director of NIAID's Division of AIDS, to another branch of NIH after the two clashed over the administration's approach to HIV research. Days later, he gave Dieffenbach a scoring of one out of five on a performance review--potential grounds for termination--before human-resources personnel forced him to revise that rating, because he lacked evidence for them, two officials told me. (Read and Dieffenbach declined to comment.)



Memoli has also argued that funding for HIV-vaccine research--which Dieffenbach oversaw--is wasteful and should be cut. The NIH is expected to soon divert up to a third of its AIDS budget toward improving the delivery of existing HIV tools, such as the new drug lenacapavir. At least some of that push has come from Bhattacharya, who has publicly advocated (including on his own The Director's Desk podcast) for reallocating HIV funds on the grounds that established interventions could resolve the AIDS crisis on their own. But whereas Bhattacharya has waffled when asked how such an investment would affect other research, two officials told me, Memoli has insisted in internal meetings that it should come at the expense of research into HIV vaccines, which is widely considered to be essential to ending the HIV pandemic. Despite being a vaccine researcher himself, he's "gleefully making these cuts," one official told me. "Because it means he did something."



Allowing Memoli to be the executor of the Trump administration's cuts could serve the independent-thinker persona that Bhattacharya has tried to cultivate. But the NIH officials I spoke with, and one scientist who knew Bhattacharya prior to his appointment at the agency, doubted that his distance was so calculated. Trying to discredit the scientific establishment from the sidelines is far easier than trying to enact reform from its center. At the NIH, the embittered insider may leave the more memorable legacy.



This story was updated to include a comment from the Department of Health and Human Services. 
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        How Warren Buffett Did It
        Seth A. Klarman

        Warren Buffett has long been known and admired around the world for doing something that is, at its essence, mundane. He is not a brilliant artist or a great inventor or a record-setting athlete. Instead, his brilliance--a low-key, midwestern type of brilliance--found expression in the prosaic art of investing: buying this stock and avoiding that one. Buffett himself has called this task "simple, but not easy." While millions upon millions of people buy and sell investments every day, no one has a ...

      

      
        The 'Filthy Little Slum Child' Who Remade the American Right
        Franklin Foer

        Norman Podhoretz's friends--there were no dissenting voices among them--warned him not to publish Making It. Lionel Trilling, the high priest of the New York intellectuals, told Podhoretz that his reputation might never recover. Daniel Bell urged him to append a coda retracting the whole thing, as if the book were a literary prank. They regarded the text--a confessional memoir in which Podhoretz asserts that "many men" masturbate before sitting down to write--and its argument, an apologetic defense o...

      

      
        A Lesson in False Limits
        Sally Jenkins

        Few professionals suffer more from ageism than athletes. Heaven forfend an NFL star or an Olympian become 40ish on the field of play. That's known as "staying too long" and "tainting their legacy." Fans and commentators seem to want athletes to retire before they lose the luster of their prime and start looking knee sore--an expectation that, judging by the recent exploits of the skier Lindsey Vonn and the quarterback Philip Rivers, has cheated audiences out of who knows how many gladdening third ...

      

      
        The Riot That Foretold an Unstable Future
        Robert Rubsam

        The cartoonist and journalist Joe Sacco has made a career of rescuing history from the cleavages of memory. One set of scenes in his 2009 book, Footnotes in Gaza, exemplifies this, revealing how testimony about painful events can diverge among witnesses, even within a family. Sacco speaks with an elderly woman named Omm Nafez, illustrating her story: She says that her husband and two of his brothers were shot by Israeli soldiers while walking out of the family home; a third brother, Khamis, jumpe...

      

      
        What I Wish I'd Known When I Was Younger
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.On his 70th birthday, in 1905, Mark Twain gave a speech about the secret to successful aging. (If 70 doesn't sound aged to you, bear in mind that because of high infant-mortality rates, the average life expectancy for someone born before 1850 was less than 40.) "I have achieved my 70 years in the usual way," he declared, according to an account in The New York Times, "by sticking strictly to a sc...

      

      
        Why the Brown University Shooter Is Still at Large
        Brandon del Pozo

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The gunman who shot up a classroom on Brown University's campus on Saturday, killing two students and wounding nine others, has evaded capture for nearly a week. Because Americans have become culturally accustomed to police investigations that resolve at the breakneck speed of social-media-driven news cycles, this may feel to many like a distressingly long time. To some it is unacceptable, and suggests incomp...

      

      
        This Is What Presidential Panic Looks Like
        Tom Nichols

        The president of the United States just barged into America's living rooms like an angry, confused grandfather to tell us all that we are ungrateful whelps.When a president asks for network time, it's usually to announce something important. But tonight, Donald Trump did not give anything like a normal speech or address. He was clearly working from a prepared text, but it sounded like one he'd written--or dictated angrily--himself, because it was full of bizarre howlers that even Trump's second-rat...

      

      
        ISIS Never Really Went Away
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIs ISIS back? In late 2014, the jihadist group made its medieval views infamous using modern methods of propaganda. The organization had recently captured significant territory in Syria and Iraq, and claimed religious authority over all Muslims. The internet educated the world on the harsh, simple rules of a caliphate, and the surreal brutality of the beheading video. When the Islamic State lost control of its Middle East...

      

      
        $1,776 Checks for the Military
        Nancy A. Youssef

        This story was updated on December 17 at 9:39 p.m. ETPresident Donald Trump's prime-time address tonight included an Oprah-style You get a car! And you get a car! reveal for members of the U.S. military. Specifically, he said that he was giving troops a "war dividend," a onetime bonus check pegged to a sum with deep patriotic significance: $1,776."The checks are already on the way," Trump said during his address, promising them to more than 1.4 million troops.The announcement was in keeping with ...

      

      
        The Happiest Man in Music
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Zane Lowe, the most important music interviewer working today, kicked his sneakers up onto his couch cushions and began to cry.For the previous two hours, I'd been asking the 52-year-old global creative director of Apple Music about problems facing the record industry: growing fears about AI; broad discontent with streaming pay rates; the ambient suspicion that music doesn't matter as much as it used to. Lowe is famous for the high-energy earnestness he shows on his internet radio show, where he ...

      

      
        Measles' Most Deceptive Trait
        Katherine J. Wu

        In the early 1960s, American childhood was not what it is today. Many children spent hours playing unsupervised in the streets; they rode around in cars without seat belts, then came home to frozen dinners, served in front of TVs blaring cigarette ads. And at some point, they'd almost certainly get measles.The illness--caused by a virus that is estimated to infect roughly 90 percent of the unimmunized people it comes into contact with--is widely considered one of the fastest-spreading diseases to e...

      

      
        Trump Still Needs Susie Wiles
        Vivian Salama

        Susie Wiles styles herself as a White House chief of staff who avoids being in the headlines. When cameras come into the Oval Office, she tends to sit just out of frame. She rarely gives interviews. Unlike her predecessors, she seldom tries to curb President Donald Trump's impulses. She has been lauded in Trump world for instilling a sense of discipline in a chaotic realm, and for providing steady leadership during both Trump's historic political comeback and the steamrolling start to his second ...

      

      
        Australia's Grand Social-Media Experiment
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        To celebrate the start of a nationwide ban on social media for kids under the age of 16, the Australian government lit the Sydney Harbour Bridge with the slogan Let Them Be Kids.As of December 10, younger teenagers in Australia can no longer make accounts on popular social-media sites, including Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, Reddit, and Twitch. The minister for communications' rule for the ban defines a social-media site as one that primarily exists to encourage interaction among users and allow th...

      

      
        Trump's 'Peace President' Claim Isn't Holding Up
        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.Last week, the Venezuelan opposition leader Maria Corina Machado made a daring escape from her home country to Norway, where she was honored as winner of the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize. The team that extracted her had several worries--including the risk that American forces in the Caribbean would strike the ...

      

      
        What's Behind the ISIS Attack in Syria
        Robert F. Worth

        Last Saturday, an Islamic State infiltrator ambushed a meeting between American soldiers and their local counterparts in a Syrian desert town. Two members of the Iowa National Guard and a U.S. civilian interpreter were killed in the assault--whose perpetrator may or may not have known that the subject of the meeting was how to counter ISIS.The incident didn't just illustrate the danger of extremists hiding within Syria's new security forces. It points to a broader problem: Outside of the country's...

      

      
        The 14 Best TV Shows of 2025
        Shirley Li

        Editor's Note: Find all of  The Atlantic's "Best of 2025" coverage here. On the small screen, 2025 was all about money--the ostentatious peacocking of wealth on shows such as Sirens, And Just Like That, Selling Sunset, and With Love, Meghan; the spiraling production costs of episodes themselves; the politicized wrestling over which megacorporation will take over Warner Bros. Discovery and its TV arms, including HBO. CBS canceled The Late Show With Stephen Colbert, in what seemed to many critics li...

      

      
        Americans Can't Believe How Rich They Are
        Idrees Kahloon

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.How much does an American family of four need to earn to avoid poverty? According to the Census Bureau, $32,130. But what if it were really $140,000? Late last month, the investor and Substack writer Michael Green advanced this attention-grabbing claim, which implies that a majority of Americans are living in poverty today. He argued, further, that families earning $40,000 to $100,000 were stuck in a "valley ...

      

      
        A Spider Among the Stars
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA & CSA, J. H. KastnerDay 18 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Spider Among the Stars. About 5,000 light-years away, the Red Spider Nebula is the result of the spectacular final act of a dying star. The James Webb Space Telescope recently imaged this planetary nebula, showing the glowing outer layers of the star--which have been cast off for thousands of years, blasted into space in all directions--against a backdrop of countless other stars in our own galaxy.See the ful...

      

      
        Democrats Sound Like They're in Doha
        Daniel B. Shapiro

        No one attends the Doha Forum to hear balanced discussions of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The annual conference--the Qatari government funds business-class travel and accommodation for some 5,000 people--allows this pocket-size monarchy to showcase its central diplomatic role. And the prerogative of the host is to shape the narrative.The topics covered are broad and diverse, but on Israeli-Palestinian matters, in addition to touting their own role in negotiating a cease-fire in Gaza and the r...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Titian? Tiepolo? Almost ...
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. on December 17, 2025.When I visited the Snapple website this week, I was served one of the drink brand's famous fun facts: that a jiffy is an "actual time measurement equaling 1/100th of a second." Fun indeed! And arguably even a little bit true!In 2013 in The Atlantic, Adrienne LaFrance courageously exposed that many of Snapple's bottle-cap facts were false. I wished to determine whether the company had since cleaned up its act; the intervening rebrand from "...

      

      
        How Crypto Is Turning America Into a Kleptocracy
        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 shooting at Bondi Beach and the rise of anti-Semitic violence globally. He discusses what willing governments can do to crack down on radicals and prevent future acts of violence.Then David is joined by Will Thomas, a professor at the Michigan Ross School of Business, to discuss Thomas's paper "Crypto Kleptocracy." David and Thomas discuss how t...

      

      
        Saint Nick's Dark Companion
        Alan Taylor

        Elisabeth Mandl / ReutersA person costumed as Krampus participates in the traditional Perchten parade in Vienna, Austria, on November 30, 2025.Stefano Mazzola / GettyThe Krampus of the Flagellium group and Saint Nicholas enter a house to bring gifts to children in Fusine di Valromana in Tarvisio, Italy, on December 5, 2025. Saint Nicholas and the Krampus are folkloric figures from the Alps, where on the night of December 5 (the eve of Saint Nicholas Day), the saint rewards good children with swee...

      

      
        The Roomba Was a Disappointment
        Ian Bogost

        The home-vacuum robot began, like most things, with war. In August 1990, the same month and year Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, three MIT roboticists incorporated the company that would eventually become iRobot, the maker of the Roomba.In its first decade, iRobot began to assemble a small-droid A-team for the theater of combat. The Ariel defused mines; the PackBot handled bomb disposal. (Later they would be joined by the Warrior, which breached obstacles; the camera-encrusted SUGV, which handled recon;...
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How Warren Buffett Did It

The most successful investor of all time is retiring. Here's what made him an American role model.

by Seth A. Klarman

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Warren Buffett has long been known and admired around the world for doing something that is, at its essence, mundane. He is not a brilliant artist or a great inventor or a record-setting athlete. Instead, his brilliance--a low-key, midwestern type of brilliance--found expression in the prosaic art of investing: buying this stock and avoiding that one. Buffett himself has called this task "simple, but not easy." While millions upon millions of people buy and sell investments every day, no one has a record of doing it better than he has, as consistently as he has, and for as long as he has.

Buffett's imminent retirement at the age of 95 is a moment to reflect on the qualities that have made him the most successful investor of all time. These qualities--relentless curiosity, analytical consistency, focused effort, and humility, along with high integrity, a personality unchanged by wealth or success, and a sunny optimism about the United States--have made him an American role model. He has also epitomized respect for old-fashioned American values--free markets, a democratic system of governance, patriotism, and plain old common sense--that today have lost some of their currency. Now, in a world alarmingly short of proper role models, Buffett is departing the scene. His voice and example will be deeply missed.

Since childhood, Warren Buffett has had a precocious investment mind and acumen for business. As a young man in Omaha, he became interested in the stock market and made his first investment (in Cities Service preferred shares) at age 11. He earned money selling peanuts and popcorn at college football games, as a newsboy delivering The Washington Post, and as the producer of a racetrack tip sheet. At age 17, he scraped together his savings to purchase pinball machines that he placed in barbershops, an investment that generated ongoing cash flow back to Buffett.

In his early 20s, he found out about a class he was interested in, at Columbia University, on value investing, the art of patiently searching for investment bargains. The class was taught by an immigrant genius and polymath, Benjamin Graham, who also ran a successful investment fund. Graham had co-written a book called Security Analysis in 1934 (I was involved as an editor of later editions), and in 1949 published The Intelligent Investor, which came to be known as the bible of value investing. Buffett was accepted into the class. He and Graham formed a close and enduring relationship, and, as they say, the rest is history.

Taking inspiration from Graham, in 1956 the 25-year-old Buffett opened an investment partnership, inviting in friends and neighbors. Buffett possessed great confidence from a young age that a value-investment approach would reliably compound capital far into the future at exceptional rates of return; it seemed as if he could see how his fortune would grow with the passage of time, if only he didn't take his eye off the ball. He was determined to stay within his "circle of competence," focusing all of his attention on investing in businesses he was certain he could understand. And indeed, this partnership produced extraordinary results over its nearly 15 years of operation.

Jim Manzi: Is Warren Buffett brilliant or lucky?

In 1962, Buffett's investment partnership bought its first shares of Berkshire Hathaway, a holding that, over time, would take on increased personal importance for Buffett. Berkshire, then just a textile company, was superficially bargain-priced, trading at a low multiple of its book value and earnings. But it was a low-quality business, facing the challenge of high-cost domestic operations at a time when offshore competitors could make products at a fraction of the cost. Buffett's plan was to persuade the company to jettison its textile operations, letting him capitalize on its discounted market valuation. Fast-forward eight years, and Buffett became chairman of Berkshire. He took the necessary steps to turn the declining manufacturer into an insurance and industrial conglomerate and a lifelong investment vehicle whose name (which he never changed) would eventually become synonymous with his own.

One of the reasons to own an insurance company was crystal clear in Buffett's mind: Such companies generate a large pile of cash that grows when the business expands. This is known as "float" in the industry's parlance--liquidity available to be deployed until it might someday be needed to settle insurance claims. Buffett knew that he could enhance Berkshire's returns over time by investing the float.

Buffett transformed Berkshire into a holding company with "permanent capital" that would invest not only in common stocks but also in entire businesses. Berkshire grew to eventually own hundreds of businesses--including BNSF Railway, Geico, NetJets, and numerous energy and power companies--and concentrated stock positions in Apple, American Express, and Coca-Cola. This proved to be a winning formula: a platform in which Buffett soon concentrated the great majority of his net worth, a company upon which he could single-mindedly focus. Buffett held almost all of his original Berkshire Hathaway shares until recently, when he began to reduce his stake as part of his estate-planning and philanthropic efforts. Buffett's personal investment in Berkshire Hathaway ultimately grew to be worth more than $125 billion, even after he had donated many tens of billions' worth of shares to charity. No one else has ever built such an investment fortune from scratch; it was as if he hit a lottery with an ever-growing payoff, though one based not on luck but on the consistent application of skillful effort.

Buffett's success is, to a large extent, attributable to his acumen as a value investor, always appraising stocks as fractional-ownership interests in businesses that he planned to hold over the long term. His process was to conduct extensive due diligence and analysis; operate from an instinctive mental model of the characteristics of "good businesses"; wait patiently for a "fat pitch" (the rare combination of a high-quality business and a share price that misvalued it); and then, and only then, take a big swing. If a stock that Buffett liked fell in price, he happily bought more--which is not at all how most people feel when their stocks decline.

Allow me to step back and note that value investors--and I count myself as one--are a quirky breed. They tend to be mathematically precocious and interested at an early age in collecting stamps or coins, handicapping racehorses, starting businesses, investing in the stock market, and finding ways to make money. They are consummate bargain hunters and have personalities that make them natural contrarians. They don't gain comfort from consensus, and even become uncomfortable when their views go mainstream. Although most investors get excited by whispered tips or hot public offerings, value investors aim to remain disciplined and focus on the underlying worth of a business, its return on invested capital, the earnings and cash flow that is being generated, and the company's future prospects.

They get excited not by the possibility of an instant gain but by the inexorable math of compounding capital over the long run. Financial pundits sometimes call the concept of compound interest (or compound returns) the "eighth wonder of the world"--the extraordinary result that comes from making wise and informed investments, sticking with them, and consistently taking the long view. This concept epitomizes Buffett, who never tried to get rich quick (which I'm quite sure he would say he didn't know how to do) when going slower would produce a more certain and ultimately far more lucrative result. Compounding, if done successfully, would over time reliably increase Buffett's net worth; on a graph showing wealth versus time, the plotted points would be steadily up and to the right.

Over the course of my own 45-year investment career, just about every value investor I've known has looked up to and admired Buffett. The value-investment community knows his record, tracks his latest purchases and sales, and gains insight into how he thinks from his shareholder letters. While some have chosen to use this information to replicate Buffett's portfolio and others have made Berkshire Hathaway shares a core position, most have focused their attention not on his holdings but on his thought process and demeanor--patient, consistent, unemotional, and oriented toward the long term.

How did Buffett do it so well for so long? He's brought five main traits to his investing:

	An alert, quick, accurate, and decisive mind that gives him the ability to form reliable investment judgments.

	Simplicity of thought, getting right to the heart of the matter in analyzing each investment.

	The ability to distinguish good investments from bad ones, and great investments from merely good ones--and the insight and conviction to stick with the best ones over time. Buffett, to paraphrase the investment guru Peter Lynch, never cut his flowers or watered his weeds.

	The ability to stay focused over long periods and avoid distraction.

	The mental agility to alter his strategy when he found a way to improve, such as when he came to more significantly emphasize the quality of a business in his decision making.



Over the course of his career, Buffett successfully navigated market booms and busts, financial crises, wars, pandemics, and mind-boggling technological innovations that spawned countless businesses while disrupting, even displacing, a great many others. Through all of this, Buffett simply marched ahead, seemingly unfazed. Over the span of his career, competition among investors greatly intensified as investing became more institutionalized, more young people pursued investment professions, financial information became widely available, and ever larger sums of investment capital competed for excess returns. Buffett just kept on cranking out exceptional results.

From the November 2004 Issue: American everyman

People have a general sense that somebody can become rich by investing in (the right) common stocks, reinvesting the dividends along the way, and hanging on when other investors are panicking. We occasionally hear stories about a retired janitor, schoolteacher, or librarian who scrimped, saved, and invested wisely, leaving behind a small fortune. Buffett demonstrated something more startling--that you could become one of the richest people in the world by doing so, and not by using a wonky trading algorithm that scrapes a penny or two off every trade but by deploying a commonsensical plan to buy and hold shares in high-quality, publicly traded businesses. Buffett, in this way, was both a man apart--an investing unicorn--but also an Everyman, just another guy buying shares, usually in well-known companies. (The Average Joe, however, did not spend his days and evenings scouring stacks of corporate annual reports, footnote after footnote, for revealing insights.)

Buffett was typically a long-term holder of companies in which he invested. The bar he set for himself to own a new name was high, and he recommended that investors take new positions infrequently, because there are only so many worthwhile ideas. He was immune to the tendency of most investors to focus on the trendiest sector or the hottest new technology, and over time this served him exceedingly well. He invented the construct of an investing "punch card" for each aspiring investor, with only 20 punches to be used over a lifetime. No one actually follows this idea (few of us could realistically be that disciplined), but it is a good mental framework nonetheless: a reminder that when you find a really compelling investment, you shouldn't be afraid to load up. This way of thinking is at odds with the contemporary investment practice of extensively diversifying one's portfolio as a means of reducing risk, which has the effect of driving many to diversify away from their very best investment ideas.


Xinhua / eyevine / Redux
Warren Buffett speaks with reporters at an annual shareholder meeting in Omaha in 2019.



Buffett has often noted that he benefited from serendipity over his career, and in some ways he did. In his own lexicon, he was a winner of the "ovarian lottery," born in good health and with a fine brain into a two-parent family that was reasonably prosperous. He was raised in Nebraska, a state where people take pride in thinking independently, and a place where old-fashioned virtues such as industry, thrift, and keeping your word were learned early. His father was a businessman and eventually served as a U.S. representative. Nebraska was sufficiently distant from Wall Street to make peer pressure not much of a factor in Buffett's professional development. Indeed, Buffett noted in November, "The center of the United States was a very good place to be born, to raise a family, and to build a business." Buffett has regularly pointed out that he was advantaged by being American. This focused him primarily on companies in the U.S., where the rule of law meant a reasonably level playing field and where there were marketable securities galore to analyze and choose among. And being long on American stocks in the second half of the American Century was a good thing indeed. Few major markets did as well as the U.S. equity market over the span of his career.

Buffett was not only an investor; he was also a deep investment thinker, consistently trying to improve, looking for new areas of advantage, and learning from his mistakes. While he remained a value investor throughout his career, Buffett came to be deeply influenced by the thinking of another investment luminary, Philip Fisher, as well as his longtime friend and collaborator Charlie Munger. As a result, he refined his approach to focus less on lower-quality companies trading at bottom-of-the-barrel valuations and more on the quality of the underlying businesses, even when that meant paying up, because the higher quality would likely lead to a growing and more valuable investment. Buffett acknowledged his new insight this way: "I try to invest in businesses that are so wonderful that an idiot can run them. Because sooner or later, one will."

As his career took off in the 1960s and '70s, Buffett was busily selecting investments one by one based on fundamental criteria such as earnings and cash flow. Contemporaneously, academics were pioneering a new theory--the "efficient-market hypothesis"--that posited that the financial markets must be efficient, because any new information that came about would be quickly reflected in securities prices. If you believed in market efficiency, you necessarily believed that no one could reliably beat the market. But Buffett was living proof that one could prosper by uncovering market inefficiencies. In 1984, Buffett argued in the Columbia Business School magazine that finance professors should put aside their theories and examine the records of eight investment funds (mostly run by friends of his), in addition to his own. Within the academy, Buffett came to be seen as one of a kind, an n of one. But rather than study Buffett and what he did, for decades finance professors clung to their theories and invented new ways to explain away his success. Even today, finance students continue to be taught the efficient-market hypothesis. Buffett has often noted that the greater the number of people who are taught that the markets are efficient, and that fundamental investment analysis is a waste of time, the more subdued the competition and the better it is to be a value investor.

While Buffett built an unprecedented fortune from scratch over the course of his investment career, this was not, in my view, his most extraordinary accomplishment. Rather, Buffett's most significant feat was the way he vaulted as a young man to investment success and then managed to perform at the top of his game for his entire adult life, for nearly three-quarters of a century. We could debate whether Buffett was the investment MVP of any particular year; any investor's performance is subject to the vicissitudes of the stock market and is thus best measured over longer-term horizons. But had any serious student of the financial markets between the mid-1960s and the mid-2020s been asked at any particular moment to vote for an investing All-Star team, Buffett likely would have been included on every ballot, every year.

Clive Crook: On Warren Buffett and Stephen King

Buffett was relentless; he rarely took time off, and he never allowed himself to drift from his disciplined approach or adopt new priorities. And for most of his career, he worked more or less alone--just Buffett and some accounting and administrative support. He was investing's Cal Ripken: an iron man who was in the starting lineup every single day. He was also basically alone at the top; there was no other investor over that period who became as well known, and no one else with a record remotely as lengthy or exceptional as his. Like Secretariat winning the Belmont Stakes in 1973 by the length of the home stretch, it didn't really matter which noncontender came in second.

Buffett is a gifted and inspiring teacher, and he has frequently taken the time to appear as a guest speaker in classrooms. Legions of student groups have flown out to Nebraska to meet, ask questions of, and have their picture taken with the Oracle of Omaha. Over the years, Buffett's annual Berkshire Hathaway shareholder letters (and even his earlier partnership letters) became must-reads for investment professionals. Unlike most wonky and tedious Wall Street market commentators, Buffett became famous for making complicated subjects understandable. Buffett's missives were eagerly awaited by the investment community; they were replete with memorable quips (such as the admonition about risk-taking that "It's only when the tide goes out that you learn who's been swimming naked," and the time-tested advice to "Be fearful when others are greedy. Be greedy when others are fearful"), as well as quotes from the likes of Yogi Berra and Mae West.

Buffett's annual letters became so influential that I believe they had the effect of upgrading the way that most professional investors communicate with their clients. Many hedge and some mutual-fund managers (myself included) have sought to emulate Buffett's missives in two ways: by putting considerable effort into making their own letters thorough, informative, and readable, and by imagining they're writing to a less knowledgeable relative (as Buffett did) who is nonetheless a major investor in their fund and deserves to know the thinking behind decisions. Buffett has lived into a saying often attributed to Albert Einstein: "If you can't explain it to a 6-year-old, you don't understand it yourself."

As Buffett's investment prowess became better known in the business community, he started using his well-publicized annual letters to advertise for corporate-acquisition candidates, suggesting that Berkshire would make a fine home for family businesses whose shareholders were seeking a reliable and supportive owner. Those who sold to Berkshire didn't need to fear that their company would face a cultural shift or employee turnover (compared with those acquired by a typical private-equity buyer); Buffett's approach was to oversee the capital allocation of his acquisitions but otherwise largely leave them alone. Unlike the "barbarians at the gate" private-equity buyers who sometimes break up companies for their component parts or slash head counts to increase short-term profits, Buffett reinvested capital into the acquired businesses in order to sustain and grow them. He had the humility to appreciate that an incumbent management team usually knew a lot more about a business than he did. He was a quick and accurate study of not only businesses but people. A close associate of his once told me that that was perhaps Buffett's most exceptional ability.

Over time, Buffett became one of America's most respected and admired CEOs, and his name became a highly regarded brand. He turned the regulatory requirement that public companies like Berkshire Hathaway hold annual shareholder meetings into an extravaganza that eventually became a pilgrimage. Some people, including many international investors, bought Berkshire shares just to get the invite. Attendance at most companies' annual shareholder meetings is desultory, measured in the dozens or occasionally hundreds of attendees. Yet the crowd that went to see and hear from Buffett each year grew into the thousands and then the tens of thousands. By the 2000s, the gatherings had been christened the Woodstock of Capitalism. Value-investing junkies made a weekend of it, securities-analyst societies planned events around it, and parents brought aspiring teenage financial whizzes to witness and learn from the great man. Buffett and Munger, his lifelong thought partner, would take questions from the Omaha audience for more than five hours. The financial network CNBC started to cover the meetings live. They were the only shareholder meetings to merit national media attention.

The showman in Buffett arranged a display of Berkshire-company product offerings available for purchase at the meeting. These included See's Candies, Borsheims jewelry, Nebraska Furniture Mart sofas and dining-room sets, and Geico insurance products--so much the better to please the attendees, get free advertising, build brands, and augment the bottom line on a Saturday in May. Buffett's cult-figure status became so great that when folks were in town for the Berkshire annual meeting, they stopped at Buffett's favorite restaurants and ordered his favorite dishes. If you ate like he ate, perhaps you would be able to invest like he invested--certainly, it couldn't hurt. While I've never been to a Berkshire annual meeting and have never owned the stock, I did have lunch with Buffett at Gorat's (a steakhouse, his choice) on my one trip to see him in Omaha 17 years ago.

Buffett's flair for the dramatic extended to his recruiting practices. In 2007, he launched a highly publicized search for investment talent. After screening hundreds of candidates over several years, he ultimately hired two exceptional hedge-fund managers, Todd Combs and Ted Weschler, to join Berkshire in 2010 and 2011, respectively. Combs worked with Buffett through the end of 2025, and Weschler continues with him to this day, the result of what must be regarded as one of the most unconventional yet successful executive searches ever.

Buffett in many ways has been a modern-day J. P. Morgan, a business champion with the ability to calm turbulent markets by infusing capital into at-risk firms, such as Goldman Sachs during the 2008 financial crisis, thereby putting his imprimatur on their solvency. He helped restore confidence in the market during panicky moments by entering buy orders as favorite names traded down while offering public reassurance about markets, the country's finances, and capitalism. He has been an unabashed cheerleader for the United States of America, and a firm believer that things would always work out over the long run (as they always had).

Buffett became an oft-quoted philosopher on subjects as diverse as the social safety net, philanthropy, and tax rates. He once commonsensically observed that he should not pay a lower tax rate than his secretary, and few could disagree. The respect for him in the business and investment communities (including among individual investors) was so widespread that ideas gained import simply because he had articulated or supported them.

Buffett's accumulation of enormous wealth hasn't changed him, something that most enormously wealthy people can't claim. Throughout his working life, he remained fundamentally the same person he had been when he was a child: bright, curious, and upbeat. His unchanging nature extended not only to his diet of hamburgers and Cherry Cokes; over time, his business interests came to reflect his childhood attractions to newspapers, railroads, and Dairy Queen. Buffett has lived in the same house in Omaha his entire adult life. He generally maintained the same friendships over many decades. He didn't accumulate fancy cars, yachts, expensive art, or multiple vacation properties, as many of the ultrarich do. His ever growing wealth was a way of keeping score (like an enormous and growing pile of poker chips), but for him it wasn't a ticket to a new posh lifestyle. At one point, Buffett clearly felt a bit guilty about the purchase of a private airplane: He nicknamed it "The Indefensible." Buffett's enduring popularity, at least in part, is due to his enduring humility, sense of perspective, genuine wonder, and perpetual gratitude for how his life has turned out.


Patti Gower / Toronto Star / Getty
Warren Buffett in 1994



Like many other wealthy investors and businesspeople, for years Buffett focused his efforts almost exclusively on compounding his own capital, as well as the capital entrusted to him by other Berkshire shareholders, who'd basically hired the world's best capital allocator effectively free of charge. (Buffett's salary from Berkshire was minimal.) Buffett has said that one reason that he deferred significant personal philanthropy for many years was because he thought that, by waiting, he would have disproportionately more money to give away down the road.

From the May 2016 Issue: How Warren Buffett's son would feed the world

Buffett had long anticipated eventually donating his wealth to charitable causes, but the unexpected death in 2004 of his first wife, Susan, disrupted his plans. He had imagined that she would be the one who made the family's philanthropic decisions. It took him another few years to advance his plans to give away sizable sums, by joining forces with Bill and Melinda Gates. In 2006, Buffett donated an astounding $31 billion to the already well-endowed Gates Foundation, thereby doubling its annual grant-making capabilities. (This was, and still is, one of the largest philanthropic gifts in history, and Buffett gave more to the foundation over time.) Buffett joined the Gates Foundation board, and Bill Gates joined the Berkshire Hathaway board of directors, though both stepped back from these commitments several years ago.

In 2010, again joining forces with Bill and Melinda Gates, Buffett co-founded the Giving Pledge, an organization with the goal of signing up the world's billionaires to the cause of philanthropy. Members needed to vow that they would give away half or more of their fortunes either during their lifetime or at their death. Buffett and Bill and Melinda Gates took the time to personally reach out to prospective members to persuade them to join, including arranging multiple meetings with me and my wife before we joined in 2013. At the most recent tally, the Giving Pledge had more than 250 members who have committed many hundreds of billions of dollars in future philanthropy, a number likely to grow over time--and a legacy that will have an impact far into the future. No one else has attempted, let alone accomplished, anything remotely comparable.

Buffett, from youth to old age, has loved to evaluate and understand businesses. He successfully navigated all market environments and easily traversed most types of investments--stocks but also bonds, public and private opportunities, domestic and global companies, even derivatives and reinsurance commitments. Although many professional investors narrowly focus on just one asset class, Buffett painted his masterpiece with the broadest palette on the widest of canvases. He formed lifelong relationships with top corporate executives whom he respected (most notably The Washington Post's Katharine Graham), and famously delegated a great deal of operating responsibility to managers employed by Berkshire. And he kept performing even as Berkshire's shareholders' equity capital compounded to astonishing levels ($650 billion by 2025). Investing is a field in which size typically becomes a detriment to performance. But Berkshire's size did not perceptibly diminish Buffett's record. Under Buffett, Berkshire Hathaway grew from being an obscure participant in the dying U.S. textile industry into a trillion-dollar market-cap behemoth, one of the largest companies in the U.S. Like an All-Star center fielder making one highlight-reel catch after another, Buffett often made it look easy even when all of us knew it most definitely wasn't.

Buffett has said that he'll pull back from his day-to-day role leading Berkshire Hathaway at the end of 2025, though he will remain the company's chairman. And he has indicated that he is "going quiet," no longer writing shareholder letters or speaking at annual meetings. He has accelerated his estate planning by disbursing a significant portion of his personal fortune to his children's foundations.

The world of investing will be different without Warren Buffett at the helm of Berkshire. Though I hope that he will still choose to make his voice heard, for many, myself included, his retirement means the waning of a north star: a consistent voice of calm and reason, a steady presence who can always place the latest unexpected market movement or economic or geopolitical development in its proper perspective.

Buffett's commercial successes built his fortune, but I admire him most for the way he lived his life. He headed one of the world's most successful and admired companies for more than half a century, and he did it not by caring about being admired but by steadily focusing on doing the right thing for the business and its shareholders. And in Buffett's case, at least, doing the right thing led to him being even more admired.

In a field associated with enormous affluence and one-upmanship, Buffett stayed grounded: running his businesses, buying and selling investments, commenting on societal values, proselytizing for philanthropy, and periodically enjoying a burger and a Cherry Coke. Few who reach Buffett's echelon live their lives this way. All of us--fellow investors and business executives, but also the wider public--are fortunate to have lived in the time of Buffett, to have soaked in his wisdom, and to have been inspired by his example. Buffett will be particularly missed at a time when many of the most successful people in the business community seem single-mindedly focused on making money, without reflecting much on the way they make it or what they will do with it. Just because you can doesn't mean you should.

New generations of investors will come along, including some shooting stars who will flame out and others who will endure. But judged over the fullness of a career and by the complete record of his accomplishments and the values underlying them, Warren Buffett has truly been, and will remain, one of a kind.
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The 'Filthy Little Slum Child' Who Remade the American Right

The intellectual world that Norman Podhoretz created

by Franklin Foer

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Norman Podhoretz's friends--there were no dissenting voices among them--warned him not to publish Making It. Lionel Trilling, the high priest of the New York intellectuals, told Podhoretz that his reputation might never recover. Daniel Bell urged him to append a coda retracting the whole thing, as if the book were a literary prank. They regarded the text--a confessional memoir in which Podhoretz asserts that "many men" masturbate before sitting down to write--and its argument, an apologetic defense of his pursuit of fame and money, as evidence of an unmoored mind.

The book was published in 1967. As it turned out, those friends accurately anticipated the hostility that would flow its way, and how its publication would send Podhoretz into a kind of internal exile on the Upper West Side. But they misjudged the literary merits of the book. Like the book's subject, ambition, Podhoretz's prose burst from the pages. His slashing judgments of his peers--a style that one of his friends described as "the emperor has no scrotum"--were, in turns, self-serving and bravely honest. And despite the book's flaws, and mostly because of them, I can't recommend it highly enough.

Podhoretz's memoir chronicles the first chapters of a life that ended this week at the age of 95. What his friends misunderstood, and his enemies could never see, was that Podhoretz was both a political intellectual and a literary invention. He was one of the greatest magazine editors of the 20th century, an ideologue who remade the American right, and a self-invented character with profound flaws--someone whose biography can be read as a novelistic tale of the Golden Age of American Jewry.

Franklin Foer: The golden age of American Jews is ending

The first chapter of Making It starts, "One of the longest journeys in the world is the journey from Brooklyn to Manhattan--or at least from certain neighborhoods in Brooklyn to certain parts of Manhattan." A high-school teacher, who called him a "filthy little slum child," began the invention of Norman Podhoretz. She saw the potential in this son of a milkman, whose Yiddish accent needed correcting, and cultivated him with trips to the Frick and the Met, to elegant restaurants that served nonkosher food.

Teachers kept spying potential in the brash young Jew. Two venerable literary scholars of the mid-century--Trilling at Columbia and F. R. Leavis at Cambridge--encouraged their protege to live a life of letters. In his mid-20s, his byline graced the pages of the Partisan Review and The New Yorker. Intellectually, he came of age in the 1950s, when, as he said, "Jews were culturally all the rage in America." Podhoretz was too young to experience the Jewish dalliance with socialism; he never felt the sting of social exclusion. The doors of the literary establishment swung wide open for him.

In fact, during those years after World War II, the Jewish literary establishment was barely distinguishable from the American literary establishment--to the point that a little magazine called Commentary, sponsored by the American Jewish Committee, became that era's most formidable journal of ideas. In 1960, at the age of 30, Podhoretz was anointed its editor.

During his early reign, Podhoretz was a patron of the intellectual left. Probably no other American magazine, beyond those targeted toward a Black readership, was as full-throated in its support for the civil-rights movement. (Podhoretz's characteristically quixotic and unintentionally revealing intervention was called "My Negro Problem--And Ours," in which he admitted his own racism and suggested that intermarriage was the solution to America's most profound social ill. Rabbis denounced him from the pulpit for it.) Whereas Commentary was founded in the spirit of Cold War liberalism, Podhoretz's magazine ran essays skeptical of containment, hostile to the war in Vietnam. He published James Baldwin, Susan Sontag, and Hannah Arendt. Even though it never fully joined the New Left, it anticipated it--and briefly served as its fellow traveler.

Like his erstwhile friend Norman Mailer, Podhoretz wrote with uncomfortable intimacy about his personal flaws. He was alert to every slight, eager to shove down rivals, and unable to resist the temptation of a biting quip. Podhoretz made enemies as if they were a biological necessity. (He eventually wrote a memoir called Ex-Friends.) Allen Ginsberg had been a friend of his at Columbia during their undergrad days, but Podhoretz attacked the poet and his fellow Beats in an essay called "The Know-Nothing Bohemians." At a gathering at Mailer's, Ginsberg accosted Podhoretz and called him a "dumb fuckhead."

Enmity emerged as the master narrative of Podhoretz's life. After the hostile reception to Making It, he began to turn against the New York intelligentsia. This wasn't just wounded pride. Like other Jewish intellectuals, he felt a deeper attachment to Israel after the Six-Day War--and felt betrayed by his old friends on the left who began to denounce the Jewish state as a colonial outpost. In 1972, he voted for Richard Nixon, and Commentary was well on its rightward path.

Along with Irving Kristol--another gifted magazine editor--Podhoretz began to self-consciously identify as a leader of a movement of disillusioned liberals who had been mugged by the reality of the Great Society's failures. The socialist Michael Harrington branded the group with the epithet neoconservative, which it wore as a badge of honor. Neoconservativism exuded Podhoretz's sense of enmity. His magazine became a scourge of the left-wing intelligentsia that it once nurtured, an organ of Kulturkampf.

Much of this cultural commentary, filled with nasty insinuation, makes for difficult reading. Podhoretz's wife, Midge Decter, wrote an unapologetic attack on gay culture called "The Boys on the Beach." The magazine's writing about AIDS, which dismissed the epidemic as "overstated," is a stain on its reputation that can never be wiped away. In the 1970s and '80s, the magazine's signature essays on crime and "the culture of poverty" disdainfully depicted Black people as the source of their own misery, deploying gross generalizations and the crudest stereotypes. In pompous prose, deploying dubious sociology, Commentary mounted a highbrow defense of base prejudices.

Gore Vidal, who liked to smear Podhoretz with anti-Semitic innuendo, wrote, "But tact is unknown to the Podhoretzes. Joyously they revel in the politics of hate, with plangent attacks on blacks and/or fags and/or liberals, trying, always, to outdo those moral majoritarians who will, as Armageddon draws near, either convert all the Jews, just as the Good Book says, or kill them." (Vidal and Podhoretz were meant for each other.)

But Commentary accomplished something rare in intellectual history: It published essays that actually changed the world. It articulated a muscular foreign policy that presented the United States as the world's lonely guardian of democracy. Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote one of these essays, "The United States in Opposition." Henry Kissinger found it so compelling that he persuaded Nixon to appoint Moynihan ambassador to the United Nations. Ronald Reagan later gave Jeane Kirkpatrick that very same perch because of her Commentary essay "Dictatorships & Double Standards."

From the January 2026 issue: The neocons were right

That Podhoretz became a chief theorist of the American right is itself a triumphalist tale, or at least it seemed that way for a time. At the beginning of the 1960s, the John Birch Society was ascendant; anti-Semitism was ubiquitous in the conservative movement. Yet here was that "filthy little slum child" having lunch with Reagan in the Cabinet Room; here was the publication of the American Jewish Committee being read with Talmudic care by evangelical intellectuals and Wall Street tycoons. (The AJC formally dissociated itself from Commentary in 2007.) But in the age of Tucker Carlson, Podhoretz's victory feels ephemeral. Commentary has slipped from the place it once occupied in right-wing discourse; anti-Semitism has crept back into conservatism. Although his fellow neoconservatives became Never Trumpers, Podhoretz never broke ranks. He was an apologist for MAGA until the end.

A strange facet of nostalgia is that we begin to think fondly of our enemies--although Podhoretz may never have succumbed to such a weakness. For much of my life, I would throw his essays across the room in anger; I despised his snideness and felt trolled by his attacks on liberals. "Podhoretz," I would angrily mutter. But now, amid the triumph of populism on the right, I'm wistful for much of the intellectual world he created--in which literary style mattered and a writer's persona was their greatest creation. Podhoretz didn't just journey from Brooklyn to Manhattan; he spent 60 years making sure that no one forgot he was there.
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A Lesson in False Limits

Lindsey Vonn and Philip Rivers show what can happen when athletes keep competing into their 40s.

by Sally Jenkins

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Few professionals suffer more from ageism than athletes. Heaven forfend an NFL star or an Olympian become 40ish on the field of play. That's known as "staying too long" and "tainting their legacy." Fans and commentators seem to want athletes to retire before they lose the luster of their prime and start looking knee sore--an expectation that, judging by the recent exploits of the skier Lindsey Vonn and the quarterback Philip Rivers, has cheated audiences out of who knows how many gladdening third acts.

What a corrective to such nonsense Vonn is. Last Friday, at the age of 41 and on a partially replaced right knee, she sprayed the snow of St. Moritz at 70 miles an hour in the downhill event to become the oldest skier, woman or man, ever to win a World Cup race. Her last World Cup victory had come seven years earlier--or, as she said wryly after her win, "just a couple of days."

The shock of Vonn's resurgence had not yet worn off when, two days later, the 44-year-old Rivers jogged--gingerly--onto the field as an emergency starter for the injury-thinned Indianapolis Colts. He is literally a grandpa, has an easy-chair double chin, and hadn't thrown a pro pass since his retirement, in 2021. The Colts' opponents, the Seattle Seahawks, were rated as 14-point favorites. A hand-lettered sign held up by a Seahawks fan read For Every Rivers Sack--AARP Gets a Donation.

Read: The most difficult position in sports

Yet Rivers threw a touchdown pass, which he celebrated with a double pump of his fist and an air kick, and led his team to a near-victory. (They lost just 18-16 in the final seconds.) It appears he will remain the Colts' starter for the final three games of the season as the team seeks a playoff spot, a chase that Rivers is down for. He'd clearly missed playing--he told reporters after Sunday's game: "My wife always tells me I'm crazy because there's been times in the last three or four years I said, 'I wish I could just throw one and get hit--hard.'"

Too many athletes, however, are discouraged from competing as they age. When Vonn announced a year ago that she was returning to racing, the former Olympic champion Michaela Dorfmeister blurted on TV that she thought Vonn "should see a psychologist" and asked, "Does she want to kill herself?" Another Olympic gold medalist, Bernhard Russi, called Vonn's comeback a "no go," and said that her "high-risk style" was "too risky." The Swiss skier Sonja Nef said, "At 40, you can't go full throttle like that, and certainly not with an artificial knee joint," adding, "It feels like she's jeopardizing her legacy." Nef also said, "I would guess Lindsey doesn't cope in normal life, where she isn't the center of attention." The Swiss legend Pirmin Zurbriggen also suggested that Vonn was skiing out of neediness, because she "hasn't recognized the meaning and purpose of her other life in recent years."

But what if her purpose is to ski? Yes, Vonn took a risk by returning to racing. Even the most superb body begins to diminish in a person's early 30s, thanks to the onset of sarcopenia, which sounds like a canker but means the incremental decline of muscle mass. Also, imperceptibly at first, aerobic capacity begins to lessen, flexibility decreases, ligaments stiffen. But downhilling is dangerous at any age. And premature retirement is not good for many people: Studies show that retirees who lack purpose have a higher association with mortality, as well as higher incidences of sleep disturbance and depression. Yet Vonn's peers insisted she was supposed to do the dignified thing and stay away to avoid injury or embarrassment. That's their vanity, not hers. "Did they all become doctors and I missed it," Vonn shot back on her X account. "Because they talk like they know more than the best doctors in the world."

Rivers certainly looked old early in the game against the Seahawks, when he awkwardly slipped, fell to the ground, and struggled back to his feet. "He got up on his own, that's a sign of youthful energy," the CBS commentator Jason McCourty joked. But as Rivers went on to prove, high performance is not all about muscle and aerobics. Know-how doesn't fade as quickly. Tom Brady in 2022 set the record as the oldest quarterback to start in the NFL, at the age of 45, in part because he knew exactly where to go to avoid getting hit. So does Rivers, one of the canniest readers of the field.


Rivers during the second quarter against the Seattle Seahawks on December 14 (Steph Chambers / Getty)



Rivers retired in 2021 not because he couldn't play anymore but because he wouldn't. He and his wife, Tiffany, have 10 children, and after 17 years in the league, he felt ambivalent and wondered if he'd focused on himself for long enough. The decision to retire, he said at his reintroductory press conference, "was right, and I'm still at peace with when it happened. But I also left knowing that I had some left in the tank." He added, "So I didn't walk away because I felt like I was done."

Read: The puzzling gap between how old you are and how old you think you are

Vonn, too, left her sport believing she hadn't exhausted herself. She quit in 2019 because knee injuries wouldn't let her train without pain. Her partial right-knee replacement last year, using less-invasive robotic arthroscopy and titanium components, gave her the urge to try again. In St. Moritz she pistoned through her turns and hurtled across the finish line with such conviction that she skidded into the safety barrier and toppled over. "I had a hard time stopping," she said. She was nearly a second faster than her closest competitor--a huge margin. She "took us all to school," Sofia Goggia, a 2018 Olympic gold medalist, said, "and left us with a pacifier in our mouths."

Vonn and Rivers unretired in different circumstances, but they both saw an opening to compete again, and something adventurous in them said, Why not? They were guided not by a desire for the perfection of their prime, but instead by an exploratory curiosity. "The easiest way to eliminate all the things that might could go bad is to stay home," Rivers said. "And the only way to find out Can you still do it? is to go try."

These athletes will have to retire again, of course. They can't extend their careers by decades, only by years. As LeBron James, 40, tweeted after Vonn's victory, "40+ is the new 20. Well, until you wake up the next day!" But in the meantime, what a lesson in false limits.
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The Riot That Foretold an Unstable Future

In his newest book, Joe Sacco worries about what political violence might lead to.

by Robert Rubsam

Thu, 18 Dec 2025


Excerpts from "The Once and Future Riot," by Joe Sacco (Courtesy of Metropolitan Books)



The cartoonist and journalist Joe Sacco has made a career of rescuing history from the cleavages of memory. One set of scenes in his 2009 book, Footnotes in Gaza, exemplifies this, revealing how testimony about painful events can diverge among witnesses, even within a family. Sacco speaks with an elderly woman named Omm Nafez, illustrating her story: She says that her husband and two of his brothers were shot by Israeli soldiers while walking out of the family home; a third brother, Khamis, jumped over a courtyard wall and survived. When Sacco finds Khamis, however, his account doesn't entirely match Nafez's. He recalls that his brothers were lined up in the courtyard and shot, killed not in a surprise scuffle but by premeditated execution. Khamis remembers visiting one of these brothers on his deathbed, but Nafez and another source say that Khamis was not there. So Sacco depicts both variations, while drawing out their disjunctions through commentary and supplementary reporting. The reader experiences these memories, and then questions them, and then at last sees the author's process as he labors to tell the most honest-possible version of the truth.

Key word: see. Sacco reported Footnotes in Gaza from Khan Younis and Rafah, two cities at the south end of the Gaza Strip, over multiple trips in the aughts, and ultimately told a larger story--which stretches over decades of displacement and violence--in comic-strip panels. In this format, he is a character too, his round glasses and rabbit teeth peeking out amid the clustered limbs and busy tableaus. He's used this approach to investigate catastrophes around the world, reporting from Chechnya, India, Iraq, Canada's Northwest Territories, and the International Criminal Court. His work combines on-the-ground reportage with historical reconstruction, often stitched together from a patchwork of oral recollections.

In all of his coverage, Sacco places you inside the moment, dynamically re-creating not only how it looks but also how it feels. Despite his intense and difficult subject matter, his style reflects the unruly world of the underground comics in which he came of age. In his early, memoiristic Yahoo series, he employed an outlandish vernacular, influenced by R. Crumb and Art Spiegelman. And today Sacco's drawings are still loose, dynamic, even a bit cartoonish--but he always senses when caricature should end and the facts should take over.

His newest book makes such fact-finding a key theme, demonstrating the instability of a political system grounded in untruth--and investigating how populist leaders can wield that for their own ends. The Once and Future Riot concerns a series of escalating clashes in the northern Indian state of Uttar Pradesh. In late August and early September of 2013, violence between Hindu Jats and Muslim villagers culminated in a full-scale assault against a third group: the landless Muslim laborers who lived and worked in Jat villages. It is now widely agreed that 62 people were killed, two-thirds of them Muslim, and 50,000 people, again mostly Muslim, were driven from their villages. But when Sacco arrived, more than a year later, details about who was responsible for the violence and who was harmed proved strikingly hard to pin down. He encountered something more potent than facts: "the fiction, the myth," as he puts it, a set of competing (and politically convenient) narratives that are already taking the place of the historical event.

Traveling around Uttar Pradesh with the help of a local journalist, Piyush Kumar, he finds, and illustrates, plenty of physical evidence: torched houses, refugee camps, scarred and displaced victims. Based on witnesses' recollections, he draws massive crowd scenes in which hundreds or even thousands of people converge and clash. To keep the reader from losing their way, he tiles these full-page panels with smaller inserts, revealing visually who is providing what testimony. But these stories quickly begin to contradict one another--and Sacco's presentation of his interviewees' faces and names takes on a second layer of meaning, showing how a journalistic reconstruction is pieced together from disparate sources, sometimes overlapping and sometimes conflicting, which illustrates handily that the story he is constructing is not the only one on offer.

Official accounts--from village chiefs, social leaders, and a district magistrate--differ based on who's speaking and where. In Muslim villages, Sacco's interviewees tell him that only women and children threw stones; among the Jats, the party line is that no Muslim laborers were killed, and everyone left peacefully on their own. Each of these stories works to suppress contrary evidence; all are deployed in service of what Sacco calls the "One True Story:" each village's authority-sanctioned, broadly accepted narrative of their own communal innocence and their enemy's communal guilt. There are those, like the Muslim refugees, who speak for themselves. But they are already outcasts, with no power, and no influence over any version, big or small.

Sacco traces the origins of the riot back to the murder of a Muslim boy by two Jats, who were then killed by a crowd in the village of Kawal. But all of these interactions were quickly imbued with a set, predetermined meaning. For many of the Jats interviewed by Sacco, a Muslim boy could not simply court a Hindu girl; he must be trying to seduce and despoil her, an act the Jats call "Love Jihad." After the Jats called a mass meeting, known as a panchayat, some local Muslims armed themselves, perhaps believing that the Jats were planning a massacre on the scale of the 2002 Gujarat riots, during which more than 1,000 people died.

A year later, the displaced Muslim laborers are still living in tents, trapped between their persecutors and government officials who, Sacco suggests, wish to compensate only a handful of the victims. But the story of this disaster won't be swept quietly onto the ash heap of history, as the author has learned across the world: For those living in conflict zones, "events are continuous," an interviewee in Footnotes says.

Sacco knows better than most that political chauvinists of all kinds can point to past moments of injury and humiliation to justify any current cruelty or authoritarian project--an especially powerful appeal when those historical injustices are real. His Gazan interlocutors were speaking in the midst of the Second Intifada, when past atrocities were referenced by militants and politicians alike to justify new violence against civilians. In his 2000 book about the breakup of Yugoslavia, Safe Area Gorazde, the Bosnian Serbs massacring their neighbors in the 1990s defended their crimes by appealing to similar killings carried out against ethnic Serbs during the Nazi-era fascist regime. The Once and Future Riot sees it happening again: Narendra Modi's Hindu nationalists rode the Uttar Pradesh riots to electoral victory, invoking very real suffering to excuse bellicose ethnic supremacism and the persecution of Muslim minorities.

Safe Area is one of Sacco's best works because he takes the time to characterize the residents of Gorazde, making visible what both propaganda and the fog of war tend to obscure. The book is full of harrowing, enraging war stories, but the main subjects are the people of Gorazde, the remaining Bosniaks whose survival presents a firm rebuttal to their besiegers. The Serb ethno-nationalists he quotes seemingly can conceive of living and belonging only in the abstract, atavistic language of ethnicity and blood. But Sacco's subjects don't need to ruthlessly assert their right to their home; they belong in Gorazde because they are already there. They share a love of pop music, The Bodyguard, and Levi's 501s; they care more about the mundane facts of their love lives, their education, and their families than ancient feuds or religious rivalries. By focusing on the persistence of private life during wartime, the book widens from an investigation into a kind of communal portrait, literally illustrating the way injustice contorts and is resisted by people, together and alone.

Riot is more narrowly focused than that sweeping work; Sacco is searching for a story, and he eventually finds it, sometimes at the cost of the subject's human dimensions. We get many perspectives on what happened before and after the panchayat, but "rather than provide a region-wide sampler of the violence visited on the Muslim peasantry," he focuses only on the village of Lisarh, where the reprisals were especially lethal. This allows him to map out a precise timeline of the entire riot, as well as to catalog the many denials and excuses offered by local officials and activists. But because of this focus, he spotlights the actions of particular Jats and blurs together the broader experience of the victims, until both perpetrators and casualties grow abstract. I left the book uncertain about some key facts: the scale of the riots, how many villages they affected, whether they looked different in rural versus urban areas. In past books, Sacco made a point of emphasizing this kind of epistemic uncertainty, but in Riot he occasionally glosses over it--perhaps because too much remains unknown.

This might be an unavoidable shortcoming, but it can undermine what is best in his method, as well as the higher ideas he's using the book to pursue. Victims emerge and disappear, without much time given over to individuating them. He does not probe their life stories, as he did with Omm Nafez and Khamis back in Gaza; he must race off to the next source. Like figures in a massive spread, they lose their particularity, and they form again as a collective, a swirling mass where no face can stand out.

Then again, what the cartoonist loses in detail he gains in scope. The Once and Future Riot is a new sort of book for Sacco, more philosophical than humanistic, its eye trained on larger social and political structures. Here, he's concerned less with the aftereffects of political violence and more with the future it might engender. Such mass assaults, he believes, might become a common feature of Indian democracy, where politics is dominated by Hindu nationalists intent on making a populous and diverse country into a two-tiered polity fighting abstracted enemies. And there are uncomfortable analogues across the world, conflicts driven by demagogues who don't care about the fuzziness of the truth or the fallibility of memory--only about power, and about weaponizing any cleavage or crack they can find. "A democracy that arouses violence," he suggests, "may one day be overwhelmed by it." After a career spent reporting on ethnic chauvinism, criminal impunity, and history's endlessly reopened wounds, he has stepped back to take in the long view. The outlook isn't bright.
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What I Wish I'd Known When I Was Younger

The three reasons old people are happier that work for any age

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




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

On his 70th birthday, in 1905, Mark Twain gave a speech about the secret to successful aging. (If 70 doesn't sound aged to you, bear in mind that because of high infant-mortality rates, the average life expectancy for someone born before 1850 was less than 40.) "I have achieved my 70 years in the usual way," he declared, according to an account in The New York Times, "by sticking strictly to a scheme of life which would kill anybody else." The maxim he offered was this: "We can't reach old age by another man's road."

Typical for Twain, this was solid folk wisdom wrapped in a joke. The secret to a long and happy life is clearly not smoking, drinking, and carousing. But he's correct that there is no plug-and-play formula that works for everyone. Within obvious parameters, each of us should experiment with different ideas and specific ways of living, a proposition I have previously discussed. Some people are at their healthiest on a vegetarian diet; others will be so by eating Mediterranean. Some are happiest living in a big metropolis such as New York City and Los Angeles; others are living their best life out in the country.

These details aside, however, a few general habits do matter. I won't detain you with the health-and-wellness stuff that you might hear from your doctor: Lay off the smokes and go for a walk, for God's sake. I want instead to call your attention to certain patterns of behavior that are not so obvious but that help explain why old people tend to be happier than young adults. The sooner you can learn and adopt these rules for good living, the sooner you can enjoy their fruits.

No question, you will come across some grouchy, unhappy old people, but on average in the United States, older adults score significantly higher in well-being than younger adults. Older people experience lower psychological distress and negative affect, and more frequent positive affect. I have also written before about how older folks tend to enjoy positive changes to their personality: agreeableness and conscientiousness rise as we age; neuroticism falls. What explains this pattern is not immediately apparent. Without a doubt, acquired wisdom plays a role: Older people have more life data and make fewer errors. But three particular patterns of behavior that old people display do matter a great deal.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be happy growing older

The first involves social networks. Early in life, you were probably encouraged to develop a wide range of friendships with different kinds of people, for the sake of your happiness. This was good advice insofar as you learned new ways of thinking and living from people outside your typical social circles. But it doesn't mean that you need to expend special effort maintaining links with lots of people with whom you have superficial ties. This would just fill your free time with unrewarding interactions. Yet precisely this sort of broad but thin acquaintance characterizes the networks of many young adults. Older people selectively narrow their social circles to focus on the individuals with whom they share common passions, experience positive emotions, and derive satisfaction. The casual associates who don't make the cut are left behind.

This might sound selfish, but people actually become more altruistic as they age--the second pattern of behavior that raises older people's happiness compared with that of young people. In a 2021 survey of research on self-reported altruism and observed charitable behavior, four psychologists found that 14 of the 16 studies they reviewed revealed that older adults are more focused on others than younger ones. In one especially ingenious demonstration of this finding, researchers asked adults of differing ages to clasp a handheld grip-strength device called a dynamometer and squeeze it with a high level of effort in order to obtain rewards for themselves or others. Younger adults gripped harder than older adults for self-rewards; older adults gripped harder than the younger adults to gain rewards for others.

The third pattern involves how older people react to difficult events in life. As a person ages, they usually get better at both avoiding and dealing with life stress. One 2023 longitudinal study involving nearly 3,000 adults ages 25 to 74 found that 70-year-olds felt stress on 40 percent fewer days than 25-year-olds did. Part of this is because the elders exposed themselves less to stressful events, but it is also because they were less reactive to stressful situations. Some of this is surely down to life circumstances: Retired 70-somethings no longer have demanding jobs. But another factor is that when old people encounter a stressful situation, they tend simply to shrug it off. Whether to respond to a challenging event might not seem voluntary, but in fact, it can be--and when the stress is unavoidable, the elderly simply react less by caring less.

As I was writing this essay, one experience came to mind that reinforced the points above, involving a two-day meeting that I'd attended in Rome some 25 years ago for a large international charity. The conference convened a small group of well-being specialists --some very junior (as I was at the time), some much older and more famous. Among the latter was a 60-year-old woman of global stature in the field. Feeling honored to be in her company, I paid close attention to her behavior. At the time, it seemed a bit strange; now it does not.

She had flown long haul through the night to attend the meeting, without compensation, and participated fully in every session. But when it came to the lavish dinner party held on the last night of the conference--which to me was a great perk--she walked into the bistro and declared, "This place is too loud" and left. This remarkable woman was exhibiting all three happiness patterns: She was spending time professionally with people who shared her passion for a cause, she was making a personal effort and donating her considerable expertise, and she was saying no to something that wasn't worth the stress and sacrifice for her.

At 36, I was amazed that she'd pass on the party. Today, at 61, I follow her example: I will go to considerable personal effort to serve causes that I care about, and I will discuss matters of spiritual depth or scientific importance for hours on end. But small talk in a noisy bar? No chance.

So what follows are three general rules I learned from older people that lead to higher well-being.

1. Go deep or go home.
 I try to ensure that my social relationships--those that are voluntary and involve discretionary time--focus only on facets of life that matter: love, faith, philosophy, virtue, culture, aesthetics. I don't want to talk about my beach vacation, or yours, unless a major epiphany occurred as the tide came in.

2. Serve more.
 A unique channel of well-being is serving others in causes I care about. This can mean giving money and time, of course. But it also entails regularly subjecting my work to a "values test": Does each activity primarily edify and uplift others?

Read: Life for 30-somethings is getting more stressful

3. Care less.
 I think back to the things that kept me awake as a younger man--this conflict at work, that worry about money--and shake my head. Now when something is bothering me or threatens to stress me out, I ask myself whether the issue is likely to be bothering me in a week's time. If the answer is no, I try to get a head start right then on not caring.

True to his craft as a satirist, Twain preferred to mock the whole business of elders dispensing counsel to youngsters, as he did in his 1882 essay "Advice to Youth": "If a person offend you, and you are in doubt as to whether it was intentional or not, do not resort to extreme measures; simply watch your chance and hit him with a brick."

I strongly suspect, however, that Twain followed better rules than this by the time he was 70. Closing his birthday remarks, the old riverboat pilot said that he had laid a course "toward the sinking sun with a contented heart"--no doubt by following the happy (if not quite so funny) principles above.
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Why the Brown University Shooter Is Still at Large

Given the sheer volume of mass shootings in America, an unknown shooter with an unknown motive will sometimes make an escape.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Brandon del Pozo

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




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

The gunman who shot up a classroom on Brown University's campus on Saturday, killing two students and wounding nine others, has evaded capture for nearly a week. Because Americans have become culturally accustomed to police investigations that resolve at the breakneck speed of social-media-driven news cycles, this may feel to many like a distressingly long time. To some it is unacceptable, and suggests incompetence. But that is hardly the most likely explanation for the delay. Before I became a professor at Brown, I served as a police officer for 23 years, in New York City and Vermont, presiding over some challenging homicide investigations. In this most recent mass shooting, the public is getting a window into the type of grinding, unglamorous, and above all time-consuming detective work necessary when a suspect gets a lucky break.

The whodunit of a mass shooting typically reveals itself quickly, for several reasons. In many cases the attacker is personally connected to the targets, exacting some sort of perceived vengeance, and wants to make himself known. Or the attacker is suicidal, and doesn't plan on making it out alive. Sometimes, the police arrive during the shooting, foreclosing escape, or the intended victims overwhelm the attacker in a desperate act of self-defense. If the attacker is in the midst of an acute breakdown or has a long list of targets, they might begin by killing a relative or partner; the Sandy Hook shooter killed his mother before going to the school. All it takes is one of these factors to yield a named suspect and a quickly closed case.

But in a nation with more mass shootings than all other rich countries combined, as a matter of sheer volume, there will be incidents in which an unknown shooter with an unknown motive makes an escape. It is just a matter of the odds and a little intelligent preparation on the part of the assailant. This appears to be the situation at Brown, and as much as that is unsettling, it is not evidence of police incompetence. In my own homicide cases when I was a chief of police, more often than not, an arrest required a multiday interstate hunt, one spanning the continent, and these were instances in which the perpetrator had been known to the victim or witnesses. When the investigative starting point is the complete chaos of a shooting scene, some arrests just take time, and some cases are just hard to solve.

This reality may be hard to accept given pervasive digital surveillance, which seems to have permeated every inch of our civic space. In New York City, there are hundreds of cameras per square mile, and their coverage includes its universities. Columbia University, for example, has an extensive camera system covering all of its facilities and public spaces, part of an overall network that extends well into the surrounding neighborhood. New York University does as well. The University of Chicago has not only countless cameras, but also uniformed security guards posted on foot on every block of campus as part of one the largest private-police operations in the nation.

Xochitl Gonzalez: America is failing its children

Brown, however, is a different animal: The campus is cloistered in an affluent part of a midsize New England city with a low-key sensibility. The college has more than 1,200 cameras, but they have notable blind spots, unfortunately including the part of the building where the shooting took place. The homes around the school are beautiful but old wooden structures that can date to colonial times, making doorbell cameras a less common retrofit. Among the allures of Brown are that it feels both urban and bucolic at once, and that it is comparatively safe for a school in a bona fide city. That allure may have been shattered, but it is one of the reasons we don't have block-to-block footage of the killer to dissect as they moved around Providence.

I would also hesitate to attribute the delay in this instance to disarray in the upper ranks of the FBI. Although the FBI's leadership has been scuttled and shuffled around, and its political appointees are markedly ineffective, its special agents on the ground understand the elements of a thorough mass-shooting investigation. The agents in the FBI's Boston field office--the one that covers this shooting--are career professionals fully capable of doing the investigative work required of what amounts to a complex homicide investigation.

A perspective that extends beyond mass-shooting incidents might be valuable. When Timothy McVeigh used a truck bomb to blow up the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma in 1995, he was coincidentally arrested by police for a traffic violation before he was identified as the suspect. Tyler Robinson, the suspect accused of assassinating Charlie Kirk in front of a crowd of thousands of people in Utah this September, made a clean escape; his surrender was negotiated by his family the next day. Luigi Mangione is alleged to have killed his victim on video on a Midtown Manhattan sidewalk a year ago, and even with extensive imagery and DNA evidence, it still took the better part of five days to arrest him at a McDonald's in Pennsylvania.

The appearance of competence and speed, in other words, sometimes requires a good deal of luck. And in the absence of luck, competence requires hours of boring, hard work that focuses on minor details such as cellphone records, license plates, painstakingly gathered witness accounts, credit-card statements, and every manner of forensic evidence, including the marks on a bullet, bits of DNA, the make of a piece of clothing in a photo. None of this is amenable to our present news cycle, and none of it easily reassures a traumatized university and nation. But it is the essence of good detective work.

Perhaps the most tragic aspect of all of this is that the mass shooting at Brown isn't uncommon at all in terms of its toll on human life. By one measure, 22 percent of homicide incidents in the United States involve more than one victim. Few of these deaths get national attention, and many go unsolved. But as time goes by, I have every expectation that the police, special agents, troopers, and eventually prosecutors will pore through possibly millions of bits of data, images, and statements to piece together the investigative picture of the Brown shooting. Ultimately, relentlessness is how a suspect's luck is undone.
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This Is What Presidential Panic Looks Like

Donald Trump delivered a fear-drenched rant live from the White House.

by Tom Nichols

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

The president of the United States just barged into America's living rooms like an angry, confused grandfather to tell us all that we are ungrateful whelps.

When a president asks for network time, it's usually to announce something important. But tonight, Donald Trump did not give anything like a normal speech or address. He was clearly working from a prepared text, but it sounded like one he'd written--or dictated angrily--himself, because it was full of bizarre howlers that even Trump's second-rate speech-writing shop would probably have avoided, such as his assertion that inflation when he took office was the worst it had been in 48 years. (Why did he pick 1977 as a benchmark? Who knows. But he's wrong.) He read the speech quickly, his voice rising in frustration as he hurled one lie after another into the camera.

We could take apart Trump's fake facts, as checkers and pundits will do in the next few days. But perhaps more important than false statements--which for Trump are par for the course--was his demeanor. Americans saw a president drenched in panic as he tried to bully an entire nation into admitting he's doing a great job. For 20 minutes, he vented his hurt feelings without a molecule of empathy or awareness. Economic concerns? Shut up, you fools, the economy is doing fine. (And if it isn't, it's not his fault--it's Joe Biden's.) Foreign-policy jitters? Zip it, you wimps, America is strong and respected. 

In effect, Trump took to the airwaves, pointed his finger, and said: Quiet, piggy.

I consider myself a connoisseur of Trump's speeches. I've watched them and live-tweeted them for years because I think Americans need to see what kind of man sits in the Oval Office. But even by Trump's standards, this was an unnerving display of fear. I can only imagine America's enemies in Moscow and Beijing and Tehran smiling with pleasure as they watched a president losing his bearings, berating his own people, and demanding that they absolve him of any blame when things get worse.

His rant contained no news, other than an example of his contempt for the U.S. military, whose loyalty he thinks he can purchase with a onetime $1,776 bonus check. This is projection: Trump has shown his willingness to be bought off with gold bars and trinkets, and he may think that the men and women of the armed forces are people of equally low character.

This was not a holiday address from the president of a great democracy to its citizens. This was a desperate tin-pot leader yelling into a microphone while cornered in his palace redoubt. Trump has been unraveling for weeks, and his speech tonight, like Trump himself, was unworthy of America and its people.
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ISIS Never Really Went Away

Staff writer Graeme Wood reported on the Islamic State for years. He shares his thoughts in the wake of the Bondi Beach attack.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 18 Dec 2025
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Is ISIS back? In late 2014, the jihadist group made its medieval views infamous using modern methods of propaganda. The organization had recently captured significant territory in Syria and Iraq, and claimed religious authority over all Muslims. The internet educated the world on the harsh, simple rules of a caliphate, and the surreal brutality of the beheading video. When the Islamic State lost control of its Middle Eastern territories some five years later, the group largely dropped out of the headlines. It had been defeated, but it didn't disappear.

This week, ISIS reemerged in connection with two disparate acts of violence thousands of miles apart. Two U.S. soldiers and a civilian interpreter were killed in Syria by a man the Pentagon says is affiliated with ISIS. A day later, at Bondi Beach in Sydney, Australia, two men opened fire at a Hanukkah celebration, killing 15 and wounding dozens. The men had homemade ISIS flags in their car, and had recently traveled to an area in the Philippines where ISIS-affiliated groups are known to still be active. Are these incidents connected? And do they point to a group that's evolving?

Our guest this week, the Atlantic staff writer Graeme Wood, reported extensively on ISIS during its heyday. He compares the group to a trick birthday candle, capable of reigniting quickly. Wood explains the new patterns and, as we learn more about the motivations of the Bondi Beach shooters, what the world might expect going forward.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: A decade ago, ISIS was infamous worldwide. At its peak, in 2014, the jihadist group controlled territory in Iraq and Syria roughly the size of Kentucky. It declared itself a caliphate, with authority over Muslims everywhere. Hard to forget from that period were the beheading videos, which ISIS released as a twisted form of propaganda.

Five years later, the group lost control of that territory. And then, for the most part, we didn't hear much about them. ISIS disappeared from the headlines--until this week.

In Syria, someone the Pentagon believes is affiliated with ISIS killed two U.S. soldiers and an interpreter. And then, of course, Bondi Beach, in Australia: A father and son killed 15 people at a Hanukkah celebration. They were found to have homemade ISIS flags in their car, and they'd also recently traveled to the southern Philippines, which has seen Islamist violence for years.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today: Is ISIS back?

Graeme Wood: It's sort of like a self-lighting birthday candle, where you blow it out, and it looks like it's out, but then the little spark is enough to reignite it. And so what we're seeing right now is the reignition, after some years, of a spark in this one place. And it's gonna be really difficult to find out the other places where another spark has not been totally extinguished and could come back and reignite.


Rosin: Staff writer Graeme Wood has traveled the world--throughout the Middle East, the Philippines, and even Australia--in order to interview ISIS members and supporters.

In 2016, he wrote a book about the group, The Way of the Strangers: Encounters With the Islamic State. He's kept an eye on ISIS ever since.

Today, he talks to us about how, in the years after the group's defeat, ISIS never really went away and about what the recent violence might mean.

Wood: What's always interesting with these attacks--'cause some people can be sort of fanboys of ISIS, and they carry the icons of ISIS with them but don't know much about it. These people traveled to Mindanao in the southern Philippines, which we don't hear that much about in the Americas, because we think of ISIS, in its heyday, as being centered in Syria, which it was. But ISIS had this brilliant idea of kind of bringing in affiliates, where they would find groups that were already Islamist in some way, maybe not Islamist in exactly the same way as ISIS, but they would bring them on and get what they called pledges of loyalty, or baya'a, from them.

And in the Philippines, they found an excellent target, which was a group called Abu Sayyaf, which was already fighting against the Philippine government, was already Islamist, and that just needed a little bit of help from ISIS central command to kind of go pro and join the big leagues of international global jihadism.

And that's what happened in 2014, was that Abu Sayyaf became part of the ISIS network after operating as a local jihadist group for over a decade in the southern Philippines. And back in 2014, 2015, some of the people who I interviewed at great length in Australia, they were supporters of ISIS who didn't even consider going to Syria. They went to, or tried to go to, the southern Philippines because that's where they thought the center of gravity was.

And that's exactly where the two alleged killers in Bondi Beach--one of whom's dead, and the other one is just waking up from a coma right now--where they went about a month before the attack. So that's awfully suspicious.

Rosin: All right, so you've been to Mindanao. Walk me through what happens there. And we'll caveat this by saying we don't have details about what this duo actually did there or who they met with quite yet, but what did you learn when you were reporting in Mindanao?

Wood: I went to Mindanao in the southern Philippines in 2016, and I was looking for ISIS activity, and that's what I found. There was a very heavy Philippine military contingent that was doing counterterrorism operations there because they knew that ISIS was operating at such strength that it would actually control territory. There would be villages that would come under its control temporarily, and then there were areas that it controlled permanently.

And it took another year or so until the Philippine government really started to get the upper hand. And they claim to have eliminated it, but, of course, there are still attacks going on. And if you are in that part of the world--that is, Asia--and you want to go and find ISIS activity and hook up with ISIS people, then that's probably where you would go, and that's where the two killers in Bondi Beach seem to have gone.

Rosin: And that remains true to this day--'cause you're describing a trip that happened about eight years ago, but you're saying that the activity has continued.

Wood: Yeah, so ISIS has sort of two operational modes. The first one is where they control territory, and they can implement Islamic law as they see it. The second mode is where they're attempting to get that territory. And up until 2017, it actually controlled that territory and could do their ISIS thing.

Since then, they've been in this other mode where they're more like an insurgency. So if these two guys went there and connected with ISIS there, then they were connecting with people who were in military mode rather than governance mode. And if they came back, they came back with instructions in that regard.

Rosin: Okay, so what details do we actually have about their trip there, just to be clear?

Wood: Yeah, we have confirmation from the government of the Philippines that they arrived, what their citizenships were and their names, which pretty much narrows down that it was actually them, and that they went listing their destination as Davao City, which is the largest city in Mindanao and not a city that has ever been controlled by, or even come close to being controlled by, ISIS. But it is the gateway to the south of the Philippines, where there are places that have been controlled by ISIS, and we don't know where they went from Davao.

There are innocent reasons to go to Davao, and there are very sinister reasons. And the fact that these guys perpetrated a mass killing, it appears, when they came back, of course, makes us think that the sinister reasons are the ones that apply.

Rosin: Right, okay, so now we're in speculation territory, but if you had to speculate, what is the picture that you would put together? Fill in the dots: What would actually happen to them there that would aid them in committing this act? This is speculation, but--

Wood: We do have to speculate, of course. Neither of these guys is a trained soldier or gunman, so even getting a little bit of tactical training could be helpful to them. The dad, I believe, was a fruit salesman--"fruiterer," as they call them in Australian. And the son was an out-of-work bricklayer. So neither of these guys kill people for a living.

And you can see in the videos that they're moving around somewhat competently--not totally incompetently. Remember, one of them had his weapon taken away by another fruiterer, actually. And so that doesn't suggest that he was the most competent person.

But if you go to the Philippines, and you connect with people who have been fighting for a while, then you can get ideological connection, you can get military training, and then you can come back being a bit more deadly than you would've been had you not gone there.

Rosin: So that's these two guys in this very specific training. I wanna broaden out to get a little bit more of the context.

So going back to Australia: There have been this series of anti-Semitic incidents in the country--a kosher deli in Sydney, a synagogue in Melbourne that were set on fire last year, homes and cars in largely Jewish neighborhoods in Sydney were vandalized with anti-Semitic hate speech, another Melbourne synagogue was set on fire back in July, and now this attack. Do experts see these events as connected or related to what happened in Bondi Beach? How do you put that bigger picture together?

Wood: Well, Bondi Beach is part of the eastern suburbs of Sydney, where it's just known--it's a center of Jewish community and residential communal life. So if there's gonna be a background level of anti-Semitic violence, which there unquestionably has been since 2023, then that is going to be expected to be one of the areas where you're gonna see that. And indeed, that's where you have. You mentioned the firebombing of a deli, but there's also things like cars that are being destroyed mysteriously in these neighborhoods. And I think a lot of Australian Jews and residents in that area, very reasonably, see this as part of an anti-Semitic crime wave.

Now, the origins of it are a bit hazier, and there's reasons to think that there might be independent origins of some of these attacks. In the case of the firebombing of the deli in Bondi Beach in 2024 and of the synagogue in Melbourne, the Australian government has just come out and said, This is done with the direction of the Islamic Republic of Iran, which is a really bold statement to make--to accuse a foreign government of doing that. And they, in fact, expelled the ambassador of Iran as a result of this, a very, very high-level step. So that's one kind of flow of these incidents.

The other, though, seems to be different. These two guys, there's speculation of whether they are directed by Iran, but most of the evidence is suggesting that they're directed by the Islamic State, which is an enemy of Iran that has fought the Islamic Republic of Iran on several fronts. And so it would be weird if they were cooperating with Iran. What, instead, you've got is multiple forms of jihadism that, in the last couple years, seem to be directed mostly at Australian Jews.

Rosin: That's very helpful 'cause I'm trying to disentangle these different patterns, see which ones are related, and how they're related. But ISIS hasn't specifically targeted only Jewish groups in the past, so how do you make sense of the specific targeting of a Jewish celebration and Jewish targets? What is that change about?

Wood: Yeah, Hanna, you make a really important point here. If you looked at the focus of ISIS activity in the past, you would not see a lot of attacks on Jewish groups or on Israel. So many different horrible attacks that I could name in the history of ISIS, very few of them focused on Israel. And if you asked ISIS why, they told me pretty directly, Look, our focus is on Muslim apostates. They are closer to us. We hate them more. And in our apocalyptic view of the world, there's a kind of drumbeat of an order of operations that we're looking at, and Israel doesn't enter the picture until pretty late in the game. Jews are not the ones we're attacking.

But obviously, that's changed. So in 2016 or so, you would've seen ISIS fighting Iran, fighting Iraqi Shia, fighting Kurds in Iraq. That was one of the main areas of operation and targets--almost nothing in Israel. So what's happened, I think, in the meantime, is ISIS has lost territory, and Iran has lost relative power 'cause some of its proxies have been taken apart. And now, there's a different focus because ISIS has changed, and its enemies have changed. And Israel--and by extension, Jews in general--are in the crosshairs.

[Music]

Wood: I think that ISIS, like any group, reads the news. What occurs to them to attack is not always because they have an apocalyptic order of operations, but also because they see what motivates people, what excites people. And since October 7, 2023, the main cause that is likely to animate ordinary people--or ordinary people who are ISIS-curious, at least--is Gaza, is Israel, and again, by extension, any random Jew who's just celebrating a holiday. So not too surprising that there would be just a background level of anti-Semitic attacks and also a specific focus on Jews by Islamic State supporters.

Rosin: After the break: Why Australia? And how does Bondi Beach connect with the attacks on American soldiers in Syria?

[Break]

Rosin: So a few broader questions about ISIS. I do think of ISIS as operating mainly in their own territories, so why are they carrying out attacks in Australia?

Wood: Back in 2014, when ISIS was in the headlines for its activity in Syria, I went to Australia, and I asked supporters there, What do you care about? What's important to you about this, and what makes you so crazy? And they were pretty clear. They said, We've got territory now. We have a place where we can implement Islamic law, and that's what matters to us. We need to take the version of Islam that we believe in and turn it into a state.

And so how does it help them to do that if you blow up a random place in Australia? Not much. In fact, it might stop them from being able to do that effectively in Syria if they start attacking elsewhere, because the rest of the world won't put up with it, and they'll be deprived of their sanctuaries in Syria.

So now we're in a very different situation, and ISIS is too. ISIS had that territory that it wanted to jealously protect where it could implement Islamic law, and now it doesn't. And so when times change, ISIS's strategy changes.

And so they focus, first of all, on the places where they do have some territory, and that's in Nigeria, a little bit of territory in Mozambique. But everywhere else, they're now more in a terrorist mode of attacking elsewhere, so you see smaller attacks. And all those people in Australia who are the friends and descendants of those who I interviewed 10 years ago about ISIS, those people now have different priorities. They have no Syria to go to, and so they're thinking more about what they can do at home. And it seems to be the case with these two, if their having an ISIS flag in their car is any indication, that they've decided that the way that they can help the cause is to attack Jews in their own country of Australia.

I think in the heyday of ISIS, eight to 10 years ago, we in the West--and that includes Australia--were, in a sense, spared some of the worst because, of course, the bad things were happening over there. People were focused on getting over there. And the fact that there was an "over there" to get to made people very excited about the cause. There were a lot of people who said, Wow, we thought it would be a hundred years before there was a new caliphate that we could fight for, and so we're really energized about this.

Well, there's no more caliphate, so the energy from having a caliphate is now depleted. But there's still a lot of people who are focused on building a caliphate and supporting the pathetic little territory that the caliphate still retains. And those people aren't going away.

Not much has happened on the whole--there's not an attack in Bondi Beach like this every year, thank goodness. But we should expect a lot of the Islamic State supporters, who in the past have been focused on trying to travel to Islamic State territory and be Muslims there, that is gonna be an energy that's directed inward. There's nowhere for them to attack except for where they stand, whether that be in Poland, Germany, Paris, or Bondi Beach.

Rosin: Yeah, what I'm taking from this is that those of us who are not close watchers of ISIS like you, we just assumed it had gone away, or we just weren't thinking about it. It wasn't in the headlines. The caliphate died. That's the end of it. But what you're describing is a completely different global picture.

Wood: Yeah, ISIS, one thing that it really had going for it ideologically was a certain kind of simplicity. And as long as you have that simplicity, it's possible for people to rediscover them, even long after ISIS has ceased to be on the front page of every newspaper.

Rosin: Okay, there's one more piece of this puzzle that we haven't discussed, which is the Bondi Beach attack happened just a day after two U.S. soldiers and an interpreter were killed in Syria by the man the Pentagon says is affiliated with ISIS. What do we know about the killing, how is it related to everything we've been talking about, and what does it signal to you?

Wood: There is a connection with Bondi Beach in that the Islamic State has done the attacks in Syria, and it appears that these two people in Bondi Beach are Islamic State as well. But Syria's a pretty different operational space--and you have to go all the way back to 2013.

The current government of Syria and ISIS were basically the same thing back then, and then they split. And the current government of Syria is now an ex-jihadist movement that has been attacking the Islamic State, with the cooperation of the United States.

So what we're seeing is that ISIS no longer has the upper hand in any part of Syria and that it has to infiltrate parts of the security services to get close enough to the partners of the current government and attack them. And that's what it seems like they did effectively this weekend, was get someone that was close enough to some American soldiers and then shoot them dead.

Rosin: Right, right, so that is a constant danger for the U.S. soldiers who are still there: the possibility of someone from ISIS who's an enemy of the current government and an enemy of the current government's allies sneaking in and causing mayhem.

Wood: Yes. And to do that, they don't have to get a plane ticket to do it. These are Syrians. The leadership of the current government, Ahmed al-Sharaa, and Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi were personally acquainted back in the day, so it's not like these are people who have to be brought in from abroad to infiltrate. They are just Syrians who were there and who have ISIS sympathies and have to be screened for--in this case, I guess, unsuccessfully--because they're trying to do ISIS stuff within Syrian territory, which is, to say, their own home territory.

Rosin: Understood. So it's especially dangerous because you can't entirely tell who's affiliated with whom, who's pretending. It's a nuanced situation.

Wood: Yes, that's right. And it cuts both ways too. Given that these are Syrians, the current government is filled with people who know them, that means they can sniff 'em out better. So there are ups and downs to it, but the fact of the matter is that Syria has had lots of ISIS supporters within it for a long time. And so, when you flip the government to being a Sunni government that's anti-ISIS, then you're gonna have a bunch of Sunni extremists who you have to keep an eye on and make sure they haven't wriggled their way into the security services and gotten close to the Americans.

Rosin: So in the coming days, weeks, I'm sure we'll get more information about the Bondi Beach attackers, their travels, their motivations. What is it that you'll be looking for? What details will be important to you?

Wood: In the past, with Islamic State attacks, the people who have done them have not been shy about saying why, and the fact that they're shooting into a crowd of Jewish families, you can make some pretty obvious inferences about their general view of Jews. But finding out, "What, really, is motivating you? What are you trying to get out of this?"--in the past, they've been willing to say that; they've even recorded videos of themselves explaining that beforehand.

So in the coming days, I wanna hear what the travel of these two people looks like in the Philippines and also just whether the survivor has a statement to make about why he was doing this and what motivated him, because that's gonna tell us a lot about some of the most important stuff here, which is: Was there help from the outside? Was there help from the Islamic State in the Philippines? There's speculation that there was help from Iran. And this becomes a very different situation if it turns out that there's outside help, and it's a directed attack rather than what they sometimes call an "inspired" one.

Rosin: And what is the difference? An inspired attack versus a directed attack, what's the significance of that distinction?

Wood: Some of the distinction is geopolitical. If it turns out that Iran has told these people what to do, made sure that they were funded to do it, then that could mean direct strikes against Iran by Israel. There's some discussion of that already.

Now, if it turns out that they were directed in the attack from the southern Philippines, then it could mean a new wave of counterterror operations there, which I think it's unlikely that would include Australian forces in the southern Philippines, but it would certainly mean some probably pretty bloody operations and a renewal of hostilities in the southern Philippines, with the Philippine government against Islamic State people there.

If it turns out that these people just got it in their head that this would be a good idea, and nobody told them how to do it, where to do it, when to do it, then you're back to the long-term counterterror questions that Australia's had to think about and has not thought about, I think, hard enough over the last few years.

If you have lots of people in your territory, including your own citizens who think that violence is the answer, who think that random killing of civilians is the answer, then you gotta deal with that. And, obviously, Australia has not been able to do that, given what we've seen in the number of violent attacks against Jews in the last couple years.

The soul searching's barely begun there, but the recriminations have also barely begun.

Rosin: I have to admit--I haven't thought about ISIS in a long time, which I imagine is true of a lot of people. It does feel like, from what you're describing, that there's a return of sorts or an evolution, but I also don't wanna overstate it, since there's a lot we don't know about the attack in Australia. So how do you think about the fact that ISIS-linked killings are in the news again, that even though the term ISIS is in the news again?

Wood: I think a lot of people who watch ISIS closely would say, Oh, they never left. And it's true that there's been a thousand, couple thousand ISIS attacks worldwide over the last several years, long since ISIS has been out of the news.

But I think about it in a slightly different way. I think it's also that ISIS's inspiration has never gone away for some people. ISIS had such a clear message of: We're going to reestablish the caliphate. The caliphate is this thing that you, as a Muslim who knows anything at all about his history, it's something that you've read about, and our business is bringing it back. So it's so simple that you can teach people about this, they can learn about it just by reading online about it, and so it's constantly going to be inspiring a few people, and a few of those people are going to end up being violent.

So I think ISIS, in some sense, never went away. And, in some sense, the ideas are very, very difficult to just get rid of, and as long as they're out there, occasionally, you're gonna see attacks like this. It doesn't mean that there's gonna be a return to the volume of ISIS attacks that we saw in 2014, '15, '16, where there would be hundreds of people killed in churches, theaters, etc. But it does mean that these ideas, they turn out to be very resilient, and long after we forgot about them, other people have remembered them.

[Music]

Rosin: Well, Graeme, thank you so much for helping us understand the situation.

Wood: Always good to talk with you.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited and engineered by Kevin Townsend and fact-checked by Genevieve Finn. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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$1,776 Checks for the Military

The president has authorized bonuses for more than 1 million service members.

by Ashley Parker, Nancy A. Youssef

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




This story was updated on December 17 at 9:39 p.m. ET

President Donald Trump's prime-time address tonight included an Oprah-style You get a car! And you get a car! reveal for members of the U.S. military. Specifically, he said that he was giving troops a "war dividend," a onetime bonus check pegged to a sum with deep patriotic significance: $1,776.



Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.



"The checks are already on the way," Trump said during his address, promising them to more than 1.4 million troops.

The announcement was in keeping with the sort of grand gestures the president often favors. As the host of NBC's The Apprentice, he savored dramatic twists and tense cliffhangers, and as a Manhattan developer, he reveled in emblazoning his name in big, bold (often gold) letters on his properties, a trend that has continued into his presidency. In his first term, Trump included his full name ("President Donald J. Trump") just below the words "Economic Impact Payment" on stimulus checks, and his Treasury Department recently confirmed that a portrait of him--the image of him raising his fist following the assassination attempt in Butler, Pennsylvania, and the words Fight. Fight. Fight.--may be featured on a commemorative $1 coin pegged to America's 250th birthday next summer.

The $1,776 checks--which will go to every service member from the rank of private to colonel, or their equivalents--come at a moment when Trump's relationship with the military is particularly complicated. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth--or secretary of war, as he prefers--prompted widespread ridicule when he summoned hundreds of commanders from around the world to Washington for a bellicose speech unveiling new physical-fitness standards for the military. Despite running as an "America First" isolationist, Trump seems to be inching ever closer to a war with Venezuela, as he and his team authorize military strikes on suspected drug-smuggling boats in the Caribbean Sea and the eastern Pacific Ocean. He said yesterday that the United States will conduct a "blockade" to stop sanctioned oil tankers from entering Venezuela. Critics have argued that the more than two dozen boat strikes, which have so far killed 95 people, are illegal. And six Democratic lawmakers, all of whom served in either the intelligence community or the military, said that they were hearing so much uncertainty and concern from the rank and file that they felt compelled to release a video reminding service members that they are required to refuse illegal orders. (In response, Trump accused the lawmakers of sedition.)



Read: Hundreds of generals try to keep a straight face



Trump supporters will almost certainly celebrate the bonuses as yet another sign of a commander in chief who appreciates the men and women of the military. But a more cynical interpretation is that the money, although welcome, represents an attempt by Trump to buy loyalty. The bonuses will cost roughly $2.4 billion based on the figures the president provided. The money will come out of the defense budget, but officials have not said what they will cut in order to pay for the checks. The Pentagon referred requests for comment to the White House.



Generals and admirals are notably excluded from receiving the bonuses. Although they occupy the highest pay grades, they often draw the disdain of the defense secretary, who has fired or forced out more than two dozen top officers over the past year.



Read: Pete Hegseth is seriously testing Trump's 'no scalps' rule



Earlier today, the president met with the relatives of two members of the Iowa National Guard and an interpreter killed in Syria as they arrived at Dover Air Force Base, in Delaware, for a dignified-transfer ceremony.



A $1,776 bonus is roughly the same as one month of base pay for a new Army private, not counting allowances for housing and meals. The administration has already given troops a 3.8 percent pay raise as part of the Senate bill that passed today, which allots more than $900 billion for defense. That legislation also increases the amount of additional pay that members of the military receive when they are separated from their family for more than 30 days. And the bill bans transgender women from participating in women's sports at military-service academies.



The Atlantic reported earlier today that Trump was considering the idea of $1,776 bonuses, but the president did not officially settle on the decision until just hours before his speech.
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The Happiest Man in Music

Zane Lowe has made a career out of relentless positivity. Is there anything he doesn't like?

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Zane Lowe, the most important music interviewer working today, kicked his sneakers up onto his couch cushions and began to cry.

For the previous two hours, I'd been asking the 52-year-old global creative director of Apple Music about problems facing the record industry: growing fears about AI; broad discontent with streaming pay rates; the ambient suspicion that music doesn't matter as much as it used to. Lowe is famous for the high-energy earnestness he shows on his internet radio show, where he often rains intricately worded praise down on artists while tossing in a boom sound effect for punctuation. He'd answered my questions with that same jittery jolliness, but he seemed, eventually, to want to redirect the conversation--back to the power of music itself.

He picked up the remote control for his office speakers and cued up a song from the indie-folk artist Keaton Henson called "You Don't Know How Lucky You Are." The song's lyrics tenderly address a long-lost lover, and the music builds from quiet guitar harmonics to a rustling crescendo. As we listened mostly in silence, Lowe laid back in his Peter Pan-green sweater, looking pained. "That's the real stuff, man," he said when the song was over, wiping tears from his eyes. "That's the good shit. That's why we do it!"

This emotional display helped answer the question I'd really been pondering: how a Gen X DJ and former rapper from New Zealand became the record industry's favorite influencer. At a time when social media allows artists to whittle the promotional cycle down to a few Instagram posts and a Hot Ones appearance, Lowe reliably books press-shy A-listers--Taylor Swift, Thom Yorke, Tyler the Creator--for in-depth exchanges that circulate widely and define the narrative around major releases. These conversations tend to invert the ostensible purpose of celebrity interviews. Rather than serve the public's curiosities, he said, he wants to serve artists--to give them "a place for them to learn a little bit more about themselves."

That chummy ethos is everywhere in cultural media these days, especially across podcasting, but Lowe--who was known for his long-form chats with artists at BBC Radio 1 before he joined Apple Music upon its launch in 2015--helped popularize it. "He's largely responsible for the new and relaxed way artists interview," the pop singer Halsey told me in an email. "When broadcast radio was starting to decline and long before podcasts had taken over as the primary source of information sharing, there was Zane Lowe in a cozy sweater saying 'I'm your friend, your fan, and I want you to tell me how you really feel.'" Though the conversations aren't journalistic, they can be quite revealing about craft and the artist's inner life. Sampha, a soft-spoken alternative-pop singer, marveled to me about the "never-ending tap of insight" coming out of Lowe. "There's always substance behind what he's saying--even if he's speaking fast."

Opinions among music listeners are more mixed. Many viewers rave about the kindness Lowe extends to their favorite artists. But to others, he's a cheerleader for the stagnant, idolatrous record industry--someone who'd rather give a fluffy compliment than ask a pressing question. In a 2024 episode of the Pop Pantheon podcast, the critic DJ Louie XIV called Lowe a "sycophant" running the "pop-music equivalent of Fox News." Louie's producer, Russ Martin, added, "It is just frankly not believable that he likes every record and he likes every song on every record."

I enjoy Lowe's work more than that--he's clearly smart and often amusing, and he cares a ton about the art form. Yet I, too, have wondered about his sincerity: What kind of music geek doesn't harbor some critical opinions? But one colleague, the radio host Eddie Francis, told me Lowe refuses to speak ill of artists even when off mic, even jokingly. Another, the Apple executive Oliver Schusser, who oversees music, told me he couldn't remember Lowe disliking anything while on the job--ever. His positivity is so committed that it almost feels rooted in fear, as though our musical era would look, without his boosting, quite sad.

Commercial radio in New Zealand--as in many places worldwide--used to be controlled by the government, which had determined that the public interest was best served by a diet of classical music and weather reports. In 1966, Lowe's father, a young DJ, set out on a fishing boat with five friends in order to break that monopoly. Three miles off the coast of Auckland, in international waters, the crew began broadcasting rock and roll to the mainland. The so-called pirate radio station was part of a global "fight for independence of taste and communication for a generation," Lowe said.

But that exciting life in broadcasting meant Lowe's father was gone for much of his childhood. His parents entered a prolonged separation when he was young, and Lowe coped by obsessing over songs and bands--so much that his own friends found it grating. He asked himself the question that, he said, he's struggled with for decades: "Why does enthusiasm, a lot of support, translate as overenthusiasm, or annoying, or cringe, or just ingenuine?"

Lowe's enthusiasm did prove helpful to his professional aspirations--both as a rapper and beat maker (who contributed to hits that are still considered classics of Kiwi hip-hop) and as a DJ climbing the ranks of music media locally and abroad. In the late '90s, he moved to the United Kingdom and became an MTV presenter. By 2003, he was anchoring BBC Radio 1's vaunted nightly pop segment, where he helped break acts such as Adele and Arctic Monkeys. His Radio 1 show "was the sound of a generation" in the U.K., Christopher Tubbs, a DJ and longtime friend of Lowe's, told me. "Tastemaker doesn't quite cover it."

But soon, the idea of the tastemaker was being undermined. The launch of Spotify in 2008 meant that listeners could now hear almost anything they wanted on demand, guided by personalized recommendation algorithms. Lowe's fame was rising because of headline-making interviews with Kanye West, Jay-Z, and other rappers, but radio's salience was declining. When Apple began working on its own streaming service, Lowe joined a star-studded leadership team that also included the record producer Jimmy Iovine and Nine Inch Nails' Trent Reznor.

Apple had revolutionized music listening with iTunes and the iPod, but the company was late to streaming. Reputationally, the tech was a risk; Spotify's rise had triggered complaints from artists who felt like the new system's ease and cheapness devalued their art. "The idea that everyone would have the same jukebox in the sky, completely virtual, terrified some of us," Schusser said. "Does it actually make music a little bit like, I don't know, tap water?"

Apple's answer to the perceived issues with streaming was to market itself as a prestigious, boutique alternative to Spotify. The two services are functionally identical in many ways, allowing users to explore mostly the same pool of music using mostly the same tools. But just as Apple TV has tried to compete with Netflix by funding highbrow dramas cast with movie stars, Apple Music has invested in signifiers of old-school quality--such as human-curated radio stations.


Zane Lowe at the Apple Music offices in Culver City, California, after recording a podcast episode (Ariel Fisher for The Atlantic)



Sitting on the wraparound couch that circles the studio, I watched a parade of musicians come in and out all morning for two days in a row. The K-pop boy band Cortis arrived with an entourage of handlers and bopped around to their own music; the trance DJ Armin van Buuren got stony-serious on the topic of his new, piano-only album. Throughout all of Lowe's platitudes and boosterism, my attention was rapt, and my mind never wandered. His continual gush of questions, compliments, and observations creates spectacle in the manner of a top-tier inspirational speaker.

Still, I wondered whom this spectacle was for. Lowe's previous employers, MTV and Radio 1, were, at their height, essential hubs for anyone trying to plug into pop culture. Apple's radio shows compete for ears with its streaming efforts, whose abundance has helped diminish the sense of a musical common ground. When I first started using Apple Music in 2015, I quickly forgot about its radio tab--other than when a clip of Lowe would cross my social feeds. His interviews tend to get views on YouTube in proportion with the popularity of the featured artists; as for the radio show itself, all that Lowe would say about its reach is that it was growing. "Any artist will tell you right now, the trick is trying to find an audience," he said.

The reason it's so tricky is, of course, streaming and the attention economy. Standing out is not just harder than ever--the stakes are higher than ever because, as Lowe put it, "there's an imbalance in the financials" due to the small payouts per listen. "You can work at a company and be proud of the work we do and be a part of this current model--and still feel like there's things that you wish were different," Lowe said. "Two things can be true." The comment drove home that I'd been watching a deliberate anachronism: an attempt to treat "tap water" as artisanal, and to feign monoculture at a company that had helped break it up.

Lowe, however, is without obvious precedent. Celebrity interviewers have always played a promotional role and gotten cozy with their subjects, but it's hard to think of an era-defining interviewer who didn't at least have some bite. Kurt Loder? Nineties rockers withered under his jaded stare. Ryan Seacrest? He's got that Hollywood-slick, smiling-but-shady thing going on. Oprah? She'll ask the questions people want to know the answers to.

The closest pioneer of Lowe's method might be one who walked into the studio when I was there: the 68-year-old rock journalist and film director Cameron Crowe, who was promoting his memoir, The Uncool. "I think we're both people pleasers," Lowe said to him. "Would you agree?"

Crowe's trajectory in rock journalism is a modern myth thanks to his 2000 movie, Almost Famous, which is based on the same memories that he writes about in The Uncool. In the early '70s, at just 15 years old, Crowe started writing for Rolling Stone, which gave him the chance to interview artists such as Led Zeppelin, David Bowie, and the Allman Brothers Band. His role, he told Lowe, was to be a fan: "Take the journey with that artist. If they made an album that didn't thrill you, don't bail; stick with it."

This approach clashed with other people's ideals about the profession. The rock critic Lester Bangs once warned Crowe against becoming friends with the musicians he covers. "These are people who want you to write sanctimonious stories about the genius of rock stars," he said, according to The Uncool. "And they will ruin rock and roll and strangle everything we love about it, right?" He later added, "You should make your reputation on being honest, and unmerciful." Bangs's advice, repeated in Almost Famous, is a touchstone for music journalists--a reminder that being too gentle or generous can destroy the very thing you're covering.

But Lowe has followed Crowe's philosophy, not Bangs's. He thanked Crowe for allowing "people like myself to be more comfortable in the fact that I don't really have a particularly strong critical muscle." Later, in his office, Lowe told me that although critique is important, it's not the role he was "born to inhabit." At base, he wants his interviews to be "a document for fans to cherish and watch over and over and over again."

Read: Hip-hop's fiercest critic

That goal neatly aligns with the record industry's shifting prerogatives. Music consumption has largely cleaved into two patterns: the passive, casual streamer who lets the algorithm serve up good-enough background listening, and the ultra-invested "stan," who builds a fiercely rooted group identity around their favorite artists. The new playbook for success isn't trying to appeal broadly--it's monetizing and remonetizing the attention of diehards.

Even so, I couldn't help but think that he and Crowe held too rosy a view of what fans really want, especially nowadays. If you put a superfan in a room with their favorite artist, they aren't only going to flatter and fawn. They're going to pry for information, no matter how awkwardly. At a press conference Lady Gaga held with her fans this year, for example, the first inquiry was about a spicy topic: her relationship with the rapper and notorious troll Azealia Banks, whom she had beefed with in the past.

Lowe's job, however, isn't simply to follow his curiosities, as a fan might. "Just being really honest--we work as a business," he said. Money isn't exchanged in the booking of interviews, but certain artists may be priorities for Apple because of economic considerations, such as their potential for streaming success. "It's not just like, you know, the Zane Lowe Show taste playground," he said.

Artists can put preconditions on the interviews and "respectfully request that the conversation doesn't stray into areas that might be considered a bit too sensitive," Lowe said. "I don't mind that. I want to know where their spirit is." They and their representatives also, every so often, ask to give input on the final edit.

He gestured to my voice recorder while explaining why he complied with such requests. "As somebody who's obsessive-compulsive, very aware of wanting to be thoughtful with my thoughtfulness, I personally have no problem giving any artist grace to be at their best," he said. "And in doing so, the truth is, we get more because they trust us." He added, "I'm not interviewing heads of state, right?"

Some of his subjects do, however, hold statesmanlike influence. Swift, for example, is so prominent that Donald Trump regularly takes potshots at her--a fact no interviewer brought up in her recent press appearances. Lowe told me he'd been allowed to ask whatever he wanted, but the topic just hadn't occurred to him. "If I think about What am I going to ask an artist like Taylor Swift in 10 minutes?, I could set sail onto the Pacific Ocean in a rowboat and be very directionless, very fast," he said. "That is a strong tide of overthinking."

Additionally, no interviewers had asked her why she issued more than 30 different versions of her new album--a strategy that, by beckoning fans to buy multiple copies, allowed her to sell a record-shattering 4 million copies in one week. Many commentators have criticized her rollout method as wasteful and exploitative, but Lowe saw it as a creative bid to do what musicians need to do right now: turn music into an event. He framed it as a win not only for Swift, but for the art form. "Isn't it nice to be in 2025, to know there are new milestones, new things that music can achieve that it couldn't before?" he said. "Because the other option is backwards."

One part of his interview with her had broken ground, however. Lowe asked--amid a blizzard of rhetoric about the importance of human connection--how Swift had been processing the public reaction to The Life of a Showgirl. "The rule of show business is: If it's the first week of my album release and you are saying either my name or my album title, you're helping," she replied. She added, later, "I have a lot of respect for people's subjective opinions on art. I'm not the art police." These quotes ricocheted around the internet, taken as a sign that Swift was well aware of how many fans and critics had panned the album. Lowe hadn't mentioned that mixed reception, but he hadn't needed to. Celebrities can be as online as any of us--they know what their detractors think.

It's this reality that Lowe and the new music-promo circuit try to guard against. The background hum of digital life is negativity, polarization, and jaded disengagement; the record industry craves a forum to pitch its narratives before they're torn to shreds in comment sections and mined for TikTok drama. A healthier artistic ecosystem wouldn't--and in the past, didn't--need the "safe place" that Lowe professes to provide.

That ecosystem seems unlikely to grow healthier as technology progresses. AI-generated songs have recently begun flooding streaming services; Spotify listeners can call upon an artificial DJ to deliver banter and commentary tailor-made for the user. When I brought up AI to Lowe, it was the first time I heard him express open contempt. "Leave the arts alone, dude. Like, go and fix other shit," he said. Regarding the prospect of an AI hitmaker, he asked: "By the way, how do I interview that person?" His voice had been growing louder, occasionally hitting a near-shout.

Minutes later, before grabbing the remote control to play Keaton Henson's song, he clapped his hands and stared me straight in the eyes. "Music is magic," he said. "It guides us and helps us in moments subconsciously and consciously all the time. It's such an important part of being human. It's such an important part of our experience that I think, without meaning to, we let it evaporate into everything."

By this point, the authenticity of his idealism was hardly in doubt, but the anxious process required to maintain it was becoming clearer. I didn't need to be told that music is magic; I'd never really questioned it. Then I remembered what he'd told me about interviews: They're for the benefit of the subject.
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Measles' Most Deceptive Trait

Most cases are mild, obscuring the disease's worst outcomes.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




In the early 1960s, American childhood was not what it is today. Many children spent hours playing unsupervised in the streets; they rode around in cars without seat belts, then came home to frozen dinners, served in front of TVs blaring cigarette ads. And at some point, they'd almost certainly get measles.



The illness--caused by a virus that is estimated to infect roughly 90 percent of the unimmunized people it comes into contact with--is widely considered one of the fastest-spreading diseases to ever plague humankind. Before the debut of the first measles vaccine, virtually every child in the country could expect to contract it by the time they finished middle school, making it an experience nearly as universal as entering a classroom, skinning a knee, or enduring puberty. "It was sort of a rite of passage," Kathryn Edwards, a pediatrician and vaccine expert who retired from Vanderbilt University Medical Center in 2022, told me. Edwards, 77, is one of many people born before the first measles vaccine was licensed in 1963; she can vividly recall the pain, discomfort, and fear of having the disease.



The rise of measles vaccination changed all that, and by 2000, the disease had been declared eliminated from the United States, after public-health officials detected no transmission of the virus for a full year. But now measles outbreaks are igniting across the country in communities where vaccination rates have dropped--most recently in South Carolina, where officials have documented more than 130 infections, nearly all of them among unvaccinated people. The U.S. has now clocked nearly a year of continuous measles transmission; come January, the country will very likely lose the elimination status that took nearly four decades of vaccination to gain.



At this point, most Americans can still count on protection from the measles vaccines they received in childhood. And as long as the Trump administration does not completely remove access to those immunizations, the nation will not revert to anything close to its early-1960s state. Still, measles is so transmissible that even slight drops in protection can create space for the virus to infect widely. As outbreaks become common once again, Americans will have to confront just how insidious and difficult to control this virus can be.



One of measles' most deceptive traits is that most cases, especially in healthy people, are relatively mild. On the one hand, that means that many survive the disease without serious lingering effects. Measles' hallmarks include a few days of fever, followed by a migrating rash of flat red spots that disappear within the week; one of the disease's most terrifying complications--brain swelling--occurs at a rate of just 0.1 percent. On the other hand, that means that many who survive the disease consider it of little consequence. In the mid-20th century, especially, measles was often shrugged off. Polio--which permanently paralyzed roughly one out of every 200 people it infected--"really scared the hell out of people," Walter Orenstein, the associate director of the Emory Vaccine Center, told me. By comparison, measles registered to some as little more than an annoying, rashy blight. In 1960, the U.S. mortality rate was about one in 500,000, and even the surgeon general's information specialists said the disease was "often welcomed as a guarantee of lifetime immunity." During the first push for measles vaccination, in the '60s, some people hesitated to get vaccinated, not because they feared harm from the vaccine, but because they thought, "What's the big deal? I had measles; my kids can get it; fine," Orenstein said. The country achieved widespread vaccination, in the end, after enforcing strict school mandates.



Measles was never inconsequential, though. Even a case that is initially "mild" can wipe out defenses that people have built up to other diseases--a kind of "immune amnesia" that can leave them more vulnerable to infection for months or years. Painful ear infections and prolonged bouts of diarrhea can accompany close to a tenth of measles cases. Some 5 percent of infections result in pneumonia that can eventually turn fatal; rarely, measles can also leave children deaf or blind. The disease also tends to hit undernourished, immunocompromised, and pregnant people particularly hard, and many of the severest cases tend to occur in the youngest children. This year, the U.S. has clocked more than 1,900 measles infections--the most the country has documented since 1992--and 11 percent have resulted in hospitalizations. Three people have died, two of them children.



William Moss, a measles researcher at Johns Hopkins University, remembers witnessing the measles resurgence that tore through New York in 1990 and 1991 and watching some of the children hit by the outbreak struggling to breathe as they battled pneumonia. Several of those children died. Measles is "not a harmless disease," Orenstein told me. "But the vast majority of people did not see that." That was part of the irony of measles' omnipresence: Amid a sea of less severe cases, serious suffering and death could pass by unnoticed. And over the decades, as vaccination reduced the number of measles cases that people saw, the occurrence of those rare but terrible outcomes has decreased further still.



In this way, measles vaccination--already considered by some as not worth the effort--has become a victim of its own success, Stanley Plotkin, a virologist and one of the developers of a rubella vaccine, told me: By corralling the disease's dangers, it has reduced the incentive to protect against them. The measles vaccine is one of the most effective vaccines ever developed, capable of providing decades of immunity at a rate of about 97 percent. Vaccination has been essential to eliminating measles from this country, and dozens of others around the world. But the vaccine can only manage that when a population matches that effectiveness with a nearly equally high level of immunization buy-in, Boghuma Kabisen Titanji, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. Researchers estimate that, to stave off measles outbreaks, about 92 to 94 percent of people in a community must be immune to the virus. Dip even slightly below that threshold, and the virus, once introduced, can and will gain a foothold.



Measles elimination, then, is a particularly tenuous state, Moss said--potentially, the most unstable elimination status for an infectious disease that a country can have. The virus is so fast-moving that any cracks in our defenses create an opening for it to slip through. As a discipline, public health operates at its best when it can get near-universal buy-in for preventing bad outcomes. But measles' defining traits can run directly counter to that impulse: People are far less likely to opt into interventions when the problems they need to avoid are rare and tend to concentrate in society's more vulnerable sectors.



In the U.S., community leaders managed to gain and keep that buy-in for a long time. By the time Edwards was completing her medical training in the 1970s, "we didn't see measles very much," she said. She assumed that downward trajectory would continue. To see that trend now reverse, she told me, feels like the negation of decades of hard work--so much so that she's started to wonder what the point of her entire career has been. Instead of celebrating a 26th year of measles elimination, the U.S. is staring down the impending costs of resurgence.



As outbreaks become more routine again, even mild cases will exact a toll--emptying out classrooms, keeping parents and other caregivers from work, adding to the strain that wintertime viruses put on hospitals. A family that rushes an infected child to the hospital could inadvertently put an entire emergency room of people at risk; another that brushes off a fever might accidentally afflict an entire playgroup. Trying to track and contain a highly contagious virus--which requires interventions such as testing and rapid contact tracing--will tax public-health departments, too. One recent preprint estimated that across the many drains that the virus can put on medical systems, public-health responders, and economic productivity, an average measles outbreak can cost more than $750,000 to rein in.



Before measles becomes a common American experience again, it will creep into society's unprotected crevices first. Children in unvaccinated pockets of the country are now developing measles' telltale rash. Adults who were never vaccinated in their youth are falling ill, too, challenging health-care workers and epidemiologists to contend with a new reality of measles striking across the age spectrum. And as individuals who received their vaccines up to six decades ago reach old age, they're becoming the unwitting subjects of a natural experiment: Researchers are nervously watching to see just how long their immunity might last. The worst outcomes will still be uncommon. But as measles returns to prominence, those numbers will inevitably rise, too.
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Trump Still Needs Susie Wiles

The president made clear he supports his chief of staff despite her <em>Vanity Fair</em> comments.

by Jonathan Lemire, Vivian Salama

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




Susie Wiles styles herself as a White House chief of staff who avoids being in the headlines. When cameras come into the Oval Office, she tends to sit just out of frame. She rarely gives interviews. Unlike her predecessors, she seldom tries to curb President Donald Trump's impulses. She has been lauded in Trump world for instilling a sense of discipline in a chaotic realm, and for providing steady leadership during both Trump's historic political comeback and the steamrolling start to his second term.

Well then! That's sure over now.

Wiles committed the cardinal sin for a White House staffer--particularly a staffer for this White House--by becoming the news herself with the publication today of a two-part Vanity Fair story in which she offered stunningly forthright assessments of the president and much of his senior staff. Her blunt candor (she said that Trump has an "alcoholic's personality" and that Elon Musk is "an avowed ketamine" user) was especially surprising because Wiles has presided over a (relatively) on-message White House and is usually so careful herself. The timing is also far from ideal for a West Wing already dealing with a series of GOP electoral defeats, the fallout from Trump repeatedly declaring the nation's affordability crisis a hoax, and then, yesterday, the president blaming the beloved filmmaker Rob Reiner for his own murder.

Steve Bannon got excommunicated from Trump world--at least for a while--during the president's first term after his own frank on-the-record exchange with a journalist. But this time, there was no firing, no public meltdown. Instead, Trump shrugged it off. Cabinet members mobilized to defend Wiles. Her job seems safe, at least for now. To many in Trump's orbit, the White House's response is a telling reflection of how indispensable she is to the president.

"She was a loyal fighter for him from the moment she came on board," Donald Trump Jr. posted on social media today. "When things were tough and other supposed friends left my dad like a bunch of rats, Susie stood by his side."

Still, her words were bracing. Often, senior administration officials talk to reporters on background--offering quotes without their names attached--so that they can speak honestly without deviating from the official White House message or alienating the president. But Wiles spoke on the record, and she appeared to hold little back. She revealed that Trump is indeed hoping to use military strikes on alleged Venezuelan drug boats to force that country's leader out of power. She said that Vice President J. D. Vance has been "a conspiracy theorist for a decade" and that Russell Vought, the budget director, is "a right-wing absolute zealot." And she tore into Musk, the tech billionaire who spent months destroying the federal bureaucracy, as "an odd, odd duck."

Read: Inside the Trump-Musk breakup

Wiles's cooperation with the author Chris Whipple was no secret. She talked with Whipple 11 times over the past year and sat with him in the chief of staff's office, which occupies a prized perch in the West Wing just steps from the Oval Office. Several other senior staffers--including Vance, Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller, and Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt--also spoke with Whipple and posed for glossy photographs. (Vanity Fair ran several extreme-close-up shots, not all of them flattering.) A few Trump allies told us that they suspected that Wiles had let her guard down with Whipple, who'd written a definitive history on modern White House chiefs of staff, and that the Trump aides had joined the long list of Washington staffers over the years who had succumbed to the lure of a glamorous Vanity Fair photo shoot. Despite Trump's constant bashing of legacy media, he has spent a lifetime longing for their coverage and approval.

Wiles's comments were so unexpected--and so, um, honest--that the story sparked frenzied speculation across Washington: Did Wiles think she was off the record? Was she trying to record her version of events for the history books? Was she planning to resign? After the story broke, Wiles called around to her West Wing colleagues in an attempt at damage control, insisting that her quotes had been taken out of context, aides told us. She told The New York Times that she took issue with the quotes attributed to her about Musk's drug use, saying, "That's ridiculous" and "I wouldn't have said it and I wouldn't know." But the newspaper reported that Whipple had played the recording of Wiles's comments confirming that, yes, she had indeed said what he'd written. (Wiles also told Whipple that she didn't have firsthand knowledge of Musk's drug use; the tech billionaire had previously admitted to using ketamine.)

Trump, in making his support for Wiles clear, went so far as to confirm in an interview with the New York Post her assessment that he has "an alcoholic's personality." Wiles had told Vanity Fair that Trump operates with "a view that there's nothing he can't do," like her own father, the NFL legend Pat Summerall, who had a drinking problem. Trump does not drink and looks down on those who do, but he claimed not to have been bothered by that comparison. If he did imbibe, he said, "I'd have a very good chance of being an alcoholic. I have said that many times about myself, I do. It's a very possessive personality." (When Trump first met Wiles, then a Florida political operative, he loved that she was Summerall's daughter; many of the president's favorite cultural touchstones date from the 1980s, the decade in which Summerall and John Madden teamed up to become the NFL's signature TV-broadcast team.)

In a social-media statement posted soon after the story's publication, Wiles called it "a disingenuously framed hit piece." Leavitt did as well, writing that "President Trump has no greater or more loyal advisor than Susie." And then she directed top Trump officials to fan out on social media to defend Wiles; agency heads such as Pete Hegseth, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and Doug Burgum were among the nearly two dozen senior officials who posted praise for the chief of staff. The vice president, delivering a speech in Allentown, Pennsylvania, even laughingly acknowledged that he could, in fact, be a conspiracy theorist.

Read: The talented Mr. Vance

"We have our disagreements," Vance said of Wiles. "We agree on much more than we disagree, but I've never seen her be disloyal to the president of the United States, and that makes you the best White House chief of staff that I think the president could ask for."

The show of force underscored Wiles's importance to Trump, who churned through four chiefs of staff during his first term. After Trump left office in disgrace in early 2021, Wiles agreed to coordinate his fundraising efforts and political activity. A year later, she took the helm of his reelection campaign, which, at the time, seemed like a long-shot bid. She, along with the GOP consultant Chris LaCivita, put together a far more professional operation than in any previous Trump campaign, and cut down on the staff infighting and leaking that defined his two earlier runs. She publicly claimed that she never tried to control Trump, but she did, on occasion, get him to back away from outlandish ideas. In a moment famous in Trump's circles, Wiles stepped into the candidate's line of sight during a particularly dark and rambling Pennsylvania rally in the campaign's final week and simply glared at him. The unspoken message: Stop it, and move on. Trump eventually did. The president is deeply fond of her, staffers told us, and once praised her as the "most powerful person in the world" while also, oddly, at times calling her "Susie Trump."

The circle of power in the West Wing is small--Vance, Miller, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and a few others--and Wiles, in many ways, wields the most influence. She streamlined processes, cracked down on talking to the press, and demanded loyalty from the staff. Wiles largely reduced the chaos, dysfunction, and turnover that permeated Trump's first term and was able to help secure passage of a sweeping tax bill and a dramatic expansion of executive power.

She revealed to Vanity Fair a number of occasions when Trump ignored her advice. She said that she'd tried to persuade him not to pardon the most violent January 6, 2021, rioters and urged him to hold off on announcing his sweeping tariffs plan. She openly criticized the way Musk slashed international-aid programs. She admitted that some of the prosecutions brought by the Department of Justice directly stemmed from Trump's desire for revenge. And she said that Trump broke their "loose agreement" to end his "score settling" against political enemies that she'd feared would distract from his agenda after the first 90 days.

Read: Retribution is here

Now Wiles herself has become the latest in a string of distractions. The momentum that she helped engineer stalled out this summer when the GOP legislation proved unpopular and Jeffrey Epstein returned to the headlines. Since then, rising prices and a sense that Trump has overreached in expanding his executive power have led to a string of Democratic wins at the ballot box and a fear among Republicans that the president has lost touch with the promises that returned him to the White House. And yesterday, even some in the president's own party denounced his assertion that Reiner was killed alongside his wife because he was a Trump critic. (Prosecutors have said that the couple's son, who has spoken openly about his struggles with drug addiction, will be charged with their murder.)

Although Trump announced a speech to the nation tomorrow night that is meant to recap a year of accomplishments, some in the West Wing privately admit that a revised approach to governing--including possible staffing changes--could be on the horizon in the new year. Wiles has said that she told Trump that he needs to start campaigning again. And the vice president volunteered his own idea for a course correction.

"If any of us have learned a lesson from that Vanity Fair article," Vance said in Pennsylvania, "I hope that the lesson is that we should be giving fewer interviews to mainstream-media outlets."

Michael Scherer contributed to this report.
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Australia's Grand Social-Media Experiment

Will the country ever know for sure if banning teens from social media makes their lives better?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




To celebrate the start of a nationwide ban on social media for kids under the age of 16, the Australian government lit the Sydney Harbour Bridge with the slogan Let Them Be Kids.

As of December 10, younger teenagers in Australia can no longer make accounts on popular social-media sites, including Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, Reddit, and Twitch. The minister for communications' rule for the ban defines a social-media site as one that primarily exists to encourage interaction among users and allow them to post their own content. (By this definition, so far, Pinterest, the super-popular chat site Discord, and the online game Roblox, though they have social features, are not included.) Social-media companies are required to make "reasonable" efforts to keep people under 16 off of their apps, and they face hefty financial penalties for noncompliance.

The government's argument for the ban has been clear: Getting kids off of social media will make them healthier and happier. Explaining the law in a June speech, eSafety Commissioner Julie Inman Grant mentioned many of the things parents worry about their kids encountering online--grooming, cyberbullying, graphic violence, sexualized chatbots, deepfake revenge porn. She also spoke to a more general dread about what social media may be doing to young people. Parents, she said, have been rightly concerned about "algorithmic manipulation" and "predatory design features" that "encourage compulsive usage."

Listen: Is this the end of kids on social media?

Australia is the first country to take such sweeping action, but many countries, including the United States, are considering age-gating social media in similar ways. "We know the world will be watching," Prime Minister Anthony Albanese said in a September speech at the United Nations.

That's true. But what will other countries see? The problems that the Australian government is trying to fix are well recognized: Parents and educators worry that social media pulls kids away from schoolwork, outdoor play, sleep, and their friends, while making them more susceptible to various dangers, including anxiety and depression. Less clear, though, is how Australia will know whether the ban works.

Inman Grant's office has appointed a scientific advisory group that will evaluate the effectiveness of the ban over the next two years. It will be led by Jeff Hancock, the head of Stanford's Social Media Lab, but its specific plans for studying the ban have not been released. Susan Sawyer, a professor in the pediatrics department at the University of Melbourne and an adolescent-health researcher at Murdoch Children's Research Institute, is part of the group, and she told me that it will likely be a few months before details will be made public.

Sawyer said that she was glad the government was investing in a robust evaluation of the ban. She also acknowledged that the task may be daunting. "I have very publicly described this as a social experiment," she told me. "Children's current exposure to social media is a social experiment, and the response that the Australian government is taking is a further social experiment."

The challenge is how many variables are at play. Researching the ban's effects will not be as easy as having the teens of the recent past serve as a control group for the teens of the near future. There are not even clear bounds around those groups. Think about the 15-year-olds in Australia right now. Some of them have already spent a lot of time on social media and are now being forced to take a break for a short number of months before their birthday. Some of them weren't on social media before. Some of them will circumvent the ban and stay on social media.

I asked a few researchers not involved with the advisory group how they would start if they were given the task of studying the ban's effects. Everyone I spoke with told me that the first thing they would want to know is whether the ban succeeds at the basic goal of getting kids off of social media. (The eSafety commissioner's office has promised data on this before Christmas.) Social-media companies have been allowed to devise their own age-verification strategies, and X has reportedly entrusted the task to Grok, its, uh, mercurial AI. Kids who are motivated to get around age filters may come up with many clever and technologically savvy ways to do so, or they may just ask their parents for help. Although recent polling indicates that the law is supported by a majority of Australians, fewer than a third of parents said they would fully enforce the ban with their own kids.

The next step would be looking for changes. "Some things you can measure pretty easily in the short term," Jeff Niederdeppe, a communication professor at Cornell specializing in public health, told me. If kids' sleep patterns became different, or if they started spending more time doing the things adults want them to do--going outside, hanging out with friends in person, studying--those would be relatively straightforward to track. Other changes would be harder to measure, he said. Suicides, for insance, are statistically rare, so correlating them with other trends is notoriously difficult. Anxiety, depression, and even school performance will take much longer to study, and it will be harder to tie them directly to the ban even if they do change.

Niederdeppe wondered whether data the government collects will be tied to individuals--whether you'll be able to compare Kid A's well-being at Time 1 and Time 2--or whether they will have to be analyzed at the group level. Ideally, he said, you'd want evidence that the kids who were using social media the most before the ban were the ones who saw the most change in their behavior or health afterward. He was also unsure how researchers might go about comparing Australian teens with some kind of control group, saying that country-to-country comparisons are imperfect. "What's a comparable group to Australia?" he asked.

Candice Odgers, a psychology professor at UC Irvine, also mentioned country-to-country comparisons as a problem. Odgers has studied several of the big questions around kids and social media, and has often challenged the idea that there is a scientific basis for the current level of concern. "Kids in Norway differ from kids in Australia for all kinds of reasons," she told me. "I hope that's not the pathway people go, but I fear it will be."

If the ban were to have the major positive impacts that many hope it will, proving it would take years. Odgers believes there is a risk that people won't wait. She worries that politicians and other adults are going to "declare victory based on anecdotal evidence alone," the way some have with recent phone bans in American schools. Anecdotes still count for something, but both she and Erin O'Connor, an education professor at NYU, also mentioned the need to look for unintended effects of the ban--a boomerang situation where forbidding social media makes it more alluring or causes more conflict and distrust between kids and parents, or a mix of effects, where it helps some groups while harming others, such as LGBTQ teens who may rely on social media for types of connection they lack in their daily life.

Many people might reasonably argue that the dangers of social media are so apparent that it becomes pedantic, even irresponsible, to delay action while waiting for scientists to settle their arguments. Yet the Australian government has presented the case for its ban as evidence-based. The tension is that the scientific evidence of a pervasive public-health problem caused directly by social media is nowhere near as strong as the popular feeling about its obviousness. Those dangers are difficult to evaluate clearly now; it will only be that much more difficult to evaluate how well they're combatted by any one intervention.

When Sawyer, of the eCommissioner's advisory group, explained her understanding of the science around kids' mental health and social media, she said that the effect sizes that most researchers find are "modest," although she cautioned that most data are, by nature, out of date by the time they're published and that the effects could have gotten stronger as the internet has continued to evolve in bizarre ways. Still, she added, she would not say that there is evidence that social media has caused a public-health crisis, and she would not guess that the ban could actually fix it. "I would not be suggesting that any ban on social media is going to be a silver bullet," she said. "It's potentially part of a solution, but only part."
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Trump's 'Peace President' Claim Isn't Holding Up

He wants to be known as a peacemaker, but some of the many conflicts he claims to have resolved stubbornly refuse to stop.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 17 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.

Last week, the Venezuelan opposition leader Maria Corina Machado made a daring escape from her home country to Norway, where she was honored as winner of the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize. The team that extracted her had several worries--including the risk that American forces in the Caribbean would strike the boats used in the operation, members told The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times.

Luckily, Machado avoided F-16s and drones on her way to Oslo, but the outcome her rescuers feared would have been remarkable: the man who campaigned frantically to win the Nobel Peace Prize inadvertently killing the woman who did, as part of a likely illegal series of boat strikes that may climax with a land war in South America.

Yesterday, Trump--who has deemed himself the "peace president"--escalated his belligerence against Venezuela, announcing a blockade of sanctioned oil tankers and demanding that the government "return to the United States of America all of the Oil, Land, and other Assets that they previously stole from us." This is difficult to parse, but the Trump aide Stephen Miller suggests that it refers to past nationalization of the petroleum industry. In any case, a blockade could be an act of war under international law.

This past Friday, Trump said the United States would launch land strikes within Latin America. "We knocked out 96 percent of the drugs coming in by water, and now we're starting by land, and by land is a lot easier, and that's going to start happening," Trump said in the Oval Office on Friday. The 96 percent mark is unrealistic and backed by no evidence, as is the notion that land wars are easier than drone strikes at sea.

Congress has neither authorized nor been asked to authorize these actions. The White House has relied on the tortured argument that because it has deemed that U.S. troops are not in active danger, the law doesn't apply. Nor is it clear what the strategic rationale for such a strike on sovereign countries would be--much less the legal justification. (The administration insists its boat strikes are legal, but officials have been vague about their legal arguments and experts disagree.) Trump has claimed that drug interdiction is a goal, and said Friday that strikes might hit countries other than Venezuela.

But he has also been moving to force Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro out of power, as White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles told Vanity Fair in an article published this week. Although Trump claims that Maduro is a drug kingpin, American intelligence assessments contradict him, and my Atlantic colleagues have reported that the administration's real goal is to gain access to oil and rare earth minerals. This apparent drift toward a 19th-century-style imperialist war is notable for a president who ran in 2016 criticizing both parties' embrace of foreign military interventions. (Trump has said for years, however, that the U.S. should have taken Iraq's oil--whatever that means.)

In the places where Trump is not on the verge of starting a new war, some of the many conflicts he claims to have resolved stubbornly refuse to stop. On the border between Thailand and Cambodia, both countries continue to fight, part of hostilities that have killed at least two dozen people and forced half a million to flee. Although Trump announced a cease-fire this past Friday, both governments said no such agreement has been struck.

In Africa, fighting also persists between the Democratic Republic of the Congo and a rebel group understood to be backed by neighboring Rwanda. In that case, Trump did manage to bring together the leaders of the DRC and Rwanda for a ceremony two weeks ago. The problem is that the peace hasn't held; instead the rebel group has continued fighting. Secretary of State Marco Rubio described its actions as "a clear violation" of the cease-fire. A cease-fire in Gaza, achieved this fall, is also very tenuous. Israeli air strikes have continued sporadically, and Palestinian officials have said that at least 391 Palestinians have been killed since the agreement. The Israeli and U.S. governments sometimes question those figures, but Axios reports that the White House scolded the Israeli government for a strike over the weekend, which it said was a violation of the cease-fire.

Meanwhile, an end to the war in Ukraine, which Trump seems to want badly, remains elusive. On Monday, American officials said that the United States, Europe, and Ukraine have agreed to security guarantees for Ukraine, though it's not clear whether Russia will accept the cease-fire plan. The larger problem is still land: As part of a deal, Trump is reportedly pressuring Ukraine to surrender territory that Russia has not managed to capture through its yearslong, grinding war of aggression involving frequent war crimes. For obvious reasons, that's a nonstarter for Ukraine. But Russia--which knows that Trump likes and often caves to President Vladimir Putin--shows little interest in concessions.

There's no shame in a president failing to resolve every conflict around the globe. Trump shouldn't be expected to find solutions that have eluded previous leaders or bedeviled the world for decades--though he should be celebrated if he does; the Abraham Accords and the Gaza cease-fire are positive achievements. The problem is claiming to have resolved conflicts that aren't over and announcing agreements that aren't real. Trump doesn't want to do the work, but he still wants the world to recognize his putative achievements with a Nobel Peace Prize. That honor seems out of reach barring some major developments, but at least he's got the FIFA Peace Prize.

Related:

	Trump knows what he wants, just not how to get there.
 	What explains Trump's aggression toward Venezuela? Who knows.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	$1,776 checks for the military
 	Americans can't believe how rich they are.
 	Arash Azizi: "Nobody knows what to do about the future."




Today's News

	A small group of House Republicans joined Democrats to pass a discharge petition that would force a vote early next year on extending expanded Affordable Care Act subsidies. The measure is not expected to reach the floor before December 31, when the subsidies are set to expire for about 22 million people.
 	Former Special Counsel Jack Smith told lawmakers in a closed-door hearing that his team had found "proof beyond a reasonable doubt" that President Donald Trump had "engaged in a criminal scheme" to overturn the 2020 election and that Trump had "repeatedly tried to obstruct justice" in the classified-documents case.
 	Trump ordered a "total and complete blockade" of all sanctioned oil tankers moving in or out of Venezuela and declared President Nicolas Maduro's government a foreign terrorist organization in a Truth Social post last night.




Evening Read


Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic



Henry James's Venice Is Still Here

By Anne Applebaum

In a quiet, almost empty part of Venice stands a Renaissance palazzo with an unusually large garden. The garden is invisible from the outside, blocked by a high brick wall that I recognized when I saw it. In The Aspern Papers, a novella serialized in The Atlantic in 1888, Henry James lets the narrator, a literary scholar whose name we never learn, describe the wall. "It was figured over with the patches that please a painter, repaired breaches, crumblings of plaster, extrusions of brick that had turned pink with time," he writes. "It suddenly occurred to me that if it did belong to the house I had my pretext" ...
 I arrived in Venice with a similar goal: to get access to that same garden.


Read the full article.
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	The Roomba was a disappointment.
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 	Daniel B. Shapiro: Democrats sound like they're in Doha.
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 	Trump still needs Susie Wiles.
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Watch. Sophie Gilbert and Shirley Li recommend the 14 best TV shows that stood out in a year of noise.

Explore. A growing body of research shows how a longer commute affects moms' ability to work, Stephanie H. Murray writes.
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What's Behind the ISIS Attack in Syria

Ahmed al-Sharaa is serious about battling extremists, but his country isn't fully under government control.

by Robert F. Worth

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Last Saturday, an Islamic State infiltrator ambushed a meeting between American soldiers and their local counterparts in a Syrian desert town. Two members of the Iowa National Guard and a U.S. civilian interpreter were killed in the assault--whose perpetrator may or may not have known that the subject of the meeting was how to counter ISIS.

The incident didn't just illustrate the danger of extremists hiding within Syria's new security forces. It points to a broader problem: Outside of the country's capital, there is still virtually no state in Syria, and the obstacles to building a new one--poverty, social and religious divisions, foreign interference--are so large that the effort could take decades.

Ahmed al-Sharaa, the former al-Qaeda leader who is now Syria's president, had 30,000 soldiers at his command when he toppled the dictatorship of Bashar al-Assad a year ago--a small fraction of what he needed to control all of Syria. Since then, he has been directing a state-building effort that would be daunting even if his country were not destitute and littered with rubble. He must recruit and vet tens of thousands of new security forces into a new government whose leaders once espoused an ISIS-style militancy, but are now committed to overcoming it.

Read: The dispute behind the violence in Syria

The ancient desert town where the Americans were killed, Palmyra, illustrates the limits of the new state's remit. Hours from the capital by way of loosely patrolled roads, Palmyra is a former Roman trading post whose ruins were once among Syria's most celebrated tourism sites. But the town was controlled by ISIS at times during Syria's civil war, and the economy remains moribund. Saturday's attack will not help to lure tourists back. The new government is thinly staffed in Palmyra and still struggles to build relationships with locals. A recent influx of former residents and displaced people has made the town easy for extremists to infiltrate.

Under the circumstances, Sharaa has done a remarkable job of maintaining a semblance of order and rallying international support for his country. He won the enthusiastic support of President Donald Trump, who has repeatedly praised and endorsed him as a "young, attractive guy" with a "real shot at pulling it together." During his visit to Washington, D.C., in November, Sharaa officially joined the U.S.-led coalition against ISIS. Although Trump promised "very serious retaliation" for the killing of the three Americans last week, he did not hint at any retreat from Syria, where the United States now has about 1,000 troops.

Sharaa spent years gradually purging the more extreme elements from his coalition before the fall of the Assad regime. And his government takes the ISIS threat seriously. After the three Americans were killed, a Syrian government spokesperson said that the infiltrator--who was shot and killed after he opened fire--had been suspected of extremist sympathies during an evaluation and was about to be dismissed from the security forces. He appears to have been a longtime member of ISIS who joined the new security forces after the fall of the Assad regime, according to Aaron Zelin, a senior fellow at the Washington Institute who has written extensively on jihadism.

Still, Sharaa's loyalties have long been a subject of intense speculation. Jerome Drevon, an analyst with the International Crisis Group and a co-author of a recent book on Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the militia Sharaa led, told me he is confident that Sharaa and his top advisers now prioritize politics over theology and have fully embraced the idea that they must ally with the United States and other Western countries. But that is not necessarily true of the Sunni factions that still form an important part of their political base.

Graeme Wood: The most effective antidote to ISIS attacks

For Sharaa, the result is a difficult balancing act. He must placate Western supporters who are concerned about the safety of Syria's religious minorities and the danger of Islamist militancy. At the same time, he has to retain the loyalty of the Sunni fighters who brought him to power, and whose most extreme members have been involved in massacring members of Syria's beleaguered religious minorities.

"Now the leaders are favoring political considerations over religious ones," Drevon said. "But your people were originally recruited and trained on religious principles. They were told that it was religiously forbidden to ally with the West, and now the government says the U.S. is our new partner."

Some of Sharaa's former supporters left his movement when he began moving away from a jihadist perspective, and they, along with a number of Islamist ideologues, have condemned him as a traitor. These disappointed radicals will remain an ideological threat to Sharaa's new government whether or not they decide to take up arms or join ISIS.

"There is real fear about this within the leadership," Drevon said, "and they are doing everything they can to contain it."
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The 14 Best TV Shows of 2025

The series that stood out in a year of noise

by Sophie Gilbert, Shirley Li

Wed, 17 Dec 2025



On the small screen, 2025 was all about money--the ostentatious peacocking of wealth on shows such as Sirens, And Just Like That, Selling Sunset, and With Love, Meghan; the spiraling production costs of episodes themselves; the politicized wrestling over which megacorporation will take over Warner Bros. Discovery and its TV arms, including HBO. CBS canceled The Late Show With Stephen Colbert, in what seemed to many critics like an obvious sop to the Trump administration, ahead of Paramount's $8 billion merger with the production company Skydance. ABC briefly pulled Jimmy Kimmel Live off the air, until public outrage mounted to such an extent that the market value of Disney, its parent company, fell by $4 billion. It's hard to remember another time when the line between profiteering and entertainment has felt quite so porous.

With all of this in mind, the television series we loved most this year exemplified and defended the medium's artistry, demonstrating what can be done with serialized storytelling, ingenuity, and ambition. They leaned into topical flash points and dispensed with bland distraction. During a stretch when so much felt resolutely mid, these shows were anything but.




Netflix



Adolescence (Netflix)

Adolescence opens with a photo of a chubby-cheeked boy posing for a first-day-of-school photo, his hair cowlicked, his face proud. From that image onward, the show insists on the point that this boy--named Jamie (played by Owen Cooper), now 13 and accused of murdering a classmate--could be anyone's child, even yours. The immersive miniseries, created by the playwright Jack Thorne with the actor Stephen Graham (who stars as Jamie's father, Eddie), is filmed in a series of continuous shots: We follow the police into Jamie's bedroom; we watch Eddie recoil from his son after realizing what Jamie has done; we learn more, as children are interviewed and footage is revealed, about what's happened, but only fragments of why. The third episode, in which Jamie is gently interrogated by a psychologist (Erin Doherty), is excruciatingly tense; it's also revelatory, in the bleakest way possible. If Jamie is a monster, Adolescence posits, he's the kind that implicates everyone.  -- Sophie Gilbert


FX / Everett Collection



The Lowdown (FX)

With apologies to Ethan Hawke, part of the pleasure of watching The Lowdown comes from seeing how his character takes a beating. Lee Raybon, a used-book-store owner and self-proclaimed "truthstorian," tends to chase risky scenarios without fully thinking things through, but getting hurt only assures him he's on the right track. Created by the Reservation Dogs showrunner Sterlin Harjo and set in present-day Tulsa, Oklahoma, The Lowdown is a shaggy neo-noir that understands the appeal of a scrappy troublemaker. During his investigation into what he believes is a murder plot involving a powerful family, Lee pinballs around his surroundings and runs into all kinds of eccentric locals, played by an ensemble of excellent character actors. The result is a kinetic watch, anchored by a top-notch Hawke, bruises and all.  -- Shirley Li


HBO



Task (HBO)

What does it mean to be a man? The Mare of Easttown creator Brad Ingelsby's newest show--also set in Delaware County, and also fascinated with the flaws and vulnerabilities of tight-knit communities--contrasts the lives of two very different male figures set on a collision course. Tom Brandis (Mark Ruffalo) is a former priest turned grieving FBI agent; Robbie Prendergrast (Tom Pelphrey), a single father who robs drug houses, is his latest target. Over seven episodes, Task considers the two antagonists' oppositional responses to tragedy while also sketching out the world around them: a fentanyl-trafficking biker gang, local and federal law enforcement, a 21-year-old trying to raise her younger cousins as best she can. Beautifully shot, and more propulsive the longer it goes on, Task interrogates masculinity without losing sympathy for any of its adherents.  -- S.G.


FX



Adults (FX)

The ensemble at the center of Adults could easily be called the Gen Z Ross, Rachel, Monica, Chandler, Joey, and Phoebe. But what differentiates the series from that other New York-set comedy about 20-somethings is the fact that, to borrow a little more from Friends, these characters knew life was gonna be this way. They feel pressured to get serious but struggle to navigate the ever-changing expectations of growing up. Is it more important to stand out or be liked at the office? Which is harder: paying off deep medical debt or getting on the phone to dispute the costs? The season's highlight involves a character totally unprepared to throw the dinner party she's hosting, only for a much older guest to be the one who embarrasses himself the most. That's the fun of Adults: The titular group may be striving for maturity, but the show understands that adulthood can be a moving target.  -- S.L.


Netflix



The Diplomat (Netflix)

I have a soft spot for any show willing to consider women in positions of power, and Season 3 of The Diplomat offers up two of them: In addition to Keri Russell's brilliant, unkempt, impossibly charming Kate Wyler, the American ambassador to the United Kingdom, there's Allison Janney's icy Grace Penn, now--thanks to her predecessor's heart attack--promoted to president of the United States. Can the two find common ground? The Diplomat reliably examines all of our most special relationships, understanding that marriage can sometimes feel no less complicated, ambitious, and humbling than statecraft. There are twists galore, but I liked the smaller moments--such as Bradley Whitford's wacky contentment as first gentleman, and Kate's MacGyvered costume change for Grace's first presidential appearance.  -- S.G.


HBO



The Pitt (HBO Max)

At their best, hospital procedurals maintain a curious balance: They combine the stress of seeing patients suffer with the pleasure of watching competent doctors. In its first, Emmy-sweeping season, The Pitt perfected that formula. Starring the ER alum Noah Wyle as Dr. "Robby" Robinavitch, a physician still reeling from the trauma of the coronavirus pandemic, the drama follows a sprawling ensemble of emergency-room workers over the course of a single shift. The real-time framework gives viewers an intimate look at the people who trickle in and out of the facility with various maladies--some comical, others terrifying. Through it all, Wyle's lived-in performance grounds the stakes in the doctors' emotional reality, keeping The Pitt focused on what it takes to be in the business of saving lives.  -- S.L.


Apple TV / Everett Collection



Severance (Apple TV)

Goats. Ether. Doppelgangers. Animatronic deities ushered in to music by the Alan Parsons Project. Severance is a weird trip; Season 2, which came three years after the show's premiere and took us on frozen waterfall hikes and into secret pastoral laboratories, was no exception. Unlike most puzzle-box shows, though, the series sometimes offers answers as to WTF is actually going on at Lumon Industries. Season 2 develops the relationship between Innie Mark S. (Adam Scott) and Helly R. (Britt Lower) while continuing the investigation into what happened to Mark's not-actually-dead wife, now imprisoned on a secret floor at Lumon and undergoing a series of agonizing emotional trials. Stylized to a modernist extreme, Severance looks cold to the touch--which is why it's always surprising when the show reveals a little of its heart.  -- S.G.

Read: Severance can't save you


Peacock



The Traitors (Peacock)

Most reality shows rely on a simple conceit: Dozens of men vie for the affections of one woman; strangers become roommates; a famous-enough family gives audiences a glimpse into their life. The Traitors seems just as uncomplicated at first, thrusting its contestants--many of them veterans of other unscripted series such as Big Brother and the Real Housewives franchise--into a game of Mafia for a cash prize. But the competition toys with reality-TV tropes, borrowing from and satirizing the genre itself. The result, much like the host Alan Cumming's eye-popping wardrobe, is delightfully over-the-top. This year, many of the designated "traitors" and "faithfuls" entered the castle with established rivalries and reputations--think Tom Sandoval of "Scandoval" fame, or "Boston Rob," a notoriously crafty Survivor winner--boosting the mischief and melodrama. As my colleague Megan Garber put it, this is "hyperreality TV."  -- S.L.


FX / Everett Collection



Dying for Sex (FX)

"Are you on some kind of sex quest?" Gail (Sissy Spacek) asks her daughter, Molly (Michelle Williams), midway through Dying for Sex, as the pair sit in a hospital waiting room. And the answer is: yes. Molly, given a terminal-cancer diagnosis, is enraged by how little she's actually lived--and thus decides to venture out on a boundless journey of sexual exploration, aided by her best friend, Nikki (Jenny Slate). What makes the show work is Williams's wide-eyed guilelessness as Molly; she is in some ways liberated by the finality of her illness, approaching dating apps and novel kinks with the positivity of a Disney princess and the enthusiasm of a sailor on shore leave. After a lifetime of quieting her desires, she's finally able to look inward. Molly's closeness with Nikki also upends ideas about which relationships can mean the most to us in the end.  -- S.G.


HBO



The Rehearsal (HBO)

As a comedian, Nathan Fielder tends to push every gag to its furthest extreme--which is why, in some ways, the fact that he turned the second season of The Rehearsal into an extended attempt to prevent all future airline disasters isn't that surprising. But the show, in which Fielder stages elaborate practice sessions for ordinary people facing uncomfortable scenarios, offers an array of unexpected twists. In one episode, Fielder has pilots judge a singing competition; in another, he tries to embody Captain "Sully" Sullenberger, who famously landed a passenger jet on the Hudson River. The Rehearsal's sophomore outing became unforgettable television because it was often hard to tell what kind of television it was: comedy? Drama? Reality TV turned performance art? No one really knows except Fielder himself. Perhaps that's what made the show irresistible.  -- S.L.


Netflix



Dept. Q (Netflix)

It feels like not much can surprise me anymore, at the end of this exhausting shocker of a year. But Dept. Q, Scott Frank and Chandni Lakhani's Scotland-set procedural thriller, delivered a truly jaw-dropping narrative turn at the end of the first episode and then never let up on the suspense. Matthew Goode is in fine misanthropic form as Detective Carl Morck, a police investigator left traumatized and surly after being shot during a case. His boss tasks him with reinvestigating lost-cause cold cases, a thankless job that leads him to a compelling mystery; meanwhile, his therapist (Kelly MacDonald) struggles to get him to open up about his PTSD. Dept. Q's tone is mordant and its imagination can be monstrous, but like any good crime show, it knows who its heroes are and the reassurance we get from them.  -- S.G.


Amazon Studios



The Summer I Turned Pretty (Prime Video)

The 21-year-old college student Belly (Lola Tung) is just so torn: between marrying the hot but immature Jeremiah (Gavin Casalegno) and reigniting her relationship with his hot but moody brother, Conrad (Christopher Briney); between staying in a picturesque vacation town and studying abroad in the equally picturesque Paris. Her turmoil may seem inconsequential, but in its final season, The Summer I Turned Pretty turned into appointment viewing, even for many older viewers. This adaptation of Jenny Han's best-selling young-adult novels scratched an itch for the teen melodramas of yesteryear--The O.C., Dawson's Creek. The series takes its heroine's emotional crossroads seriously while offering the fantasy of life lived in a perpetual glow, as sweet as a peach bought off a stand on the side of the road.  -- S.L.


Netflix



North of North (Netflix)

Siaja (Anna Lambe)--plucky, loving, and prone to pratfalls--is a classic sitcom heroine in an underutilized setting: Canada's Arctic territories, where she lives in a tiny Inuit community with her vain, selfish husband (Kelly William) and her young daughter. By the end of the series premiere, after realizing how small her life has become, Siaja leaves her husband (in painfully public fashion) and sets out on a mission to make something of herself. "You're acting like a white girl with options," her mother, Neevee (Maika Harper), tells her. Nevertheless, Siaja is convinced that she can forge her own path. North of North pays painstaking attention to the details of life in Nunavut, and the icy landscapes are gorgeous on-screen. But Siaja's relatability, and her unflagging optimism, is what really sells the series.  -- S.G.


Disney / Everett Collection



Andor (Disney+)

The second and final season of the most mature Star Wars show moves at light speed compared with the first, the plot leaping forward a year in time every three episodes: Newly introduced characters disappear; planets that seem pivotal to Cassian (Diego Luna) and his mission to help the Rebellion aren't visited again. Yet Andor never feels unsteady. The Rogue One co-writer Tony Gilroy's extended foray into a galaxy far, far away offers a stronger thesis than the average Star Wars spin-off: that the line between the dark side and the light can be terribly blurry. Perhaps the series, with its spy-thriller stylings, bold speeches, and lack of anything Jedi-related, isn't really a conventional Star Wars story. It thoughtfully contemplates the painful reality of a conflict's anonymous foot soldiers, who believe in, fight for, and sacrifice themselves for an ideology. In that sense, Andor conveys a force--lowercase f--all its own.  -- S.L.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/12/best-tv-shows-2025-the-pitt-adolescence-andor/685009/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Americans Can't Believe How Rich They Are

The misguided temptation to exaggerate poverty

by Idrees Kahloon

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




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

How much does an American family of four need to earn to avoid poverty? According to the Census Bureau, $32,130. But what if it were really $140,000? Late last month, the investor and Substack writer Michael Green advanced this attention-grabbing claim, which implies that a majority of Americans are living in poverty today. He argued, further, that families earning $40,000 to $100,000 were stuck in a "valley of death" because "benefits disappear faster than wages rise." These figures have launched a thousand subsequent takes--most of them skeptical but some sympathetic. Chris Arnade, the author of the book Dignity: Seeking Respect in Back Row America, wrote that "the core of its argument is correct" because too many people in "the 'aspirational bottom' are being squeezed."

Under modest examination, Green's empirical claims fall apart. But they bespeak a troubling trend among the commentariat--and even some scholars--of exaggerating the extent of poverty in America. Social-justice discourse, whether about environmentalism, racism, sexism, or poverty, has a tendency to advance maximalist claims as a sign of maximal concern. The intention is usually to express solidarity with the oppressed. But collapsing the distinction between the actual poor and the lower-middle class obscures more than it helps. And talking about poverty as intractable or unfixable is a kind of demotivational speaking.

Green's miscalculations start in an understandable place: his bewilderment when he realizes that the American government's official poverty line is arbitrary. As the War on Poverty was beginning in the 1960s, the federal government needed to properly define the enemy. The task fell to Mollie Orshansky, an economist at the Social Security Administration. Orshansky estimated the cost of the minimum amount of food needed to sustain a family, then--based on original surveys showing that poor families spent one-third of their income on food--multiplied the cost by three. Today's official poverty thresholds, which vary by household size and other factors, are the result of taking those monetary values and indexing them for inflation.

Green argues that because families spend a smaller portion of their income on food today, the real multiplier should not be three, but 16. That gets him to a poverty line in the neighborhood of $140,000. This number fails common sense, but Green defends its soundness by calculating the basic cost of modern living, including child care, housing, and health care. He does so by pointing to data aggregated from the MIT Living Wage Calculator based on expenses in Essex County, New Jersey, which suggest that a family of four with two working members would need to earn $136,500 a year. Yet Essex County is a high-cost-of-living area whose expenses are not at all representative of the country. He later modified his estimate to $94,000 using data from Lynchburg, Virginia--a level still triple the official poverty measure. Green told me he stands by his analysis, and believes critics are attacking him to avoid addressing the rise in inequality and lack of progressivity in the tax code.

Read: The world really is getting better

Many economists and sociologists who study poverty understand that the federal threshold is flawed, and seek to improve its measurement. First, the problems: The official poverty measure has accounted for very few variations in cost of living; it's the same in rural Louisiana as it is in San Francisco. It also does not capture transfers such as the earned-income and child tax credits--probably the most important anti-poverty programs currently operating--and excludes the value of food stamps and health insurance provided through Medicaid. As a result, although the official poverty measure is a fine tool to gauge a family's eligibility for benefits, it is a bad way to measure actual poverty once those programs have gone into effect.

A lot of work has been put into creating poverty measures that can capture deprivation after accounting for welfare benefits. The most important of these is the "supplemental poverty measure," which the Census Bureau began reporting in 2011. The supplemental poverty measure includes benefit programs ignored by the official poverty measure and accounts for regional differences in cost of living, as well as necessary health- and child-care expenses. Analysis by the Columbia Center on Poverty and Social Policy found that the United States had an overall poverty rate in 2024 of 12.9 percent. The center's calculations also show what the welfare state actually accomplishes: Without it, the poverty rate that year would have been nearly double, at 23.7 percent. And they show how much poverty has declined over the decades. The share of adults in poverty is down roughly 30 percent from 1967; for children, it is down 35 percent; and among the elderly, it is down about 60 percent.

But admission of progress against poverty seems to be anathema. In 2019, when Joe Biden was running for president, he claimed that "almost half" of Americans were living in poverty. His campaign cited numbers from the Poor People's Campaign, which argued that 43 percent of Americans were poor. This statistic turned out to be a category error: Americans living below 200 percent of the poverty level are classified as "poor or low-income." (But this standard perhaps helps explain the Biden administration's ironclad pledge to not increase taxes on Americans making less than $400,000--as though this were the dividing line for the middle class.)

A cottage industry of other indexes insists that huge swaths of the country not currently classified as poor deserve that consideration. One report based on the MIT Living Wage Calculator argued that only 56 percent of full-time workers in the United States are making a living wage. The charity United Way has constructed an index called ALICE, which implies that 42 percent of American households are either in poverty or unable to afford basic necessities. There are right-coded spin-offs of the idea too: The Cost-of-Thriving Index put out by the heterodox-conservative think tank American Compass argues that to support a family of four, a full-time working man would need to work 62 weeks a year. To paraphrase Daniel Patrick Moynihan, this is a collective effort of defining poverty upward.

Even prominent academics are not immune to this tendency. In his best-selling 2023 book, Poverty, by America, the Princeton sociologist Matthew Desmond argues that "poverty persists because some wish and will it to." Desmond claims that there has been a "lack of progress on poverty" because the share of Americans below the official poverty level has fluctuated between 10 and 15 percent for decades. He pays less attention to the supplemental poverty measure--the one actually capable of measuring progress that's due to government policy--which shows significant improvement.

The acclaimed book $2.00 a Day, by the researchers Kathryn Edin, of Princeton, and H. Luke Shaefer, of the University of Michigan, argued that millions of Americans were living on less than $2 a day--an extremely low standard of poverty that the World Bank used in reference to developing countries. The economist Bruce Meyer and his colleagues subsequently debunked this premise, finding that the reported calculation was an artifact from the underreporting of benefits such as food stamps in income surveys. Once you account for them, Meyer and his colleagues argued, more than 90 percent of such households originally labeled extremely poor turned out to be misclassified.

Anne Kim: The rise of Poverty Inc.

The tendency toward declinism--the idea that poverty cannot simply be bad, but rather must be getting worse--generates ineffective policy because it obscures the extent to which redistribution of money already works as intended. But its psychological appeal is worth scrutinizing. Americans are dour about an economy that is enviable to other countries. Consumer confidence today is as low as it was during the Great Recession--despite the fact that real median household income is 19 percent higher than it was in 2009 (and the S&P 500 is roughly 10 times its nadir in March that year). The culprits are the recent bout of inflation and the inaccessibility of the housing market, which have soured most Americans' perceptions of the economy. This economic discontent propelled Donald Trump back into office in 2024; Democrats hope that the same force can push his party out of office in 2026. "There's this past-five-year problem that gets translated into a past-50-years problem," Scott Winship, of the American Enterprise Institute, told me. "It strengthens all of these strong nostalgia-laden claims about life being better 50 years ago."

Complacency about poverty isn't required. Though much progress has been made against child poverty, the present level is still too high. But it is remediable by, for example, expanding child tax credits at the federal and state levels and creating baby-bond programs that build wealth that is accessible upon a child reaching adulthood. These achievable goals are obscured by assertions that households with six-figure salaries are the truly disadvantaged, or that "late capitalism" inevitably requires Dickensian exploitation of the poor. It breeds fatalism among the already convinced and disbelief among the critics. Exaggerating poverty hinders, rather than hastens, its eradication.
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A Spider Among the Stars

Day 18 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Day 18 of the 2025 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A Spider Among the Stars. About 5,000 light-years away, the Red Spider Nebula is the result of the spectacular final act of a dying star. The James Webb Space Telescope recently imaged this planetary nebula, showing the glowing outer layers of the star--which have been cast off for thousands of years, blasted into space in all directions--against a backdrop of countless other stars in our own galaxy.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Democrats Sound Like They're in Doha

My fellow liberals are wrong about Israel.

by Daniel B. Shapiro

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

No one attends the Doha Forum to hear balanced discussions of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The annual conference--the Qatari government funds business-class travel and accommodation for some 5,000 people--allows this pocket-size monarchy to showcase its central diplomatic role. And the prerogative of the host is to shape the narrative.

The topics covered are broad and diverse, but on Israeli-Palestinian matters, in addition to touting their own role in negotiating a cease-fire in Gaza and the release of hostages, the Qataris made space for a wide range of strongly critical voices of Israel: former Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif (whose position is that Israel should simply disappear), the American scholars and think tankers Rob Malley and Trita Parsi, Tucker Carlson, numerous distinguished Palestinians. Only Hillary Clinton offered a different perspective. (Although some Israelis with second-country passports attended the conference, none spoke from a stage.)

That I found myself ideologically isolated in Qatar was unsurprising. But in some respects, I find myself in a similar position at home among some of my fellow Democrats--and that's a new and more alarming development.

I was in Doha to speak with Qatari officials about the steps they must take to get President Donald Trump's 20-point plan for Gaza under way. After Israel's attempt to kill Hamas leaders in Doha in mid-September, Qatar (together with Turkey) finally exerted enough pressure on Hamas to agree to release all remaining Israeli hostages without a full withdrawal of Israeli troops. At the same time, Trump pressured Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to agree to a cease-fire without the complete dismantlement of Hamas. It was a major breakthrough, and all involved deserve credit.

Graeme Wood: Why the Gaza peace deal is like an Anglican wedding

But implementation of the second phase of Trump's plan has stalled. The plan calls for the full disarmament of Hamas--relinquishing its weapons, the means of producing or smuggling new ones, and tunnels. And that is the sine qua non for every other element of the plan--deployment of an international stabilization force, releasing tens of billions of dollars in reconstruction funds, standing up technocratic transitional Palestinian leadership, achieving a full Israeli withdrawal. None of those other steps--or the better life for Palestinians in Gaza they promise to provide--will happen unless Hamas is fully removed from power and disarmed. And I know of no actors besides Qatar and Turkey that have the leverage and influence to persuade Hamas, which they have supported financially, logistically, and ideologically, to take that step. I told the Qatari prime minister, Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman bin Jassim al-Thani, that he'd proved as much by getting the hostages released.

If others at the conference shared this focus, we were a distinct minority. There were plenty of calls for treating Israel as an international pariah, labeling the country's response to the October 7, 2023, Hamas invasion as a genocide, criticizing the United States for its support for Israel, and even treating Hamas as a legitimate "resistance" organization rather than a violent terrorist group.

More surprising is that such views have become prominent among Democrats in the United States. My former Obama-administration colleague Ben Rhodes argued in a lengthy essay in The New York Times that Democrats should take the lead on ending U.S. support for Israel. He grounds his case in both morality--this is the appropriate response to Israeli military operations in Gaza--and politics, arguing that this policy responds to the demands of American voters, especially younger ones. His argument fails on both of those grounds, but it fails in another important dimension as well: the strategic. But given the spread of this perspective, it's worth following the logic of his argument, exploring what it overlooks, and seeing where the policies he advocates would lead.

First, it's important to say that Rhodes got some things right. No caring person can be blind to the violence, hunger, and displacement that Palestinian civilians have endured in Gaza over the past two years. The number of civilian deaths is smaller than the Hamas-run Gaza Health Ministry's tally of some 70,000 killed, a number that purposefully does not distinguish between civilians and combatants. But the only appropriate answer to how many civilians have been killed is: too many. Each one represents an entire world and a tragedy.

Without a doubt, aspects of Israel's conduct of the war have resulted in too much civilian death and deserve criticism. I served in the Department of Defense during much of the war and was in frequent contact with Israeli counterparts. They described targeting protocols that closely resembled those of other Western militaries and argued, correctly, that Hamas embedded its fighters and weapons within and beneath civilians, including in schools and hospitals; hijacked humanitarian assistance; and welcomed civilian casualties as a propaganda tool. We acknowledged that Hamas is ultimately responsible for the health and safety of Gazans, but we argued, in turn, that Hamas's perfidy did not alleviate Israel's responsibility to make every effort to minimize civilian casualties. At times, Israel's tolerance of such casualties in pursuit of an ostensibly legitimate military target was higher than ours, and higher than it should be for any nation governed by the rule of law.

And, of course, Netanyahu's leadership has been severely lacking. He has prioritized his own self-interest, which led him to include racists and extremists such as Itamar Ben-Gvir and Bezalel Smotrich in his cabinet, on whom he then became dependent. That led to delays in humanitarian assistance reaching civilians in need, disruptions at key moments in negotiations to free Israeli hostages, calls for the expulsion of Palestinians from Gaza and for Gaza's annexation to Israel, and unchecked Israeli extremist violence against Palestinian civilians in the West Bank.

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

These facts are not in serious dispute and together presented a major challenge to U.S. interests and values, as Washington sought to provide support for an ally in distress.

But to end the analysis here completely misses the broader frame of what was happening, or at least dismisses multiple things that were happening at the same time.

Hamas's massive, vicious terrorist attack against Israel on October 7 could not go without a response. Just as the United States could not fail to respond to the September 11 attack by al-Qaeda (or, for that matter, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor), Israel--facing an assault that resulted in proportionately several times the toll of 9/11, with civilians slaughtered in their homes and at a music festival, and 251 hostages dragged into Gaza--needed to defend its citizens and ensure that such an attack could not be repeated. It had to do so while facing immediate attacks on two other fronts, from Hezbollah in Lebanon and the Houthis in Yemen. Later, the sponsor of this entire network, Iran, joined the fray with two massive barrages of missiles and drones against Israel.

At the outset, there was bipartisan support for a strategic Israeli response. Former president Barack Obama--my ex-boss, and Rhodes's ex-boss--had it right when he wrote two weeks after the surprise attack, "Israel has a right to defend its citizens against such wanton violence, and I fully support President Biden's call for the United States to support our long-time ally in going after Hamas, dismantling its military capabilities, and facilitating the safe return of hundreds of hostages to their families." (Obama also wrote movingly about the need for Israel to protect civilians in Gaza, even as he acknowledged that Hamas used those civilians as cover.)

The story of the attack and its aftermath--so often ignored in commentaries about the past two years--affirms that what the United States was dealing with was not a genocidal nation out to destroy all Palestinians but a deeply imperfect democratic partner beset by enemies, actual genocidal enemies, and terrorists sworn to its physical destruction.

Israel has a powerful military. But this war has proved that even an uncoordinated set of attacks by members of the Iranian axis can do significant damage to Israel's society and economy, functionally shrink its usable sovereign territory, and call into question its ability to sustain itself. There is no doubt about the commitment of these adversaries to their ideological crusade. Even after suffering humiliating blows from Israel and the United States against its nuclear facilities in June, Iran's leaders seem determined to spend their last rial to rebuild their ability to attack Israel, rearm their proxies, and prepare for another round--even as their citizens can no longer rely on running water in Tehran. Facing such adversaries, Israel needed to deliver decisive defeats to discourage future attacks.

But even as it pursued this necessary strategy, it had to remember that it is a democracy. President Joe Biden's rush to Israel to provide comfort and support days after October 7--Rhodes, in his Times essay, bizarrely suggests that a visit to Israel under attack was inappropriate in and of itself--included his warning to the Israelis, drawn from America's post-9/11 failings, not to let justified grief and outrage consume reason.

Some of what Netanyahu and his war cabinet subsequently did may have failed that test. But the notion that the United States should wash its hands of its relationship with Israel rests on a glaring error: conflating a government with its people. Those who told the world that the United States' mistakes after 9/11 should not define us, and that the world should work with us as we tried, unevenly, to find our way to a better path, should recognize as much. So should Democrats, disgusted by Trump's repulsive and immoral leadership, who hope that our partners abroad will not believe that he represents America in its entirety and write us off. Similarly, Netanyahu, the longtime prime minister of Israel with whom we have to deal, does not equal Israel. The hundreds of thousands of Israelis who gathered in the streets for weekly protests are enough to tell us that.

President Obama believed that we don't get to choose the leaders of our partners and that we can't make decisions for them. But we must work with them, attempt to resolve disagreements as best we can, and preserve cooperation and core mutual commitments that advance our interests.

At times, that approach can and should mean using U.S. leverage to achieve better results. I don't claim that Biden always got that balance right after October 7. But even in that instance there were examples of the use of such tools to good effect.

In the spring of 2024, when Israel was preparing an offensive to attack four Hamas battalions in Rafah, where 1.8 million Palestinians had taken shelter, Biden insisted on a pause. He was determined to avoid rates of civilian casualties similar to those inflicted on Gaza City and Khan Younis. Over several weeks, U.S. and Israeli civilian and military officials discussed approaches. When Israel ultimately proceeded, it did so in a far more precise and deliberate manner that enabled it to reach legitimate Hamas targets while giving civilians time to evacuate and producing far less harm.

Weeks later, in May 2024, Biden paused a shipment of 2,000-pound bombs, upset by their use in areas congested with civilians. This caused major tension with Israel. But by June, Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant was prepared to sign a letter committing to not using such weapons in Gaza, which would still enable him to use them against Hezbollah, the Houthis, and Iran, where major threats lurked but civilian casualties were much easier to avoid. Although that agreement stalled, these examples of dialogue between the U.S. and Israeli militaries and agreements reached at the political level point to the proper use of U.S. leverage, to ensure that an ally under fire from terrible adversaries--its and ours--can defend itself, but in a way that upholds U.S. standards and values.

Those who argue that Biden should have cut off Israel much earlier in the war make clear that they would accept an outcome in which Hamas emerged largely unscathed and almost certainly still holding hostages. (Hamas, like Netanyahu, also found reason to delay hostage negotiations at every turn.) Although the task of removing Hamas from power remains unfinished, anyone who cares about Palestinian suffering should at least spare a thought for the way Hamas's misrule has ruined the lives of the people of Gaza.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: War is coming back to Gaza

At the political level, some envision a broad coalition forged around opposition to U.S. support for Israel propelling Democrats to victory. Notwithstanding polling that shows a significant decline in Israel's standing among various sectors of the American public, it's a thin reed on which to build a political coalition. U.S. elections rarely hinge on foreign-policy issues, and the intense emotions of this war will compete with new outrages--Trump provides them daily--that will absorb attention. Establishing opposition to aid to Israel as a litmus test for Democratic candidates is a means of subtraction, not addition. Democrats need to find a way to assemble a governing majority, not drive out elements of their coalition.

But there is a darker danger to the approach that Rhodes and others endorse. Nearly by definition, calls for ending all U.S.-Israel security cooperation draw those making them into alignment with others on a much more extreme fringe--those for whom it is not enough to end U.S. military assistance to Israel, who fundamentally believe that there is no legitimacy for Israel to exist as a Jewish state. They have found their voice and are making it heard.

If the test of fealty for the Democratic Party becomes supporting international efforts to pressure Israel to define itself out of existence, or expressing indifference to the campaign of Israel's enemies to destroy it, we will be in a much uglier place. That is not a policy that would meet any moral test, and it would likely be a political loser among the voters who actually determine the outcome of elections. Those calling for an end to U.S. support for Israel need to be mindful that, perhaps inadvertently, they are abetting this camp.

There is also strategic blindness in the proposal to cut off Israel. Its advocates do not honestly wrestle with its likely consequences for U.S. interests and influence in the region.

The end of the U.S.-Israel security partnership would have three immediate effects. First, it would make Israel appear vulnerable, leading Iran and its allies to accelerate their efforts, already under way, to rearm and prepare for another, perhaps decisive, war. Far from advancing the cause of peace, such a move would likely intensify the region's conflicts.

Second, it would undermine bipartisan efforts to build an integrated coalition of U.S. partners--Israel and moderate Arab states--that assist one another and allow the United States to play a supporting, but not always leading, role in maintaining regional stability. Arab states are deepening their relationship with Israel in large part because they believe that it will bring them closer to the United States. When we are seen as a less reliable partner for our closest regional ally, they will draw obvious conclusions. Cutting off Israel would thus lead to a less stable, more conflict-ridden region. And it would actually set back Palestinian aspirations by undermining the Saudi-Israeli normalization deal that might advance them.

Third, the end of security assistance to Israel would soon mean the same for Jordan and Egypt, whose assistance programs derive from their peace treaties with Israel. Jordan's stability could be placed at immediate risk, with spillover dangers in Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and the West Bank. Egypt would not stop arming itself; it would simply buy weapons from Russia and China. Gulf states, boxed out from purchasing U.S. equipment by ongoing U.S. legal requirements to sustain Israel's qualitative military edge, would do the same. There is no better or faster way to open the door to our competitors' planting their flag in a strategic and volatile region than by cutting off Israel.

The net result of these trends will be a dramatic decline in U.S. influence in the Middle East. For those embracing the impulse to look inward, that may seem fine. Early in the cycle of isolationism, as in the 1930s or after the Cold War, it always does. But eventually, a shock or crisis--World War II, 9/11, or one that we can't yet name but that will surely come--will draw us back into the region, but under far worse conditions and at a much higher cost.

Sustaining a functional relationship with Israel, with all of its flaws, is manifestly more beneficial to U.S. interests than the alternative. And we need to keep perspective. Netanyahu will not govern forever. The Israeli public has moved rightward, but there are reasonable leaders from the center right and the center left to cultivate. A Palestinian state will not be on the agenda in the Israeli election campaign of 2026, but as the war recedes, there will be various ways to engage the Israeli public--an imperative that Israel's critics utterly ignore but that is crucial for obtaining the outcomes we want in a democracy--to incentivize them to vote in a more moderate direction. Bidding them good riddance and telling them that they are on their own would do the opposite. Ignoring the responsibility of other actors--such as Palestinian Authority leaders who must embrace reform and demonstrate the capacity to govern and defeat extremists--would do the same.

If Israel wants to see Democrats pursue engagement, then it must help. Expressing conceptual openness to Palestinian statehood as part of a regionally integrated framework--even if it takes longer than Palestinians might hope and assumes a form that looks different from previous efforts--will be important. Keeping extremists out of the Israeli government, and cracking down on extremist violence, is crucial. And recognizing that legitimate security operations must include maximum efforts to protect civilians is essential. Although Israel Defense Forces commanders were always clear that their intent was to target Hamas, not civilians, their tolerance of civilian casualties in pursuit of legitimate military targets was far too high. An intense military-to-military dialogue could help persuade them to adjust that calculation. As in any war, specific charges that soldiers committed war crimes must be investigated and adjudicated in a credible military-justice system--something the United States military has done, albeit imperfectly.

Democrats, and all Americans, face a choice in upcoming elections. We can make the moral, political, and strategic error of trying to wash our hands of a relationship with a democratic partner under stress that has made many mistakes as it has fought to defend itself. Or we can commit to working with that partner and its current, flawed leadership while we wait for new leaders to emerge. We can choose to sustain crucial aspects of a relationship that serves our moral and strategic interests, while insisting on changes that conform with U.S. values. The latter course is clearly the better choice.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2025/12/democrats-israel-criticism-qatar-alliance/685232/?utm_source=feed
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Titian? Tiepolo? Almost ...

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. on December 17, 2025.

When I visited the Snapple website this week, I was served one of the drink brand's famous fun facts: that a jiffy is an "actual time measurement equaling 1/100th of a second." Fun indeed! And arguably even a little bit true!

In 2013 in The Atlantic, Adrienne LaFrance courageously exposed that many of Snapple's bottle-cap facts were false. I wished to determine whether the company had since cleaned up its act; the intervening rebrand from "Real Facts" (scare quotes theirs) to Real Facts (no quotes!) felt like a vow.

Alas, a jiffy was first proposed as the name for the time light takes to travel one centimeter in a vacuum--about 33 trillionths of a second. In electronics, a jiffy might be 1/50 or 1/60 of a second. Only in Linux computing specifically can it be 1/100 of a second, and even then only sometimes.

Oh well. I did not have the heart to check the next statement: "Mangoes can get sunburned." Whatever, sure. For the foreseeable future, stick with Atlantic Trivia for your fun facts.

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

Wednesday, December 17, 2025

	An atom's nucleus can be subdivided into protons and neutrons, which can be further split into what elementary particles?
 -- From Adam Frank's story about a growing challenge to the foundations of physics
 	What Netflix miniseries, named for the age of its 13-year-old protagonist, Jamie, begins with the accusation that Jamie has murdered a classmate?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert and Shirley Li's list of the best shows of 2025
 	The Italian Renaissance painter Jacopo Robusti is better known by what nickname that means "little dyer," from his father's work making colored cloth?
 -- From Anne Applebaum's story about following the novelist Henry James's footsteps in Venice




And by the way, did you know that we owe the word quarantine to the Venetians? In the 15th century, the city required any ship arriving from a disease-stricken area to wait in the water for 40 days--quaranta in Italian--before entering Venice. At that point, it could safely be assumed that no one aboard was harboring plague.

Perhaps a solution for Venice's overtourism today? You really want to see St. Mark's Square? No problem--now just wait six weeks for it.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Quarks. Frank writes that physics has long maintained that everything in the universe--that all science--must eventually reduce to the particles and laws that physics studies. The phenomenon that is life, however, continues to belie this belief, he writes, and approaching the mystery with humility "will take us to places we've never imagined." Read more.
 	Adolescence. Like many of the other TV selections, Adolescence throws down a challenge: If Jamie is a monster, Sophie writes, "he's the kind that implicates everyone." See the rest of the picks.
 	Tintoretto. The painter's work is all over Venice, Anne writes, just as it was during the visits of Henry James, who envied the "force and color" that helped viewers step right into the pieces. Upon visiting James's Venice, however, Anne judges that he rendered it with plenty of color himself. 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 16, 2025

	The film director Chloe Zhao describes what line of William Shakespeare's as "the great paradox of the universe"?
 -- From Shirley Li's story about reinterpreting Shakespeare for the screen
 	The post-hardcore band Fugazi often stopped live sets to chastise violent fan behavior in what space just in front of the stage?
 -- From James Parker's story about the empathy you can find at heavy-metal shows
 	What Black-nationalist leader of the early 20th century spearheaded the "Back to Africa" movement, which encouraged Black Americans to migrate to the continent?
 -- From Dara T. Mathis's story about the Black-liberation activist Audley Moore




And by the way, did you know that the country of Liberia was founded when formerly enslaved Black Americans migrated there en masse in the mid-19th century? It's the oldest republic in Africa (it declared independence in 1847), and it's the only state there never colonized or occupied by a European power.

Its first 10 presidents were all born in the United States, and its capital, Monrovia, is the only in the world (other than America's) to honor an American--namely, President James Monroe.



Answers:

	"To be, or not to be." In Zhao's new film, Hamnet, the speech containing this line shows up twice, delivered once by Shakespeare himself and once by one of his actors. Shirley writes that it's a daring take to reinterpret the soliloquy as more of a conversation. Read more.
 	The mosh pit. James recently attended a metal music festival on the hunch that the self-policing pit might hold lessons for how to live together in 2025. He admits that it's "the kind of idea only a journalist would have," but the pit ended up teaching him plenty. Read more.
 	Marcus Garvey. Mathis writes that Garvey's philosophy was hugely influential in the early life of Moore, who became an ideological "midwife" to many of the century's Black-nationalist activists but herself remains sorrowfully overlooked. Read more.
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How Crypto Is Turning America Into a Kleptocracy

The University of Michigan's Will Thomas on how President Donald Trump is using cryptocurrencies to enrich himself and his allies. Plus: David on the attack at Bondi Beach and lessons on courage from Joseph Conrad's <em>Lord Jim</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 17 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 shooting at Bondi Beach and the rise of anti-Semitic violence globally. He discusses what willing governments can do to crack down on radicals and prevent future acts of violence.

Then David is joined by Will Thomas, a professor at the Michigan Ross School of Business, to discuss Thomas's paper "Crypto Kleptocracy." David and Thomas discuss how the second Trump term has embraced the crypto industry, how cryptocurrencies have enriched the Trump family, and the new channels for corruption that crypto opens.

Finally, David discusses Joseph Conrad's Lord Jim and what the novel can teach us about courage, a discussion relevant after an eyewitness reported that he thought police were slow to act during the terrorist attack on Bondi Beach.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Will Thomas, professor at the Michigan [Ross] School of Business, and we'll be discussing the intersection of cryptocurrency and American kleptocracy, and how we can have a more honest approach to the management of both. My book of this week will be Lord Jim, by Joseph Conrad: a study of courage--what it means to have it, what it means to lack it.

But before the dialogue and before the book discussion, some opening thoughts on the terrible news this week from Australia, a massacre on Bondi Beach. Apparently, two gunmen, armed with hunting rifles, who killed, as I speak, a tally of 15 people, injured many more, who had gathered on the beach to celebrate the Jewish holiday of Hanukkah, the first night of Hanukkah. Much has been written about this terrible crime; I've written something myself on The Atlantic, and you can see my immediate thoughts there. I want, in this opening, to discuss something a little more practical, which is: What can be done about outrages like this? Are governments truly helpless in the face of this kind of anti-Semitic--and it didn't have to be anti-Semitic; it could be some other kind of extremist hate--or is there more that could have been done that wasn't done?

I draw attention to this fact: The two alleged, apparent gunmen are reportedly a father-and-son team, and the son, in particular, was known to the police. In fact, Australian police--the Australian security organization, which goes by the acronym ASIO--ASIO had put him under close scrutiny in 2019 because of his suspected ties to ISIS. They kept him under watch for about six months and then decided that he wasn't an active threat to anybody and ceased to pay attention to him. And I'm not second-guessing that decision, because maybe they had good reasons. People deactivate and activate. The resources of a democratic country are large, but they're not infinite; you cannot watch everybody anywhere. So I'm not second-guessing that decision. Maybe it was right; maybe it was wrong.

But the point is he was a known quantity. And when you get these kinds of radical actions, it very often happens that the people involved are known quantities. We are no longer in the al-Qaeda days, where a foreign terrorist group infiltrates sleeper agents into a country, tells them to avoid all contact with the police--Drive the speed limit; keep out of the public eye; don't get in trouble; don't get arrested--until the day to strike. The extremist actions that are happening in the 2020s are much more local. They import the technology, the know-how, the ideology, but the persons themselves are from the place where the crime is committed, usually, or they've been there for a while, at least. And they've had a chance to break other kinds of laws, as they often have done. So they're known to the authorities.

Now, again, the authorities do not have infinite resources; they can't watch everybody. And in a free society, anyway, there are limits on what "watching" means. You can't just send an agent to follow somebody around because you think he might, at some point in the future, do some heinous act. But what they can do is put pressure, put various kinds of legal pressure, on the world from which these outrages come.

In Australia, in my native Canada, in the United States too, the movement that has expressed itself in anti-Semitic murders--like this one in Sydney; like the murder of two and the wounding of three in Manchester, England, on Yom Kippur this year; like the assassination of two people here in Washington earlier in the year 2025--those people usually have associations with some kind of radicalized group, and that group is something the government can monitor. And what it can do is be aware that, in these kinds of groups, that there are kind of circles: There's a hardest core of people who might be on their way to committing an act of violence. There's a slightly outer core of people who, without committing the act of violence themselves, will support and enable the act of violence and have a pretty good idea that the act of violence is coming. And then beyond them, a group of activists who maybe don't know that an act of violence is coming but press the law and create permissions that enable the people who are more active, more militant to go forward. And then outside them is a larger group of well-wishers and fellow travelers who may share ideas and principles but probably aren't in the movement for the long haul.

One of the things that's very important to do is to separate the soft groups from the hard groups and to make sure that the hard groups understand they're not gonna have as much permission and protection as they think they do. And this begins by enforcing laws pretty strictly and pretty impartially, a let me give you an example of what I mean. In September of 2025, a supporter of the anti-Israel cause rode along Bondi Beach--didn't just ride, galloped on horseback on Bondi Beach--holding a Palestinian flag. Now he didn't commit--no one was hurt. But this was a reckless action. People could have been hurt. The beach is crowded. We have no idea how good a rider he is, and anyways, it's illegal to ride a horse on the beach. He was let go with a warning. Now, if you walk your cocker spaniel on Bondi Beach, you will face a fine of up to 330 Australian dollars. If a restaurant, a sidewalk cafe, doesn't place its chairs properly, there's a fine for them. But someone, because he came from a favored political group, was able to break the law and do it with impunity, or with a warning, and that sends a message about the attitude of the public authorities. Now, that doesn't affect the hard-core person who's determined to commit violence, but it does affect those who are making a decision: How far along the way do I go with this hard-core person who's willing to commit violence?

A lot of anti-Israel violence since October 7 takes the form of a kind of playacting: dressing up in terrorist outfits; occupying public spaces in illegal ways, like putting up tents that are normally prohibited but putting them up on university campuses and defying the authorities to do anything about it; the riding the horse on Bondi Beach--that kind of thing. There's a kind of playacting. But the playacting is not just a form of expression; it's also a form of testing the attitude of the authorities. And if the authorities are more resilient and robust, the people who don't wanna get in trouble, which is most of us, will back away from the playacting and will retreat to more lawful forms of protest.

No one is saying you don't have a right to express your views on any contentious issue, and you wanna picket, picket. But for every picketer, there are rules that govern what is legal time, place, and manner--methods of picketing. And the anti-Israel movement systematically breaks those rules, at first in quite modest ways, but then in more and more threatening ways. Maybe it's not the biggest deal in the world that somebody puts up a tent and breaks the campus rules on camping on the quad overnight. It's a bigger deal when they are forming mobs in front of day-care centers or synagogues or old-age homes or hospitals, all of which have happened in many cities, and blowing whistles in the middle of the night. And, again, testing: Is anyone watching? Will anyone do anything about us?

And, again, if you enforce the rules, you are not going to necessarily deter the most violent person, but you can successfully separate the most violent people from the support structures that they need. And it becomes especially dangerous when the reason that that separation does not happen is, if there is a government, as was the case with the Australian federal government at present, as has been the case with some Canadian governments, both federal and provincial, where the government, in some ways, looks to the soft part of the movement for some kind of political support. So it's worried, The reason we're not going to enforce the law on riding horses on Bondi Beach, the reason we're not gonna enforce the rules about blowing whistles under the windows of hospitals' emergency units, the reason we're not gonna stop you from mobbing in front of synagogues or day-care centers in ways that are clearly meant to be intimidating is because some of the people in this mob may vote for us--or, anyway, are connected in ways to people who vote for us, because that tells the mob that the government is afraid of them. And that is a very different dangerous feeling for a government to communicate.

Managing the problem of how do we protect lawful protests, lawful dissent--whatever one thinks of the particular dissent--and separating it from taking the steps along the pathway to violence begins by understanding that people who are really good liberals in their heart think that free speech becomes most important and precious when it's at the very outermost edge, that when the speech is at its most extreme and when it is tempting us most to do something to suppress it, that's when it most needs to be protected. And so, when somebody is chanting some hideous slogan or protesting under the windows of an old-age home, that's exactly where the free-speech instincts need to be most robust; that's the way many strongly principled liberals think. But not everyone in that crowd is a strongly principled liberal. They're thinking in a different way. They're thinking, I am testing and probing as to what is possible, and if this is possible, then the next thing will be possible. And I'm not walking up to a bright boundary; I'm changing the nature of the boundary, and I'm pushing and pushing and pushing to test and expose the weakness of the authorities and building a network, a community, that includes people who will take up a gun and mow people down on a beach in Australia.

And now my dialogue with Will Thomas.

[Music]

Frum: Will Thomas is assistant professor of business law at the Michigan Ross School of Business. He is the co-author, with Jeffery Zhang, of an article called "Crypto Kleptocracy," which was published in the November 2025 online edition of the Michigan Law Review. And it's that article that sparked the conversation. I've written a little bit about crypto for The Atlantic; I focused especially on the problem with stablecoins. But Will Thomas and his co-author Jeffery Zhang point us to another direction, which is the power of cryptocurrency to enable government corruption.

Their article begins by pointing us to two converging lines of threat to American political integrity. The first is the change in the law of public integrity that has been advanced by the Supreme Court over the past dozen years and especially in a 2016 case, which involved the corruption trial of a former governor of Virginia, Bob McDonnell. In the case McDonnell v. the United States, the Supreme Court dealt with these facts: The governor of Virginia and his wife had taken $175,000 in cash and gifts from someone with an interest before state government. The governor had enabled meetings for this donor, set 'em up with people on their state bodies that oversaw the interests that the donor had an interest in. And the governor facilitated those meetings and gave a kind of indication of the answer that he would like to see, but there wasn't an explicit, Here's the bag of swag. Here's the favor in return. And the Supreme Court said, You can't convict a governor of a state of bribery on those charges. Merely setting up meetings does not count as an "official act" under public-corruption statutes.

Now, this makes it extremely difficult to convict anybody of anything because corruption, as the Supreme Court wants it, you have to enter into the mind of the person. You have to say, The official receives this benefit from the donor, and in return, they do that favor. That can be hard to prove. The things that are easy to prove is that the meeting happened and the favorable result ensued, but we don't know exactly what was inside everybody's brain. The Supreme Court has made it very difficult to prove. Meanwhile, the cryptocurrency industry has created this extraordinary method of flowing cash, or the equivalent of cash, to all kinds of people, including public officials, in ways that are very hard to trace, and it is the convergence of these two things that inspired the article "Crypto Kleptocracy."

This is especially relevant because of what is happening at the federal level with President [Donald] Trump. President Trump has made, since being elected to the presidency last November and since becoming president in January, an enormous fortune--hundreds of millions, maybe even in excess of $1 billion--from cryptocurrency. One of the cryptocurrency schemes that the president floated was the launching of a meme coin called $TRUMP. That came on the market at the beginning of 2025. It was sold for $75 per coin--more than $75. I looked it up this morning--I'm speaking to you on the 15th of December--and the coin is trading for about five and a half dollars. So it's lost 90 percent of its value. And one of the questions we're invited to ask is: Did the people who lost all that money buying crypto coins, are they dupes? Or did they not care? Did they think, This is a great way of advancing money to the president?

So I thought, in that context, very important to reach out to Will Thomas to talk about "Crypto Kleptocracy." Will, thank you so much for joining me today.

Will Thomas: Hey, David. Thank you for having me on today.

Frum: So let's start with this question. You're a law professor; you think about upholding the law. I wanna invite you to think like a lawbreaker. So, you and I, we are no-goodniks. We are out there in no-goodnik-land, and we are planning to get a favor from a public official--let's say a state governor to make it less inflammatory. And you're the expert, and I turn to you and say, I wanna deliver this governor a big pile of cash in ways that make it difficult for me to be punished, and I have some favors to ask. What's my way? How should I do that? How should I structure this deal to get my favor from my governor with minimal legal risk?

Thomas: So, unfortunately, what I would tell you is it's gotten a lot easier, and it's gotten a lot easier both for decisions like McDonnell that you mentioned but also just a variety of Supreme Court decisions that have really narrowed what we think of as sort of legally enforceable corruption.

What the courts are really looking for these days is a pretty explicit sort of quid-pro-quo relationship. And the things that have been ruled out are the more casual gift with no explicit request for something of value, even though that's well understood in sort of social practice. They have ruled out, recently, gratuities, so my giving something of value to an elected official after they took the actions that I wanted them to take. And they've ruled out giving money in exchange for maybe even explicit promises to somebody who is temporarily out of office. So we saw, most recently, Trump's border czar, Tom Homan, was caught in an FBI sting receiving a bag of $50,000 in cash with explicit promises to steer government contracts once he came into office. The current administration dropped that case, and there's many reasons for that. But one of them is, I think they could point to Supreme Court cases saying that is not illegal behavior. So the advice I'd be giving a client is, Look, there's about two or three things that you can't do to influence a politician, but short of that, be as transactional as you wanna be, and chances are, the law is gonna protect you, and even if the law doesn't protect you, the enforcement rates are so low that you don't have to worry about it.

Frum: So I hear three opportunities, three fantastic opportunities to advance my case with my governor. The first is, if I get him the money or the benefit before he wins the election. The second is, if I get him the benefit or the money after he does the favor. And the third is, if I can just blur the connection between the money and the favor, and say, Nowhere is it going to be written down that 'here's the bag of swag in return for the favor.' It's just: I'm giving you gifts, and you're doing me favors, and it's kind of blurry, especially if the favors are not exactly, like, an order written in your handwriting, but you've set up a meeting, you've told the zoning board, you've told the state educational foundation that this is the result that would be good for the state, it happens to align with my interests, and you get the present. On all of these cases, I'm probably safe?

Thomas: I think that's right. I think you got three pretty solid pathways these days to avoid getting in trouble.

Frum: Okay. Well, that's great news for me as the corrupt donor. But I'm worried about my reputation. It's not just enough for me to escape the law. Even though I can probably get away with it if indicted, I'd rather not be indicted, and I'd rather just not have people know about it. Is there a way to make this more anonymous?

Thomas: Right. Absolutely. And this is, I think, where crypto really enters the scene. Obviously, if there are ways to do these things without being detected, that's gonna do two things--

Frum: Yeah. That's great. That's what I'm looking for.

Thomas: Right. So crypto is this cheap, sort of anonymous piece of financial technology. It's embedded in this industry that is increasingly falling between regulatory cracks, so there's not a lot of oversight. And it's hitting the scene right as we're having this sort of steady retreat away from fraud and anti-corruption law. So you sort of put these things together: Crypto creates space--whether it is through something like meme coins, whether it's through something like stablecoins--to funnel, frankly, huge amounts of cash or cash equivalents to a willing politician without a lot of ability to even track what's going on. So as long as your corrupt governor is putting themself up for business by, say, creating their own stablecoin or issuing their own meme coins, you're gonna be able to funnel them quite a bit of money, and it will be virtually impossible for anybody else to track.

Frum: Okay, now we're putting on something--so my corrupt governor has issued a meme coin. It's going start worth $75; it's going to rapidly fall to nothing, but I don't care. What I want--I want him to know that the money came from me, but I don't want anyone else to know. Can I structure things that way?

Thomas: Right. So the sort of deep irony of crypto is it's built atop this system that's supposed to be giving us radical transparency, right? We know all the money that moves across wallets; we conceal all of that information. And yet the sector's notorious for being sort of secretive and providing anonymity. So you need to find some way to connect to the governor themselves by, say, informing them directly. But nobody--well, it'll be extraordinarily difficult for anyone to be able to take payments made by one wallet into the meme coin and identify that with you and specifically identify you in relation to some kind of agreement or quid pro quo. You basically have these entirely disconnected events, with very little correspondence between the real world and the sort of crypto ledger.

Frum: Let's go slower there because we spend a lot of time thinking about this--many honest people don't, and they shouldn't. So what is cryptocurrency? What's a coin? What's a meme coin? Explain these terms a little bit.

Thomas: So we're gonna focus on just meme coins and stablecoins because cryptocurrency is a broad sector, so it's a little bit of misnomer; it covers lots of things.

So what a meme coin is--a meme coin is essentially a loyalty token. Somebody is going to issue a variety of tokens around a theme, around an idea, a name, whatever. And they're going to try to convince people to purchase them, in essence to purchase them to express their loyalty to the underlying idea, to express their interest. It's almost like a trading card, right? It's not necessarily purchased for its value; it's purchased 'cause you're interested in it.

I say that--if you actually look at the practice of meme coins, they look a lot like penny stocks, right? Lots of people who buy these meme coins aren't necessarily buying them because they want to say, I own a meme coin with Donald Trump's name on it. They're buying them as a get-rich-quick scheme. The thought is, This thing will be valuable for a short period of time. If I can buy a lot now and sell it before it drops from $75 to $5, I can make a quick buck.

Frankly, if you talk to people in the meme-coin world, there's the marketing description, which is they're these kind of like trading-card-style loyalty tokens, and then there's the actual day-to-day practice, in which it just looks like a boiler-room kind of pump-and-dump scheme.

Frum: Okay, but I think we still haven't explained to people what--so cryptocurrency is a bunch of computer code that has a unique location and that you persuade people that this computer code has some value. And the most famous of them is bitcoin; there are others. And there's a value that is attached to this piece of code. There's a promise that there will only be so many units of this piece of code. And although it doesn't have any actual commercial uses, nonetheless, it has value, and simply because it's traded back and forth, the value tends to increase. But it's essentially computer code that exists on computer systems and is traded back and forth.

Thomas: That's correct.
 
 Frum: Have I said that correctly?

Thomas: That's exactly right. So it is sort of fiat currency in the truest sense, right? We just have a purely digital or sort of computer representation of this thing.

Frum: Don't call it--but it's not a currency. You can't buy anything with it.

Thomas: In practice, it is not like the U.S. dollar or the euro, right. It's still a highly specialized set of folks trading it amongst themselves.

Frum: It's super inconvenient, and I looked this up: According to the Federal Reserve, of the people who own cryptocurrency, only 2 percent of those people ever use it to buy anything, and 3 percent--and they may overlap with the 2 percent--ever use it even to transfer money back and forth. It's a speculative asset that's for holding and for trading, not for buying and for selling.

Thomas: And I think, actually, that description is important because, while lots of people who talk about crypto, and particularly advocates of crypto, talk about it in the future--It will be a currency; it will replace the dollar; it will be a seamless method of transaction--the actual practice today, what you're looking at is exactly right. The actual practice today is people seem to be treating this as a risky or speculative investment, right? I've got my normal stocks and bonds, and I'm gonna put a little money in this wild thing that might, sort of arbitrarily, make me a huge amount of money.

I actually have a colleague who studies crypto investors: What do they like? What do they know? One of the things that surprises me is even people who choose to buy any kind of crypto asset, whether it's bitcoin, whether it's a meme coin, know almost nothing about what crypto is. In fact, if you ask them, What is the blockchain?, they say, I've never heard of that, even though blockchain is the sort of underlying technology, it is the heart of all crypto assets. It is that sort of digital ledger that you were describing a moment ago. So people, clearly, are doing this as some kind of investment scheme, even if the crypto industry would like to characterize it as something bigger and grander.

Frum: Look, if you wanna buy milk, you want U.S. dollars, euros, yen--whatever they're taking in the country in which you live. If you wanna hold wealth safe from the ravages of inflation, you wanna buy gold or real estate or, if you have good taste, art. There are all kinds of hard assets that retain value in times of monetary inflation.

But what it's really great for is if you're an international terrorist group and you wanna move money back and forth, or if you are a drug dealer and you wanna convert your piles of cash into something that you can put in a bank, it's really useful. And that's how the people at Binance got into trouble, because their platform was used that way, and the allegation against Binance was they knew it and organized their platform to help terrorists and drug dealers. And for that, the head of Binance was convicted and sent to prison because a jury accepted that he knowingly helped terrorists and drug smugglers.

Thomas: That's exactly right. In addition to being this sort of purely digital representation of a thing of value, the crypto industry is very good at bouncing transactions through what people usually describe as shell companies, right? It's very good at masking transactions. And, yeah, you don't even have to say allegations--the Binance founder and Binance were convicted of federal crimes, including money laundering, and that money laundering was related to helping terrorist organizations cover up their activities so that they would avoid U.S. regulatory scrutiny. This is deeply harmful to national-security interests. This is a profoundly worrisome use of the technology.

Frum: So if I'm involved in the business of terrorist money laundering and I think, I could use a little political muscle behind me of the regular state--so here's where this all [comes] tremendously back to our scheme about bribing the corrupt governor. So we can take some of this crypto money and funnel it to him. Now, my governor has got a problem, which is he's actually quite a shrewd person, and he understands that cryptocurrency moves around a lot in value and what is $1 million today might be half a million tomorrow--it might be $2 million tomorrow, but it might be half a million tomorrow. He likes U.S. dollars, so he wants to know that he can count on this for his old age. He wants $200,000--not ether or dogcoin or catcoin--$200,000. How can I get him $200,000?

Thomas: So I think this is actually where stablecoins become the much bigger sort of public-corruption concern and threat.

The basic idea of a stablecoin is, if I described a meme coin as sort of a pump-and-dump scheme--something whose value fluctuates a lot--stablecoins are invented, their design proposed, to try to solve that volatility problem. And the way we're gonna solve it is I'm gonna issue coins, and I'm gonna say, For each coin I issue you give me $1. I'm gonna take that $1, I'm gonna put it in the safest investment I know--I'm gonna put 'em in short-term U.S. Treasuries--and I'm gonna keep it there. And that way, if you ever want to cash your coin back in, you will get it for exactly $1, and you know that asset is protected.

That's great. If I hold to my word, that solves that stability problem, which means you've got a straightforward way to cash out these investments. That's the sort of first move we might make to make your governor feel a little bit more comfortable.

Frum: So if the governor wants to be a more active person in the corruption scheme, he issues a meme coin. It's CorruptGovernor.com, or whatever the coin--$CORRUPTGOVERNOR--and he says, Look, buy my meme coin. Pay me $75 per coin. The Supreme Court has said, That's fine. No problem. And no one understands it, so there's no reputational risk. And it'll fall to $5, but you don't care about the money; what you care about is knowing that I got $75 from you, or $75 times however many units you wish to buy. But if the governor is more passive, the stablecoins are the way to go, and that, he says, I don't have to be a participant here; I just receive the stablecoins, and I know I've got $200,000 in swag, and I will look favorably upon whatever it is you want me to do.

Thomas: Correct. Receiving the stablecoins are going to--they'll hold their value over time, so that's sort of an easy passive receipt. And, frankly, if the governor wants to go in the sort of more active direction, I think stablecoins are also, actually, both less risky, less sort of--

Frum: The governor could issue his own stablecoin. But then, you're just making the money on the float because the meme coin you can make out of nothing, whereas, at least theoretically, with the stablecoins, you have to buy some U.S. Treasury bills.

Thomas: That's correct. You're making money just on the float. On the other hand, you are making money on third-party transactions that don't necessarily involve you. This adds another level of removal, anonymity for your governor, right? So if you have a stablecoin that is out there that you've helped generate, two parties can engage in a transaction that never explicitly involves you at all, right--it's just two private parties in the market. As long as they make that transaction using your stablecoin, you will then be getting a float off that. And, of course, those parties can engage in open-market transactions; they never have to say your name or involve you in any capacity. But you know what they're doing, and that is that informal sort of not-quite-quid-pro-quo relationship.

Frum: In fact, we have not just a governor, but a president of the United States and his family engaging in these operations. Do you have any doubt that what President Trump has been doing this year is legal?

Thomas: I would say--I can imagine facts coming out that would change my mind, but at least based on what we know so far, I think that virtually all of the activity President Trump has engaged in around the crypto industry is legal. And I would go further and say some of those things are legal because of changes in the second Trump administration.

Frum: Oh, okay. So he's made a billion dollars. Part of that money has been selling for $75 things that are, today, worth $5, and that's legal. And part of that money has been made from issuing these stablecoins, which purport to be worth a constant value, although, as readers of my Atlantic article on the subject will know, they are guaranteed to fail sooner or later--almost certainly guaranteed to fail--but they fail more slowly than the meme coins, which go from $75 to $5 in a few months. And he's been doing both of these things, and he's made, apparently, a billion dollars--as president, because of the presidency--and it's legal.

Thomas: Yes. I believe that all of this is legal, unless we were able to find out the exact, narrow, exacting kind of quid-pro-quo facts--

Frum: Unless he got some bad lawyering and made some really unnecessary--because he could make the billion dollars in ways that most people would regard as pretty unconscionable, so you'd have to have some pretty bad advice or be very, very greedy and stupid--

Thomas: Exactly.

Frum: --to break a law when you don't need to. You can make the same dubious billion dollars without breaking any laws.

Thomas: Correct.

Frum: Why don't all the presidents do this? Crypto was invented all the way back in 2012, '13. Why didn't President [Barack] Obama make a billion dollars this way?

Thomas: So I think that there's a couple things going on here. One is gonna be personality-driven, right? We've seen Donald Trump the president, in his first term, has a very different sort of attitude about these sorts of presidential self-enrichment practices. He had a hotel that was right next to the White House. He sold the hotel. He's now bought a publicly traded company in Truth Social that, again, presented all these conflict-of-interest concerns. So, psychologically, he's disposed to these kinds of behaviors.

I would say that the crypto industry has evolved in some ways, has become a more stable, reliable platform. The development of stablecoins, in particular, opens up a, frankly, a much safer way for politicians to exploit these things for value.

And the last really important thing is that, in addition to changes in corruption law, the federal government has struggled to figure out how it wants to regulate crypto coins. It has not yet had a sort of consistent answer; it bounces from scandal to scandal. The second Trump administration has pulled back from virtually all crypto enforcement and regulation. So there are some things going on right now that--

Frum: Let me stop you. I wouldn't describe that as the government can't figure it out. The Biden administration figured out: These things are poison. They have no legitimate use. Let's try to discourage people from buying them. And the second Trump administration figured out: I personally can make a billion dollars if I say, Let 'em rip, so let 'em rip. That's not, like, a "they're baffled by the problem." Both Biden and Trump were incredibly unbaffled. Biden said they, They're poison. They have no legitimate use. Try to stop them. Trump said, They can make me rich. Let's go for it. Neither president had any kind of intellectual uncertainty about crypto and what it is; they've had a big disagreement.

Thomas: That's fair, yeah. So there are some crypto assets, like bitcoin and ethereum, where there seems to be some bipartisan consensus of, like, We see a use for it. Maybe we'll allow it to go. But you're absolutely right. With respect to the meme coins themselves, in particular, the Biden administration took a pretty aggressive view against these. They also took an aggressive stance towards a lot of the sort of exchanges that were letting things float in, were maybe sort of the source of a lot of the problems. And those actions have been unwound by the Trump administration; those investigations have stopped. And Trump has been using his pardon power, again, pretty aggressively to pardon folks convicted of fraud, but especially crypto-related fraud.

Frum: I think if I said to a lot of people, Look, there's this industry--maybe it's crypto, maybe it's cigarettes, maybe it's baseball trading cards, maybe it's asbestos--and it's got a product that a lot of people think is harmful. Not everybody--some people think it's good. But a lot of people think it's harmful. And one president tried to control it, and another president has said, Let it go. And the president who said, Let it go, has made a billion dollars outta the industry in nine months, I think most people would say, I have a pretty clear picture of what happened here. And even if I am inclined to think that the cigarettes or the asbestos is not as harmful as other people do, I don't think the president who said, Let it rip, should make a billion dollars in nine months out of what some people regard as asbestos or cigarettes.

Thomas: I think you're putting your finger on why we wrote this piece, right? To us, at least--and I think most people would agree--there is a big disconnect between what the law allows right now and what it prohibits and what I think anybody on the street would think of as sort of clearly corrupt behavior.

Now, look, that's always true. Criminal law does never perfectly map onto our moral intuitions, but here, there seems [to be] a really glaring gap. And if anything, the gap has been, sort of both steadily and then acutely, growing a lot bigger. And our worry is not just this administration--although this is a profound worry--our worry is, is Trump playing the role of entrepreneur, where he is showing future politicians exactly the playbook to run if they wanna sort of follow in his footsteps?

Frum: "Yes" would be the answer.

Thomas: I think absolutely, yeah.

Frum: (Laughs.) Yes. The next president may not literally do it because of publicity, but why shouldn't a governor, why shouldn't a president of Brazil or a prime minister of Japan, some other world leader, why--now, maybe other countries have stricter public-corruption laws. Maybe in Japan, if you take the money after doing the favor, they still say, Sorry, we're not such idiots that taking the money after the favor means that we don't see what happened here. That's only in America, is that going to be a defense.

Thomas: Right. Everybody's gonna have their own ways of working out these details. Although Europe is a great example of a jurisdiction that is very concerned about the crypto industry, that has been doing more than the United States to try to figure out how to regulate it, bring it under control, and there, too, there's very little attention to this specific problem of how crypto enables public corruption. So even an area that is really focused on dealing with crypto has just not started to pay attention to the ways that there's this huge problem.

Frum: Well, look, there's so many ways that crypto is dangerous, and I referred to an article I wrote in The Atlantic about stablecoins. If you saw It's a Wonderful Life, and who hasn't, you know the problem of: You think the money's in the bank, but it's not really in the bank; it's in all the different houses sponsored by the savings and loan. If everybody shows up at the same time to get their money out, even Mr. Bailey, as wonderful as he is, as honest as he is, can't pay the money back, and now, imagine if Mr. Bailey was kind of a crook.

So the solution that was found after the events depicted in that movie was to say, Okay, first, we're gonna have quite strict regulation about how the money is paid. We're gonna have quite strict attention to the books of the Bailey savings and loan. And oh, by the way, we're gonna have a federal stopgap so that if everyone--even if it's Bailey, and he's honest, and the money really is in people's houses, and of course, he can't turn all the money into cash all in an hour, we've got a federal guarantee [backing] him, that the federal government will provide the cash and Mr. Bailey will pay us back out of the insurance premiums he's been paying for years of honest behavior.

So stablecoins are like Bailey's savings and loan without the federal deposit insurance and without the proper system of auditing. It's a promise: The money's there. You all show up at the same time, we have no way to make sure that you all get your money at once, and maybe it's not as honest as Bailey savings and loan.

Thomas: Well, I love that you bring up this example, in part because my co-author, Jeff Zhang, and I, we started this project in part because we were polishing off another essay that we'd written all about the return of bank runs--Silicon Valley [Bank], all these sorts of companies--which themselves are being driven largely by sort of speculative crypto assets that cause these problems. And as we were talking, Jeff, who's more of a crypto expert than I am, was describing--we were talking about the Trump meme coin, and then he mentioned USD1 to me--this is the Trump family's stablecoin--and in reading about it, I had exactly the same reaction you had a few moments ago, which is, This seems plainly corrupt. How is this allowed to happen? And that sort of kicked off this project.

Absolutely, there's a deep tie between a traditional finance system that has seen the problems over time, has learned to address them and mostly ameliorate them, and then this new thing called crypto that takes itself to be a technological innovation and so sort of not subject to history, even though we know what happens when you create these kinds of investments, whether you call them cash or crypto: It leads to predictable problems. And right now, the predictable solutions to the predictable problems are not in place.

Frum: Okay. So let's say we want the next president of the United States not to make a billion dollars in nine months from an industry that is maybe dangerous and that he's regulating. How would we stop this?

Thomas: So there's a variety of different things you might think about doing in this space. Some are gonna apply more specifically to a president versus, say, other politicians. So the first easy thing is just we need to reverse what the SEC has done under the second Trump administration. Go back to the Biden approach, and you can tweak it however you'd like, but start with the general instinct that these are securities; they're being traded and treated like securities. We have a whole enforcement tool kit. We need to take advantage of that.

Frum: Let me put a pause here--

Thomas: Please.

Frum: --just to explain something. So all over D.C., there are people who have BMWs and Lexuses that they've acquired by lobbying for the question, "Is cryptocurrency--is it a security or not?" Because the rules on securities--since the Great Depression, the United States government has put in place some very strict rules--you can really go to prison for lying about a security. But if it's not a security, then the penalties for lying are a lot more lax.

And so one of the reasons cryptocurrency is called "cryptocurrency," even though it's useless as currency, is because, mostly: crypto, not a security so I don't go to prison if I lie about it--whatever; fill in word here--so I need to call it something other than a security, even though it really is a security. It's a derivative. It is a security, but if, again, if you lie about a security, the Securities and Exchange Commission will put you in jail, whereas if you lie about a currency, the rules are much slacker.

Thomas: That's exactly right. So securities are--we have lots of law, lots of clear understanding of how to enforce them. The Securities and Exchange Commission is sort of the first among equals of financial regulators. They're very professional. They know how to bring a lot of resources to these kinds of challenges.

And, frankly, we've had a definition of what counts as a security going back to the '50s, and when I teach business students, when I teach undergraduates, I give them the test, and then I ask them to apply them to what they know about crypto assets, and they almost to a person agree, Oh, well, if that's the test, these are securities.

So I think we have a straightforward story about why we need to undo what the second Trump administration has done there.

Frum: One step we can take is pass a law that says, Cryptocurrency shall henceworth be known as "crypto securities." They are securities, they're regulated by the Securities and Exchange Commission, and if you lie about them, you do go to prison.

Thomas: Great. Easy first step. I think that's where we should start. The second step would be with Congress.

It is true, right, that this technology looks a little different than other kinds of frauds we've seen in the past. But, look, the federal government has lots of fraud statutes: We have a securities-fraud statute. We have mail fraud, wire fraud, bank fraud. There is no reason why we shouldn't have a crypto-fraud statute that directly grapples with how this technology is different, how it moves, how it enables fraud.

The Supreme Court has been pulling back on corruption laws, but in the Supreme Court's defense, the reason that they have been pulling back is because the statutes that exist are often written in fairly broad language; they are subject to wide interpretation. And so Congress should take the lesson, right? If the Supreme Court is concerned about these generic, vague criminal statutes, we need a crypto-fraud statute that is pointed and sharp and actually addresses the problem.

Frum: What are the things that we most would want to fix in public corruption? I'm actually a little bit more sympathetic to the Tom Homan case, where you say, Look, you gave somebody money, thinking maybe someday they'll be important. And that looks pretty bad in the case of Tom Homan, where he became important some months later. But what if you give somebody money, and they become important 20 years later? These things do get a little hard. But the idea that giving them the money after the official act, or broadening the definition of "political acts" so all the wink-and-nod ways that political corruption is typically done, those get a bye, those seem like things we need to fix faster.

Thomas: I think that's right. And, look, I agree with you that we have strong intuitions of what counts as corruption, and it is easy to point to obvious cases of bad behavior. And it's also easy to point to cases where you say, like, My congressman did a favor for my child to let them get a pass to go to visit the White House, and next month, I sent them a card, or when I sent in my contribution to the candidate, I wrote, Thanks for all the help. Is that really corruption? I think, no, that's probably not. And so finding laws that parse those lines carefully is genuinely hard; I don't wanna be dismissive of that. But I do think that there's low-hanging--

Frum: If you included a gold watch with the thank-you note, however ...

Thomas: Right. I think that's exactly right. I think there's a difference between--

Frum: (Laughs.) I don't know--

Thomas: No, no, no. Right--

Frum: (Laughs.)

Thomas: (Laughs.) No, no, you're totally right. Like, just 'cause there's dusk and dawn doesn't mean there's not night and day, right? We can knock out some low-hanging fruit here by looking at things like dollar amounts, by looking at connections, behavior. Instead of trying to make it this deeply formal, logical connection, we can just be context-sensitive human beings. You can look at some situations and say, That seems problematic to me, right? The new playing field's problematic--

Frum: [What] you can just generally do [as] a kind of rule of thumb is: Do we have a big problem in the United States of people who look like they're mildly careless politicians ending up in prison for mildly careless actions? Do we have a lot of those? I can't think of many examples of that. And do we have a lot of examples of things that look really shocking that turn out to be, not only do they get away with it, but it turns out there's nothing to get away with because, actually, it was legal the whole time, and Obama was just a fool not to do it?

Thomas: Right. The problem is always "What is legal?," not "What is illegal?" here. The outlier cases are interesting, but they seem like slam dunks. It's the first [Bob] Menendez prosecution that gets dismissed. It's the [McDonnell] case. These are the situations where I think any layperson would have looked at it and said, Oh, yeah, that's obviously a corrupt politician who's probably going to prison, and it turns out, Oh, you're so mistaken. That is absolutely legal behavior.

Frum: Yeah. There aren't a lot of good explanations for a politician having an apartment full of gold bars.

Thomas: That's correct. Or a freezer full of money, I think, was William Jefferson's strategy back in my day.

Frum: So those are some of the things we wanna do on the public-integrity side. Let's talk a little bit more about the crypto regulation--so, say, regulated as a security, put the Securities and Exchange Commission in charge. And what should we do about meme coins? If they're a security, would they be considered just so obviously fraudulent that the SEC would crush them?

Thomas: When we first saw these definitions of securities coming around in the '50s, what we were concerned about were penny stocks, right? And the problem with penny stocks--these were these thinly traded, highly volatile, very cheap quote-unquote stocks--and the question was: Are some of them legitimate investments, and are some of them just scams? And I think that broadly describes where we are with meme coins.

I'm open to the possibility that some of these are, in fact, legitimate investments. I also think that, just overwhelmingly, most of them are your sort of pump-and-dump scheme, where you're engaged in behavior that, if securities law applied, you and I would say, Oh, that's insider trading. That's illegal. But because securities law doesn't apply, that sort of deceptive-promotion, flag-the-thing-and-run practice is legal. So I think if securities law applied, if the SEC stepped in, what we would see is the category of meme coin would largely disappear, or at least the quantity of meme coins would be dropped as just not worth the risk.

Frum: And for the stablecoins, my solution for them--and tell me if you disagree with any of this--is I think we need to see: A stablecoin is a deposit-taking institution. If I give you $100 and you say, I'm putting the $100 in a vault somewhere. I'm gonna make a little bit of money on the interest arbitrage between the zero amount I'm paying you and the few basis points I can earn, and if I have enough money, if I have enough depositors, then 50 basis points here, 50 basis points there, it adds up to real money. But it's a deposit-taking institution, and that means it needs to be audited all the time. They need to have federal deposit insurance, and they have to pay for it the way other deposit insurance companies do. Oh, and one more thing: It needs to be domiciled in the United States, the way every deposit-taking institution that's called a bank has to be in the United States and almost none of the deposit-taking institutions that are called meme coin--they're all somewhere in some jurisdiction like El Salvador, where they're already very far beyond the reach of U.S. law. (Laughs.)

Thomas: Right. Well, and I will say, in very, very limited defense of Congress, because Congress passed a stablecoin-specific statute this year. It does not--

Frum: The GENIUS Act--so-called GENIUS Act.

Thomas: The GENIUS Act, yes. You made me say it.

Frum: What genius thought of this?, we'll say after the big crash. (Laughs.)

Thomas: Right. There is way more that that statute should be doing; it does not do nearly enough. It does at least start to conceive of stablecoins as something that somebody like the Federal Reserve should be regulating. It's a mild step towards the general idea you have, which is, look, this is just a version of banking by another name, right? This should be regulated the same way we regulate other deposit institutions.

Now, the other thing that I would say in this space is stablecoins are often presented as a solution to existing financial problems. The biggest one people point to is the difficulty of engaging in sort of cross-border money transfers. I think we lose track of the fact that that is almost entirely an American problem. Many other countries don't have that problem. They don't need stablecoins, because they've just solved them internally to their own banking system. So in some respects, what I think is we should address the technology, but we should also address the arguments for its demand by improving some of our financial-transaction systems in the United States. That will take away the reason to want to invest in stablecoins.

Frum: Yeah, and I completely agree with you on that. I think it's a bit of a, again, ruse when you say, Why are we making it easier for Hezbollah to move money across continents?, and you say, Well, look at the problem that, if you're a day laborer in the United States trying to send $200 back to Guatemala, Western Union charges you $19. And I think, I never heard you care about the day laborer before. And there are a lot of things we can do for that [laborer]--I agree with you; it shouldn't cost $19 to send $200 to Guatemala. That's one important problem. But that's not why you're making it easier for Hezbollah to move money around the planet.

Thomas: I fully agree with you. I think that thinking of crypto in that way is--it's a trillion-dollar solution to a million-dollar problem.

Frum: Well, thank you so much for making time and walking us through all these difficult issues. I'm sorry I interrupted you so much, but you operate on such a high mental level, and I have such a cynical mind, and so I'm conscious that I lowered the tone of a lot of the discussion, but maybe I'm even right.

Thomas: No, I appreciate the interventions, in part because you're right--it's a technology, it's a space that, I think, gets a lot of freedom from the fact that it's complicated, that people are willing to move past and overlook it. And I think, at the end of the day, if the technology is complicated, what it is being used for is very simple, and what it is being used for is very troubling, and so reining it in--

Frum: I would say this was a technology invented by science-fiction fans and used by fans of The Godfather, and so we just need to bring a little bit more of the "read The Godfather" mindset into "read the Isaac Asimov Foundation-trilogy" mindset that created the coins in the first place.

Thomas: I love it. Fantastic.

Frum: Thank you so much. (Laughs.)

Thomas: (Laughs.) Thank you, sir.

Frum: It was a pleasure to talk to you. Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Will Thomas for joining me today to talk about cryptocurrency and public corruption and the challenges to public integrity in the United States.

As I mentioned at the top of the program, my book this week is Lord Jim, by Joseph Conrad. Now, what's brought Lord Jim back to the top of my reading list was a report--and this is not yet a verified report, so I don't wanna overtax this--but a report from the horrific anti-Semitic massacre on Bondi Beach that Australian police officers were in the vicinity, were armed, and yet, for 20 minutes, seemed to have done nothing as the gunmen killed and killed, paused and reloaded--they were using hunting rifles, not automatic or semiautomatic weapons, so there was a lot of opportunities to stop them, and indeed, one heroic onlooker did rush one of the gunmen and bring them to earth.And this led me to think about courage--what it means, what it is, why people do and don't take risks to protect others. And Lord Jim, which is a novel of the sea published in the year 1900, is a great meditation on this question.

Lord Jim is the story of a young Englishman named Jim who grows up in a country parsonage and dreams of adventure. And he especially dreams of being a hero, of rescuing people--he has images of himself prevailing in a storm, saving people, washing people to shore--and he chooses a career at sea as a way to achieve his dreams. And when I say "at sea," he's not in the navy--he's in the merchant marine, but ferrying goods around the planet. And he is successful. He makes a good name for himself. He rises in the service. And then he has this terrible moment of testing.

He is on board a ship, the Patna, and with a very miscellaneous international crew, and they are carrying 800 passengers, pilgrims, from some port in India on pilgrimage to Mecca. The exact details of this are quite blurry in the book; Conrad doesn't tell you where they're going or where they're coming from or even what is the nature of the so-called exacting faith, as he describes it in the novel. But that's obviously what is going on. In the middle of the night, the Patna bumps into something at sea--maybe a sandbar or maybe some piece of underwater junk; it's not clear--but the boat lurches and begins to take on water. It only has a single bulkhead to restrain the water, and if that bulkhead cracks, and it looks like it's about to crack, the whole ship is going to sink in minutes, and they will all be doomed.

The officers, seeing the ship doomed, panic, and without regard for their passengers, they race to the lifeboats to save themselves. Jim urges them to hesitate, to try to do something to save the passengers, but the rest of the crew decides it's doomed, including the captain. They race for the lifeboats, and they call on Jim to follow them, to jump into the lifeboat after them and save himself. He hesitates just for a moment, and then, motivated by some impulse he doesn't even really understand in the course of the novel, he jumps and jumps into the lifeboat and abandons 800 people to be drowned--except they don't drown. Turns out, the bulkhead holds. The ship is, the next day, rescued by a French vessel and pulled into a port, and a board of inquiries convened to examine the dereliction of duty of the crew of the Patna, who abandoned 800 passengers to apparent death.

Most of the crew then vanish. (Laughs.) They get out while the getting is good. But Jim stays to face justice, and that's the beginning of the drama of the story. Because the narrators--and there are a series of different narrators of the story--have to make sense of who Jim was, this apparently decent, honorable person who wants to be a hero, and the neglect of duty that he committed.

One of the people who narrate the book, a captain called Charles Marlow, describes his first encounter with Jim: "I liked his appearance," says Charles Marlow. "I liked his appearance; I knew his appearance; he came from the right place; he was one of us. He stood there for all the parentage of his kind, for men and women by no means clever or amusing, but whose very existence is based upon honest faith, and upon the instinct of courage. I don't mean military courage, or civil courage, or any special kind of courage. I mean just that inborn ability to look temptations straight in the face--a readiness unintellectual enough, goodness knows, but without pose--a power of resistance, don't you see, ungracious if you like, but priceless--an unthinking and blessed stiffness before the outward and inward terrors, before the might of nature, and the seductive corruption of man." And he goes on to say, "This has nothing to do with Jim, directly; only he was outwardly so typical of that good, stupid kind we like to feel marching right and left of us ... of the kind that is not disturbed by the vagaries of intelligence and the perversions of--of nerves, let us say. He was the kind of fellow you would, on the strength of his looks, leave in charge of the deck, figuratively and professionally speaking."

Only, none of that turned out to be true. In the crisis, Jim broke. He didn't do his duty. He abandoned people to their death, and he was then made to look a fool because his cowardice turned out to be utterly unnecessary. And Jim is tormented not just by his cowardice, but by the lost chance to shine as a hero when he was, in fact, had he only known it, safe the whole time, and if he had stayed aboard, the one man who did his duty, he would've been an enormous hero. And he misses that appearance of heroism as much as feels genuine guilt for the wrong he did.

And as another narrator comments of Jim, "He looked as genuine as a new sovereign," sovereign being the solid gold coin that was the most prestigious unit of currency in the British empire. "He looked as genuine as a new sovereign, but there was some infernal alloy in his metal. How much? The least thing--the least drop of something rare and accursed; the least drop!--but he made you--standing there with his don't-care-hang air--he made you wonder whether perchance he were nothing more rare than brass."

Jim will spend the rest of his life trying to get back that moment of failed courage. And one of the interests of the novel is that, in the end, he does: He has a chance to do something where he has to really think in advance--he doesn't have to rely on his instincts, but he has to make a very deliberate, premeditated decision to risk death, accept death, and he does, to save others. And so he redeems himself. But along the way, he raises the question of whether courage is one thing, two things, many different things; whether there's a difference between courage in the moment and courage that has to be premeditated; and whether it detracts from our courage if the courage is done because you're conscious of other people watching. Because when Jim goes to his heroic death, he goes viewed by all the people of a village he's come to care about in an unnamed part of the East Indies. He goes under the view of all the people he cares about. Whereas when he failed to show courage, he was failing to show [it] alone and almost undetected, seen only by a handful of crewmates who were behaving as he did.

It makes you think about those police officers--if, indeed, the eyewitness is correct and they flinched from their duty, what do they think of themselves in the aftermath?

I'm thinking today of another sad thing. Rob Reiner, the great director, and his wife, Michele Reiner, were friends of my wife and myself. We were not close to them; they had 500 close friends, and we were 498 out of 500, maybe. But we received so many acts of kindness and goodness from them, and they seem to have met a very grim, untimely end at the hands of, apparently, reportedly, possibly, a loved one. If true, it's hard to think of anything more fearsome and terrible. They are much in my mind today, and to all who admire his movies, to all who knew and loved Rob and Michele, we need to express our solidarity to each other. We have been deprived of two gracious, generous, and gentle human beings.

I'll tell you one story about Rob Reiner before I go. One of the last times I saw him was, I think, in 2021. We were dropping our youngest daughter off at college. And then, after we dropped her off at college--she was in Los Angeles--I had arranged a dinner party with Rob Reiner and some other people in the political world whom he was interested to meet. And I made the reservation in my name. But we had been driving across the country, we dropped our daughter, so we were a little late. So the Reiners, embarrassingly for me, got there first, and I arrived just as they were being seated. And the look on the maitre d's face at me: You didn't indicate that it was Rob Reiner who was--because we gave you the David Frum table, and if only we had known that Mr. and Mrs. Reiner were going to be here, they would be seated at the table where we have hastily moved them. And you should have warned us because you are nobody, and he is everything. And indeed, everything, he was.

Thanks so much for listening and watching The David Frum Show today. I hope you will listen and watch next week. You can follow me on social media: @DavidFrum on Twitter, or X; @DavidFrum on Instagram. And, of course, the best way to support the work of this podcast is by subscribing to The Atlantic; I hope you will consider doing that. And if you subscribe to The Atlantic, you can sign up for alerts when an article of mine posts. I'm writing a little bit more frequently these days thanI have earlier in the fall, so you may wanna be aware of those. But, in any case, thank you for watching and see you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/2025/12/the-david-frum-show-will-thomas-crypto/685296/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Saint Nick's Dark Companion

Yuletide parades across Europe for Krampus, the demonlike creature who playfully frightens onlookers, looking for naughty children to punish--or to drag back to his lair in a sack

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 17 Dec 2025


A person costumed as Krampus participates in the traditional Perchten parade in Vienna, Austria, on November 30, 2025. (Elisabeth Mandl / Reuters)




The Krampus of the Flagellium group and Saint Nicholas enter a house to bring gifts to children in Fusine di Valromana in Tarvisio, Italy, on December 5, 2025. Saint Nicholas and the Krampus are folkloric figures from the Alps, where on the night of December 5 (the eve of Saint Nicholas Day), the saint rewards good children with sweets, while his demonic helpers, the Krampus (horned, hairy, and noisy creatures), scare and symbolically punish the bad ones, in a tradition that mixes Christianity and pagan rituals, especially in South Tyrol, Austria, and Friuli. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A person dressed as the horned evil spirit known as the Krampus takes part in a parade through the small town of Goricane, Slovenia, on November 22, 2025. (Borut Zivulovic / Reuters)




Participants wearing traditional Krampus and Perchten costumes perform during a Krampus run in Itter, Austria, on December 5, 2025. (Matthias Schrader / AP)




A Krampus from the Flagellium group scares children in Fusine di Valromana on December 5, 2025, in Tarvisio, Italy. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A person costumed as Krampus participates in the traditional Perchten parade in Vienna, Austria, on November 30, 2025. (Elisabeth Mandl / Reuters)




The Krampus of the Flagellum group perform near the upper lake of Fusine on December 5, 2025 in Tarvisio, Italy. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




The Billiards Room in Waddesdon Manor is decorated with German traditions, including the legend of the Krampus, seen on November 23, 2025, in Aylesbury, England. (Jim Dyson / Getty)




The Krampus of the Flagellum group perform in Tarvisio, Italy, on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




The Krampus of the Flagellum group walk through the woods in Fusine di Valromana, on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A Krampus from the Flagellium group scares children on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A person costumed as Krampus takes part in the Perchten parade in Vienna, Austria, on November 30, 2025. (Elisabeth Mandl / Reuters)




Krampus Bremerton's Eric Morley heads for the crowd lining Pacific Avenue during the Krampusnacht Bremerton parade on December 6, 2025, in Bremerton, Washington. (Meegan M. Reid / Kitsap Sun / USA Today / Reuters)




Onlookers watch as performers take part in a Krampus run in Munich, Germany, on December 14, 2025. (IMAGO / Wolfgang Maria Weber / Reuters)




The Krampus of the Flagellum group entered a bar in Fusine di Valromana, on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




Performers dressed as Krampus put on a show in Tarvisio, Italy, on December 5, 2025. (Stefano Mazzola / Getty)




A spectator takes a selfie with participants dressed as Krampus, a half-goat, half-demon figure that punishes misbehaving children during the Christmas season, during the traditional Krampus parade in downtown Munich, on December 14, 2025. (Michaela Stache / AFP / Getty)
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The Roomba Was a Disappointment

The best-known manufacturer of autonomous vacuums declared bankruptcy this week, and no one should be surprised.

by Ian Bogost

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




The home-vacuum robot began, like most things, with war. In August 1990, the same month and year Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, three MIT roboticists incorporated the company that would eventually become iRobot, the maker of the Roomba.

In its first decade, iRobot began to assemble a small-droid A-team for the theater of combat. The Ariel defused mines; the PackBot handled bomb disposal. (Later they would be joined by the Warrior, which breached obstacles; the camera-encrusted SUGV, which handled recon; and the palm-size FirstLook, which could be thrown through a window to investigate hazardous materials.) These machines weren't weapons, but they facilitated weaponry's consequences. At the turn of the millennium, iRobots might be seen on cable news kicking up Iraqi dust, investigating suspicious domestic packages, and probing the ruins of the World Trade Center.

From their armature, iRobot built Roomba in 2002--a domesticated robot that surveilled, detected, and removed materials from wood floors and carpets. Roomba created the U.S. market for home vacuum robots, and home robotics in general, insofar as a general home robotics was ever realized. Eventually, things went south. Competitors took over. A 2022 acquisition by Amazon failed on antitrust grounds, and this week iRobot filed for bankruptcy. Roombas will continue to meander across wool and laminate, but under the control of iRobot's Chinese manufacturing partner.

Roombas never really worked, not well. They got stuck on the lips of rugs. They tumbled down stairs their sensors failed to see. Cluttered spaces--which is to say, homes and apartments--caused Roombas to struggle. They tripped over electrical cords, they failed to clean in corners, and they failed to pick up debris beyond fine dust. Because of all this, Roomba owners sometimes felt the need to tidy up in advance of robotic cleanings, or to add a round of human cleaning afterward. The high-tech vacuum could seem like a wayward pet.

The Roomba also shared some DNA with its military forebears. The device builds an internal map of the home it struggles to clean, and iRobot disclosed that these ghost maps could be shared with partners. In 2022, images leaked from Roomba test units outfitted with cameras, which showed real people in their homes, including one woman on the toilet. Depending on the whims of its new owner, the innocuous robot could become a spy. Some worry that Roombas will become a swarm of covert, foreign operatives.

Roomba's affliction inverts the hopeful spirit that it and other robots of the early aughts once held. In 2001, Segway promised to reinvent cities with its electrified stand-up scooters. Sony's AIBO, an expensive robot dog, was meant to offer both companionship and entertainment. LEGO Mindstorms promised to teach kids to program robots. But most such products either failed or drifted into unexpected niches. (The Segway lingers as a vehicle for sightseers and mall cops.) New ones have appeared--the costly Roomba-style lawn mowers I now see in my neighborhood, for example, or preposterous humanoid AI butlers such as the 1X Neo and the as-yet unreleased Tesla Optimus, which cost as much as a small car. By any reasonable standard, the dream of everyday robotics has largely failed.

Read: A pocket guide to the robot revolution

Why? Because software was easier. After 2004 or so, when the economy had recovered from the dot-com crash, consumer growth and corporate profit came from scaling low-cost, data-driven software services: Google, Facebook, LinkedIn, Salesforce, YouTube, Skype, even WordPress and Blackboard. Innovation in machinery was redirected toward personal-media and communication devices. Once the smartphone was invented, it produced another surge of data-driven software products.

For most consumers, robots also promised (and delivered) far less utility or joy than, say, a social network, which was much simpler to build and run. But the robots still had value in the contexts that begat them: warfare and espionage. iRobot continued selling military products, and spun off that business in 2016. Sony discontinued its original entertainment robots, and repurposed their technologies for other consumer products. Industry found applications, too: Larger-scale robots became commonplace in factories and warehouses, where the environments are standardized and automated labor can be overseen. And iPad-on-a-stick telepresence robots became popular in hospitals, where eventually they helped deliver last rites to COVID-19 patients in quarantine.

The humble Roomba is important as a symbol of everyday robotics' promise and its failure. Whether in The Jetsons or Star Wars, the idea that cute, autonomous devices could live inside your home has persisted. It is time to abandon that dream for good. Robots are for battle, and robots are for spying, and robots are for places where humans will not or cannot be. They are not your friends, and they will never clean your floors.
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Trump Still Needs Susie Wiles

The president made clear he supports his chief of staff despite her <em>Vanity Fair</em> comments.

by Jonathan Lemire, Vivian Salama

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




Susie Wiles styles herself as a White House chief of staff who avoids being in the headlines. When cameras come into the Oval Office, she tends to sit just out of frame. She rarely gives interviews. Unlike her predecessors, she seldom tries to curb President Donald Trump's impulses. She has been lauded in Trump world for instilling a sense of discipline in a chaotic realm, and for providing steady leadership during both Trump's historic political comeback and the steamrolling start to his second term.

Well then! That's sure over now.

Wiles committed the cardinal sin for a White House staffer--particularly a staffer for this White House--by becoming the news herself with the publication today of a two-part Vanity Fair story in which she offered stunningly forthright assessments of the president and much of his senior staff. Her blunt candor (she said that Trump has an "alcoholic's personality" and that Elon Musk is "an avowed ketamine" user) was especially surprising because Wiles has presided over a (relatively) on-message White House and is usually so careful herself. The timing is also far from ideal for a West Wing already dealing with a series of GOP electoral defeats, the fallout from Trump repeatedly declaring the nation's affordability crisis a hoax, and then, yesterday, the president blaming the beloved filmmaker Rob Reiner for his own murder.

Steve Bannon got excommunicated from Trump world--at least for a while--during the president's first term after his own frank on-the-record exchange with a journalist. But this time, there was no firing, no public meltdown. Instead, Trump shrugged it off. Cabinet members mobilized to defend Wiles. Her job seems safe, at least for now. To many in Trump's orbit, the White House's response is a telling reflection of how indispensable she is to the president.

"She was a loyal fighter for him from the moment she came on board," Donald Trump Jr. posted on social media today. "When things were tough and other supposed friends left my dad like a bunch of rats, Susie stood by his side."

Still, her words were bracing. Often, senior administration officials talk to reporters on background--offering quotes without their names attached--so that they can speak honestly without deviating from the official White House message or alienating the president. But Wiles spoke on the record, and she appeared to hold little back. She revealed that Trump is indeed hoping to use military strikes on alleged Venezuelan drug boats to force that country's leader out of power. She said that Vice President J. D. Vance has been "a conspiracy theorist for a decade" and that Russell Vought, the budget director, is "a right-wing absolute zealot." And she tore into Musk, the tech billionaire who spent months destroying the federal bureaucracy, as "an odd, odd duck."

Read: Inside the Trump-Musk breakup

Wiles's cooperation with the author Chris Whipple was no secret. She talked with Whipple 11 times over the past year and sat with him in the chief of staff's office, which occupies a prized perch in the West Wing just steps from the Oval Office. Several other senior staffers--including Vance, Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller, and Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt--also spoke with Whipple and posed for glossy photographs. (Vanity Fair ran several extreme-close-up shots, not all of them flattering.) A few Trump allies told us that they suspected that Wiles had let her guard down with Whipple, who'd written a definitive history on modern White House chiefs of staff, and that the Trump aides had joined the long list of Washington staffers over the years who had succumbed to the lure of a glamorous Vanity Fair photo shoot. Despite Trump's constant bashing of legacy media, he has spent a lifetime longing for their coverage and approval.

Wiles's comments were so unexpected--and so, um, honest--that the story sparked frenzied speculation across Washington: Did Wiles think she was off the record? Was she trying to record her version of events for the history books? Was she planning to resign? After the story broke, Wiles called around to her West Wing colleagues in an attempt at damage control, insisting that her quotes had been taken out of context, aides told us. She told The New York Times that she took issue with the quotes attributed to her about Musk's drug use, saying, "That's ridiculous" and "I wouldn't have said it and I wouldn't know." But the newspaper reported that Whipple had played the recording of Wiles's comments confirming that, yes, she had indeed said what he'd written. (Wiles also told Whipple that she didn't have firsthand knowledge of Musk's drug use; the tech billionaire had previously admitted to using ketamine.)

Trump, in making his support for Wiles clear, went so far as to confirm in an interview with the New York Post her assessment that he has "an alcoholic's personality." Wiles had told Vanity Fair that Trump operates with "a view that there's nothing he can't do," like her own father, the NFL legend Pat Summerall, who had a drinking problem. Trump does not drink and looks down on those who do, but he claimed not to have been bothered by that comparison. If he did imbibe, he said, "I'd have a very good chance of being an alcoholic. I have said that many times about myself, I do. It's a very possessive personality." (When Trump first met Wiles, then a Florida political operative, he loved that she was Summerall's daughter; many of the president's favorite cultural touchstones date from the 1980s, the decade in which Summerall and John Madden teamed up to become the NFL's signature TV-broadcast team.)

In a social-media statement posted soon after the story's publication, Wiles called it "a disingenuously framed hit piece." Leavitt did as well, writing that "President Trump has no greater or more loyal advisor than Susie." And then she directed top Trump officials to fan out on social media to defend Wiles; agency heads such as Pete Hegseth, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and Doug Burgum were among the nearly two dozen senior officials who posted praise for the chief of staff. The vice president, delivering a speech in Allentown, Pennsylvania, even laughingly acknowledged that he could, in fact, be a conspiracy theorist.

Read: The talented Mr. Vance

"We have our disagreements," Vance said of Wiles. "We agree on much more than we disagree, but I've never seen her be disloyal to the president of the United States, and that makes you the best White House chief of staff that I think the president could ask for."

The show of force underscored Wiles's importance to Trump, who churned through four chiefs of staff during his first term. After Trump left office in disgrace in early 2021, Wiles agreed to coordinate his fundraising efforts and political activity. A year later, she took the helm of his reelection campaign, which, at the time, seemed like a long-shot bid. She, along with the GOP consultant Chris LaCivita, put together a far more professional operation than in any previous Trump campaign, and cut down on the staff infighting and leaking that defined his two earlier runs. She publicly claimed that she never tried to control Trump, but she did, on occasion, get him to back away from outlandish ideas. In a moment famous in Trump's circles, Wiles stepped into the candidate's line of sight during a particularly dark and rambling Pennsylvania rally in the campaign's final week and simply glared at him. The unspoken message: Stop it, and move on. Trump eventually did. The president is deeply fond of her, staffers told us, and once praised her as the "most powerful person in the world" while also, oddly, at times calling her "Susie Trump."

The circle of power in the West Wing is small--Vance, Miller, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and a few others--and Wiles, in many ways, wields the most influence. She streamlined processes, cracked down on talking to the press, and demanded loyalty from the staff. Wiles largely reduced the chaos, dysfunction, and turnover that permeated Trump's first term and was able to help secure passage of a sweeping tax bill and a dramatic expansion of executive power.

She revealed to Vanity Fair a number of occasions when Trump ignored her advice. She said that she'd tried to persuade him not to pardon the most violent January 6, 2021, rioters and urged him to hold off on announcing his sweeping tariffs plan. She openly criticized the way Musk slashed international-aid programs. She admitted that some of the prosecutions brought by the Department of Justice directly stemmed from Trump's desire for revenge. And she said that Trump broke their "loose agreement" to end his "score settling" against political enemies that she'd feared would distract from his agenda after the first 90 days.

Read: Retribution is here

Now Wiles herself has become the latest in a string of distractions. The momentum that she helped engineer stalled out this summer when the GOP legislation proved unpopular and Jeffrey Epstein returned to the headlines. Since then, rising prices and a sense that Trump has overreached in expanding his executive power have led to a string of Democratic wins at the ballot box and a fear among Republicans that the president has lost touch with the promises that returned him to the White House. And yesterday, even some in the president's own party denounced his assertion that Reiner was killed alongside his wife because he was a Trump critic. (Prosecutors have said that the couple's son, who has spoken openly about his struggles with drug addiction, will be charged with their murder.)

Although Trump announced a speech to the nation tomorrow night that is meant to recap a year of accomplishments, some in the West Wing privately admit that a revised approach to governing--including possible staffing changes--could be on the horizon in the new year. Wiles has said that she told Trump that he needs to start campaigning again. And the vice president volunteered his own idea for a course correction.

"If any of us have learned a lesson from that Vanity Fair article," Vance said in Pennsylvania, "I hope that the lesson is that we should be giving fewer interviews to mainstream-media outlets."

Michael Scherer contributed to this report.
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Trump's Inferno of Hate Is Intensifying

When a man with the president's personality feels besieged and abandoned, he becomes more desperate and more dangerous.

by Peter Wehner

Tue, 16 Dec 2025




The actor and director Rob Reiner and his wife, the producer and photographer Michele Singer Reiner, were found stabbed to death in their home on Sunday. Yesterday, their son Nick, who has spoken about his bouts of drug addiction and homelessness, was arrested on suspicion of murder. With that news, a terrible event became doubly tragic.
 
 Reiner was beloved by almost everyone who knew him. On social media, friends described him as generous, kind, funny, and a caring soul. The One Tree Hill actress Sophia Bush called him an "almost indescribably wonderful man."
 
 But none of that mattered to Donald Trump, who tore into the murdered Hollywood star.
 
 On Truth Social, President Trump described Reiner as "a tortured and struggling, but once very talented movie director and comedy star." He added, without a shred of evidence, that Reiner's death was "reportedly due to the anger he caused others through his massive, unyielding, and incurable affliction with a mind crippling disease known as TRUMP DERANGEMENT SYNDROME." And just to be sure he was clear, Trump continued: "He was known to have driven people CRAZY by his raging obsession of President Donald J. Trump."

Read: Trump blames Rob Reiner for his own murder

A few hours later, standing in the Oval Office, Trump was asked about the backlash to his comments. Instead of apologizing, he ramped up his attacks. "Well, I wasn't a fan of his at all," he said. "He was a deranged person, as far as Trump is concerned. He said--he knew it was false; in fact, it's the exact opposite--that I was a friend of Russia, controlled by Russia. You know, it was the Russia hoax. He was one of the people behind it. I think he hurt himself, career-wise. He became like a deranged person. Trump Derangement Syndrome. So I was not a fan of Rob Reiner at all, in any way, shape, or form. I thought he was very bad for our country."

None of this should be surprising. In 2015, Trump, a draft dodger, said that Republican Senator John McCain, a decorated Navy pilot who was a prisoner of war in Vietnam for more than five years, was "not a war hero." Trump said McCain was only considered a hero "because he was captured," adding, "I like people that weren't captured." He kept criticizing McCain even after the Arizona senator died. And during a political rally in 2019, he suggested that the late John Dingell, a Democrat who was the longest-serving member of Congress in American history, was looking up from hell. (Trump held a grudge against Dingell's widow, Debbie, who succeeded her husband in the House.) He has made hundreds, maybe even thousands, of similar comments over the past decade. But if anything, Trump's barbarity is getting worse, not better. As he ages, his inferno of hate intensifies.

At this stage, more than 10 years after Trump first descended a gold-rimmed escalator into the political scene, there is a temptation to dismiss his comments because they have become commonplace. Don't let Trump live rent-free in your head, some on the right advise. Don't waste time chasing his foolish and cruel comments, some of his critics warn. It's oxygen to him. His defenders insist he's the P. T. Barnum of American politics, a brilliant self-promoter and showman, and that it's a mistake to pay too much attention to his words.

Read: A decade of golden-escalator politics

In fact, it's a mistake to ignore them. Trump's malignant narcissism is the most essential thing to understand about him.

Heraclitus taught that character is destiny. In Trump's case, his sociopathy is destiny. His narcissism; his lack of conscience, remorse, or empathy; his pathological lying and grandiosity; his sense of entitlement, impulsivity, and aggression; his cruelty, predatory behavior, and sadism--these are the forces that drive him. If we don't understand that, we understand almost nothing of importance about him. And beware: When a man with Trump's personality feels caged in, when he feels besieged and abandoned and begins to lose control of events, he becomes more desperate and more dangerous.

Trump's personal flaws have seeped into the MAGA movement he leads, which now controls the Republican Party. Megyn Kelly, the former Fox News anchor who, after she flamed out at NBC, has remade herself into a podcaster and ingratiated herself into MAGA world, offers a useful case study of how this works in practice.

Last month, Kelly spoke with the journalist Mark Halperin about American military strikes in the Caribbean, targeting boats that the Trump administration alleges carry "narco-terrorists" coming from Venezuela. She claimed the boats were carrying fentanyl, even though fentanyl does not come through the Caribbean. And then she weighed in on reports that two people who were clinging to the wreckage of an initial boat strike waved their arms toward the drone before they were killed in a follow-up strike. "I really do kind of not only want to see them killed in the water, whether they're on the boat or in the water, but I'd really like to see them suffer," she said. "I would like Trump and Hegseth to make it last a long time so they lose a limb and bleed out."

That is sadism delivered from a $10 million mansion with a custom-built studio that includes a chic bar cart and is painted in the signature red of Kelly's production company, Devil May Care Media.

Trump sets the pace, and his apparatchiks follow. Many of them have gained power and made money dumping toxic sewage into our civic water supply. But their devotion comes at a personal cost. Those who relish cruelty, who take special delight in dehumanizing others, are engaging in self-harm of a certain kind. "When we desecrate the divinity of others," the author Brene Brown wrote, "we desecrate our own, and we betray our humanity."

"Those who are kind benefit themselves," the author of Proverbs put it, "but the cruel bring ruin on themselves."

When he was asked about the killing of Charlie Kirk earlier this year, Reiner seemed genuinely aghast. His first response to learning of the murder, Reiner said, was "absolute horror." It was beyond belief, he said. "That should never happen to anybody. I don't care what your political beliefs are--that's not acceptable. That's not a solution to solving problems."

Reiner was particularly moved by Erika Kirk's eulogy for her husband. "I'm Jewish, but I believe in the teachings of Jesus and I believe in 'do unto others' and I believe in forgiveness," he said. "And what she said, to me, was beautiful. She forgave his assassin, and I think that is admirable."

Read: Rob Reiner was a quiet titan of storytelling

Reiner showed empathy and compassion for a murdered political opponent, Charlie Kirk, and extended grace and praise to Kirk's widow. Donald Trump, conversely, showed a level of viciousness toward Reiner in death that we rarely see in anyone, and have never before seen in an American president. And yet Trump is president mainly because of the early and undying support he has received from white evangelical Christians and fundamentalists, not all of them but most of them. They stand with him to this very day, to this very hour, to this very second--not on his every utterance but on the moral arc of his presidency.

Many of the people who claim to follow Jesus are instruments of a merciless leader and a merciless movement. They have chosen their political loyalties over their faith, even while using the latter to validate the former. There is something morally twisted and discrediting in this.

One of the most elevating features of Christianity is the concept--and it is not only a Christian concept--of imago Dei. It is the belief that human beings are created in the image of God and valued because we are loved by God. Every person has inherent dignity and worth. Out of that conviction should arise compassion and empathy, including a solidarity with the poor and weak and wounded. It is the way of Jesus--and the way of Jesus, and the person of Jesus, has won our hearts.

Friederich Nietzsche "thought that if a culture was clutching calcified truths, one needed to sound them out relentlessly," the historian Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen has written. Nietzsche identified himself as a "philosopher with a hammer," spending his career "tapping that hammer against Western ideals turned hollow idols." He challenged the notion of eternal truth, of absolute morality, and of God, whom he declared dead.

But "from time to time," Ratner-Rosenhagen wrote, "Nietzsche put down his hammer as he tried to imagine a world after moral absolutes. Even he wondered what would happen once every article of faith had been shed and every claim to universal truth exposed as a human construct."

It is a supreme irony that so many American Christians have now picked up the hammer that Nietzsche put down, as if to finish the work he began.
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Susie Wiles Gets in Trouble for Saying What Everyone Knows

The Trump administration delivers yet more shocks but no surprises.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 16 Dec 2025




In a normal presidency, the interviews that White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles gave to Vanity Fair would trigger her resignation, maybe even the president's impeachment. She admitted that President Donald Trump employs prosecutorial power for "score settling," called Budget Director Russell Vought "a right-wing absolute zealot," described Vice President J. D. Vance as "a conspiracy theorist for a decade," and attributed Elon Musk's erratic style in gutting federal agencies to his "avowed ketamine" use.

Yet no one on the right is calling for anyone to resign, or even for a congressional investigation into these allegations. That is not because Wiles--who is credited with largely masterminding Trump's victorious presidential campaign--lacks credibility, nor is it because she has denied these comments (she has accused the magazine of taking her words out of context, which is what people say when they know they were recorded). It is simply because these quotes, while dire, are also unsurprising. Wiles did not say anything that Republicans didn't already know. Her error lay in the breach between what Trump's supporters understand and what they are permitted to say.

To grasp the moral abnormality of this state of affairs, let's try a thought experiment. Suppose Joe Biden's chief of staff had told a reporter that the president at least sometimes charged his political enemies with federal crimes because he didn't like them, and that his most influential officials were ideological zealots, conspiracy theorists, and drug users.

I can imagine two possible responses to such an interview. One is to conclude that the chief of staff had gone crazy and should be fired immediately. The other is to consider the allegations worthy of investigation in order to assess whether the president is fit to hold the powers of the presidency. What I can't imagine concluding is that the allegations were true and that Biden could continue going on his merry way as president.

Yet this is the Republican Party's response. The Trump administration swiftly rolled out a series of tributes attesting to Wiles's loyalty and blaming the "fake news" media for her comments. "The radical left is at it again, trying to create discord on President Trump's team. It won't work because we know & love @SusieWiles," tweeted Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy, who added: "As someone who actually works closely with Susie, I can attest that she is brilliant, tough as nails, and is 100% dedicated to President Trump & America."

Kelly Loeffler, the head of the Small Business Administration, called Wiles "a brilliant strategist who leads the Cabinet with grace and grit, even in the face of relentless fake news." Donald Trump Jr. wrote a long testimonial calling Wiles "by far the most effective and trustworthy Chief of Staff that my father has ever had," neglecting to even mention the inconvenient revelations.

Jonathan Chait: The conservative movement's intellectual collapse

Outside of the administration, Trump's media defenders have responded by angrily castigating Wiles for opening her mouth to the media. "Genuinely sick to death of people on the right who seek the approval of left-wing media. Or even play with them for a minute. I can't take it. It's the saddest fetish," complained the Federalist editor Mollie Hemingway. "You talked to them. What did you expect?" scolded National Review's Dan McLaughlin.

These esteemed members of the conservative press appear untroubled over whether the Trump administration is in fact filled with crackpots who commit grave abuses of power. Their anger is reserved for Wiles for admitting as much to the "lamestream" media.

In this way, the most remarkable revelation from these newly published interviews comes not from what Wiles did or didn't say, but in how Trump and his enablers are spinning it. Comments that would have precipitated a crisis in any other presidency are now simply being dismissed--knowingly, cynically--as "fake news."
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The Last MAGA Prisoner

Trump desperately wants Tina Peters released but can't make it happen without help.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Fri, 12 Dec 2025




Tina Peters is supposed to spend the next eight years of her life in prison. The former Colorado county clerk was convicted last year of charges tied to tampering with voting equipment under her control in 2020. President Donald Trump has repeatedly called for Peters's release, warning of "harsh measures" if she remains incarcerated. But even a president obsessed with retribution, who granted blanket clemency to people convicted of federal offenses connected to the January 6, 2021, attacks on the Capitol, can't erase Peters's sentence. Her state-level conviction is beyond the reach of his federal pardon power. And so she sits in a Colorado prison, the most prominent MAGA prisoner still behind bars.

The sprawling campaign to "Free Tina Peters" is testing Colorado's authority to enforce its own laws without interference from a federal government that wants to undo a conviction handed down by a jury. Trump--aided by the Justice Department, the Bureau of Prisons, White House counsel, and MAGA activists--is seeking to unravel her punishment in multiple ways, with the hope that one might work: a transfer into federal custody, a full pardon, or a release before the end of her sentence. (Her attorney and the Trump ally Steve Bannon recently floated on a podcast the idea of having Trump call in the 101st Airborne Division to set her free. The attorney said he'd "love to see that happen.")

Trump's embrace of Peters's cause threatens to erode the public's trust in the validity of electoral outcomes and the independence of state criminal-justice systems, constitutional experts told me. Election officials from around the country who have faced years of violent threats and harassment for defending the 2020 presidential vote--and each election since--told me the clamor around Peters signals to those who may seek to interfere in the 2026 midterm elections that they can flout the law with support from the White House.

Trump posted on Truth Social yesterday that he is granting Peters a "full Pardon," but legal experts said his power doesn't extend to state charges. The one person who could free Peters--Colorado Governor Jared Polis, a Democrat who has issued tepid public statements on the case, seems disinclined to offer Peters, a 70-year-old lung-cancer survivor, any leniency.

"I, like the president, have the values of compassion and mercy, and there's been times when people are ill and we've let them out," he told me in an interview this month. So far, he said, "the indications I've seen are that she's healthy." If circumstances change, he added, "I've told people publicly, as well as the White House," that "we would consider doing something."

In Mesa County, along the state's snowy western slopes, where Peters once served as the chief election official, most people I spoke with seem to think that she is exactly where she belongs. "There's not an uprising in Colorado to free Tina Peters," Scott McInnis, a Republican who served as a congressman and county commissioner, told me.

But far from the state correctional facility where she finds herself, the effort to release Peters continues. Her attorney pursued Trump's pardon for his client, who once regaled crowds with elaborate election-cheating theories. Peters is deteriorating in prison, even struggling to finish her own sentences, according to friends and attorneys who have seen her.

"Where is everybody," read part of an "UPDATE FROM TINA PETERS: 364 Days of Injustice" posted on X in October. "The President has demanded my release four times ... Why is the DOJ defying Trump's demands? Get off your asses and get me out!"

Before she was celebrated as a martyr to the MAGA cause, Peters, with a white bob and red lipstick, was seen among supporters as a whistleblower who revealed irregularities in her county's voting systems. Although Trump overwhelmingly won Mesa County in the 2020 election, he lost Colorado and its nine electoral votes.

In 2021, Peters believed she was in a position to help prove his stolen-election claims. Prosecutors said she deceived colleagues to obtain credentials that allowed an unauthorized person to access the county's election equipment. Last year, a jury found her guilty of seven counts, including attempting to influence a public servant and conspiracy to commit criminal impersonation. Before sentencing her to almost nine years in prison, the judge said he was convinced that she would commit her crimes again, if she could.

"You are no hero, you abused your position, and you're a charlatan who used and is still using your prior position in office to peddle a snake oil that's been proven to be junk time and time again," Judge Matthew Barrett told her. Her constant undermining of election systems presented an immeasurable danger to democracy, he said.

Peters's X account has continued to offer dubious election claims. (No one in her circle would say whether Peters, who is being held at a women's prison in Pueblo, is actually posting the missives or whether someone else is.) She is appealing her conviction. Her legal team, political allies, and grassroots supporters have also spent much of the past year working to get Trump's attention.

Shortly before the president's inauguration, Peters's X account noted that Polis was the only person who could pardon her, and tagged Trump. Soon after, her case was discussed with Trump as he hosted members of Congress at Mar-a-Lago, a person briefed on the discussion told me. Representative Lauren Boebert, a Colorado Republican who once represented Mesa County, spoke about the need to keep the U.S. Space Command's headquarters in Colorado. Someone else brought up Peters's case, the person said, and the president made clear he didn't think the state should have put her in prison.

Soon after, amid a years-long battle over the future of the command, which is responsible for military operations in space, Boebert spoke with Polis and said that a Peters pardon could help prevent the president from relocating the headquarters, the person said. Polis told me that he talks regularly with Boebert but doesn't remember "a particular discussion" where Peters "was discussed in the same breath" as the Space Command. (The congresswoman and her team didn't answer my questions.)

The Justice Department lent its support to a federal habeas corpus petition that Peters brought earlier this year, a move described to me by former federal and state prosecutors as extraordinary. Citing a Trump executive order to address what the president described as the misuse of the government against political foes during the Biden administration, Justice Department lawyers said they were reviewing Peters's prosecution to determine if it was "oriented more toward inflicting political pain" than pursuing justice. Colorado Attorney General Phil Weiser, a Democrat, said in a court filing that the DOJ's intervention in the case was "unprecedented, highly problematic, and a threat to the rule of law." A federal judge rejected the petition this week, saying that state court proceedings needed to play out. But the judge wrote that Peters raised "important constitutional questions concerning whether the trial court improperly punished her more severely because of her protected First Amendment speech."

Trump has taken to Truth Social to argue that Peters was wrongly convicted and to threaten unspecified "harsh measures" if she remained incarcerated. He called her an "innocent Political Prisoner" and directed the DOJ to "take all necessary action" to secure her release. "FREE TINA PETERS, NOW!" he wrote in May.

Beyond Peters, Trump had a long list of complaints about Colorado, including efforts to keep him off the 2024 ballot, his subsequent 11-point election loss, and a portrait in the state capitol he denounced as "purposefully distorted" before its removal. In September, Trump announced he was moving the Space Command's headquarters to Alabama, which the Department of the Air Force years ago identified as its preferred location. The president said Colorado's "crooked" vote-by-mail system was a "big factor" in his decision. A White House official noted that Trump had chosen to house the headquarters in Alabama during his first term, before Joe Biden reversed that decision and kept it in Colorado. "POTUS was simply restoring his first term decision," the official wrote in a statement.

Sitting inside the lobby of a Phoenix hotel during the Democratic Governors Association retreat this month, Polis would not say whether he had talked privately with the president about Peters. "I would just say any conversations have just been consistent," he told me. When I asked Polis if Peters was a factor in any negotiations over the Space Command, the governor replied, "She committed a crime and she was prosecuted by a Republican D.A. in a Republican county, convicted by a jury of her peers in a very Republican area in our state."

In early November, the president and his aides started searching for information about Dan Rubinstein, the Mesa County district attorney whose office had brought the case against Peters. Jeff Hurd, the Republican who represents the county in Congress, told the president that Rubinstein was a conservative and a principled lawman, two people familiar with their discussion told me.

On November 7, David Warrington, the top lawyer in the White House, sought to speak to Rubinstein, leaving a voicemail I obtained in response to a request for public records. "President Trump asked me to give you a call about a matter," Warrington said. Rubinstein confirmed to me that he spoke with Warrington about Peters but would not divulge any details. A White House spokesperson did not comment on the call.

Days later, the Federal Bureau of Prisons asked state correctional officials to transfer Peters into its custody. The motivation for the request is unknown, but it coincided with an amplified social-media campaign mounted by MAGA influencers to get Peters released, along with claims from her attorneys and allies that she was "witness" to election crimes perpetrated by Democrats. Her lawyers and friends also said she had a worrisome persistent cough.

The Colorado Department of Corrections has not granted the request. Polis told me that Peters does not meet the criteria that would lead to a federal transfer--she's not in danger, he said, and she doesn't present a danger to others: "Neither one seems to be the case with this inmate, so our Department of Corrections has not requested a transfer." Peters's former colleagues have been more vocal. Giving Peters special treatment, they said, would undermine the entire judicial system. "It would imply that accountability for violations of Colorado law can be negotiated or avoided, while those who acted honorably were left to face the consequences alone," the Colorado County Clerks Association wrote in a letter to the governor.

In a separate letter, Rubinstein and Weiser, the attorney general, described the transfer request to Polis as an attempt to bypass the state's judicial system--"all to offer a politically connected inmate the comforts of an easier sentence." At worst, they wrote, moving her to federal custody "could aid the unauthorized or illegal release of a convicted felon."

Sitting behind his desk, near a giant portrait of Lady Justice, Rubinstein told me the federal government's role in his business is limited. "This is a crime of local interest," he said, adding, "We should be able to charge, try, and punish someone who commits crimes against our local people without interference."

From Washington, Trump continued his pressure campaign, posting on his Truth Social that Peters was sitting in prison, "DYING & OLD."

If Peters does not win her appeal, her attorney Peter Ticktin told me, she hopes to serve the remainder of her sentence at a federal women's prison--preferably the Federal Prison Camp in Alderson, West Virginia (where Martha Stewart served five months and learned how to crochet). Ticktin, a longtime friend of Trump, said it's a better fit for the Gold Star mom, who he doesn't think should be living with so many violent criminals. (She has been threatened and attacked, he wrote in a letter this month to Trump and his pardon office.) Plus, he said, she'd be close enough to Washington, D.C., that it would be easy for federal authorities to question her about the alleged election-related crimes she claims to have witnessed in Colorado.

Ticktin insists the transfer idea isn't a backdoor way to win her release. "She's not getting freed if that process takes place," he said. If the U.S. were to take custody of her under false pretenses and then free her, he said, "that would destroy the whole system."

Ticktin, who helped secure pardons for some of the January 6 rioters, said he is in touch with Ed Martin, Trump's pardon attorney. Martin has indicated on social media and Bannon's show that he is working to help Peters. In September, Martin said on his personal X account that Peters had just talked to him from prison. "Tina," he wrote, "we are coming for you, M'am." The Justice Department declined to comment.

Ticktin aggressively sought a presidential pardon for Peters, and he described to me at length a novel legal theory that would allow Trump's decision to apply to state crimes. "I know that this may not seem like something that makes sense, because everybody knows that a president can only pardon for federal crimes," Ticktin told me. "But that's not actually true." He rooted around for a copy of the Constitution and directed me to Article II, Section 2, which says: "The President ... shall have Power to grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offences against the United States, except in Cases of Impeachment." Ticktin argues that at the time that it was written, "United States" referred to the individual states, not to a federal entity as it does today.

"It does not make sense that they intended to give individual states the power to circumvent the President's power to pardon," he wrote in a letter to Trump and the pardon office after we spoke. "The matter of Tina Peters is a perfect example of how the power of the President is being circumvented."

Ticktin told me he thinks his argument "will pass muster before the Supreme Court."

Despite the president's attention and the clamor online within MAGA, there's little uproar over Peters's sentence in Grand Junction, Colorado, where she worked as the county clerk. "I've just sort of stopped paying attention," one woman told me outside of the bagel shop where, police said, Peters resisted arrest. Half a dozen people at a restaurant said they had little sympathy for Peters. Others said they were horrified at the prospect that a jury verdict could be overridden by the federal government. A few Republicans told me they thought that Peters broke the law but that her sentence was excessive. Peters's successor at the clerk's office, Bobbie Gross, a Republican, prefers not to talk about the office's prior occupant. But it's becoming impossible not to. Polis, she said, "is going to pick a path, whatever that might be." Hours after I met with her, Trump had more to say on Truth Social. He called Polis a "SLEAZEBAG" and "lightweight" who let his state "go to hell." The president signed off: "FREE TINA!"

This week, the Justice Department's Civil Rights Division said it opened a civil investigation into conditions at Colorado correctional facilities and residential youth centers. The probe, viewed by some as retribution for Peters's incarceration, will examine among other things whether the state provides adequate medical care and safe and sanitary conditions at its prisons. The DOJ did not respond to a request for comment. Harmeet Dhillon, the division head, noted on X that her office is also investigating prisons in other states. The Justice Department, she wrote, "has a duty to protect all Americans."

Trump's pardon announcement came in a Truth Social post "granting Tina a full Pardon for her attempts to expose Voter Fraud in the Rigged 2020 Presidential Election!" The idea that a president could pardon someone tried and convicted in state court, Weiser said in response to the post, "has no precedent in American law, would be an outrageous departure from what our constitution requires, and will not hold up."

Other legal experts tell me that Trump and Peters's lawyers will have a difficult task convincing the Supreme Court that presidential pardons extend to state crimes. Instead, Peters's best chance of relief lies in Polis or the state's parole board (she is eligible to appear before it in January 2029). The date falls after the presidential election, the lead-up to which will surely bring more of the conspiracy theories and misinformation that led Peters to prison. Election clerks nationwide take pride in the work they have done to ensure their voting systems are safe and secure. They frequently invoke her crimes and conviction as the price to be paid for breaking the law. And the question posed by the county clerks' letter hovers over Peters's case: What message would it send to the thousands of people who diligently carry out the democratic process if someone who continues to undermine it from a prison cell is rewarded by the hand of a president?

Michael Scherer and Sarah Fitzpatrick contributed reporting. 
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Trump's Affordability Weave

The president can't seem to stay focused on the issue that voters care about most.

by John Dickerson

Fri, 12 Dec 2025




During last year's presidential campaign, Donald Trump coined a term for his pinballing speaking style--"the weave." This was on display Tuesday in Pennsylvania, in remarks that included, but were not limited to, the topics of tariffs, U.S. Steel, fracking, wind turbines, electric-vehicle mandates, immigration, crime, gender policies, Obamacare, the Fed, his election victories, rare-earth negotiations, a D.C. terror attack, and "the lips that don't stop" of White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt.

The diffuse pattern is Trump's signature. His fans have always loved it when he lights up all the bumpers; the chaos feels authentic, a rebellion against teleprompter politicians. This was true in Pennsylvania. The problem is, now that the engine of the U.S. economy is smoking, the American people are looking for a technician, not an improv comic. And Trump's sprawling delivery doesn't just distract from his economic message; it embodies the criticism he's trying to rebut--that he isn't focused on the issue that voters care about the most.

The president is hitting a wall of resentment. In a recent Politico poll, nearly half of voters--including 37 percent of Trump's own 2024 coalition--said that the cost of living is the "worst they can ever remember." That perceived reality is dragging his numbers down across the board: Only 31 percent of U.S. adults now approve of how Trump is handling the economy, a new AP/NORC poll found, down from 40 percent in March. It's the lowest economic approval that AP/NORC has registered in either of Trump's two terms. In a recent CBS News/YouGov survey, a majority of respondents said that his policies are driving up food and grocery prices.

Historically, presidents have responded to economic discontent with focus, and a concerted display of that focus. Franklin D. Roosevelt passed 15 major bills in 100 days. Ronald Reagan, in the teeth of double-digit unemployment, pushed for sweeping tax cuts week after week. Bill Clinton built an economic "war room" before he even took office, and his team introduced what has now become a political cliche: focusing "like a laser beam" on the economy. Barack Obama instituted a morning economic briefing that put the issue on par with national security. Each practiced the same principle: If you can't solve the problem fast, at least get caught trying.

Derek Thompson: The affordability curse

Trump is now trying. Kind of. The White House presented Tuesday's event as the kickoff of an "affordability tour" designed to reassure voters ahead of the 2026 midterms. But although the president acknowledged that prices are high, he seemed grumpy about the whole exercise of having to explain himself. "They always have a hoax," he said on Tuesday, referring to Democrats. "The new word is affordability. So they look at the camera, and they say, 'This election is all about affordability.'" The president's most focused message on affordability is that affordability concerns are a hoax. He used that word, or an equivalent, several times on Tuesday, as he has in Oval Office remarks, in a Cabinet meeting, and on social media.

Instead of confronting and sympathizing with voters' concerns, the president seems to think that all he needs to do to override their current pain is reacquaint people with their negative feelings about the economy under Joe Biden. The former president tried his own version of this before he dropped out of the presidential race last year: remind people of what they disapproved of in Trump's first term, and hope they'll recoil afresh. But Trump convinced voters to trust their present feelings over their past concerns.

Tuesday, in Philadelphia, the president focused on the past: "They gave you high prices. They give you the highest inflation in history. And we're giving you--we're bringing those prices down rapidly," he continued. "We're getting inflation. We're crushing it, and you're getting much higher wages."

The data tell a less binary story. Inflation under Biden was high, at 9 percent, but not the 12 to 15 percent of the 1970s and early '80s. When Biden left office, it was 3 percent, about the same as it is now. Trump's own tariff policies are raising prices for consumers, undermining his claim that he is bringing costs down, while also eating away at the increase in wages in his second term. And according to an analysis of data from the Atlanta Fed, wages are growing faster than inflation for a little more than half of the workforce, which is why many people might not feel better off.

The economy hasn't collapsed under Trump's tariff plan, as many predicted. Unemployment remains low, the stock market is strong, and jobs are being created. The problem is that these aggregate gains mask uneven distribution, and many workers really are seeing their purchasing power erode.

Trump is hardly the first president to cherry-pick numbers and accentuate the positive. But his argument is weak because he has to overcome people's lived experience. To win back voters' approval on this issue, he not only has to show that he can turn around an economy--nearly impossible for any president--but also has to reverse the laws of politics that say the bank account and wallet outweigh presidential rhetoric. That is an unavoidable truth, no matter how hard you weave.
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The State That Handed Trump His Biggest Defeat Yet

Indiana Republicans overwhelmingly rejected a redistricting plan backed by the president.

by Russell Berman

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Updated on December 11 at 6:20 p.m. ET 

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. But the president's threats of retribution ultimately failed: This afternoon, the Indiana Senate--including a majority of Republicans--overwhelmingly rejected a new congressional map drawn to give Republicans all nine seats--they currently hold seven--in the state's U.S. House delegation. The vote handed Trump a major loss in his redistricting fight and represented perhaps Republicans' sharpest rebuke of the president in his second term.

Read: The fear taking hold among Indiana Republicans

Heading into today, the outcome was a mystery even to the highest-ranking Republicans in Indiana. Senators whose votes were decisive kept quiet until they cast their votes; they sought 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. Today, he and the rest of the country discovered just how much arm-twisting Indiana Republicans could withstand.

A vote expected to be close turned into something of a rout, as a majority of Republicans in the senate banded together to reject a bill that Trump had aggressively pushed. "You don't change minds by being mean, and they were mean-spirited from the get-go," Senator Jean Leising, a Republican who voted no, told reporters afterward. With the matter settled, she said that she wasn't worried much about threats of retaliation: "I'm sure that the president and the governor will get over it." Another senate Republican who voted no, Eric Bassler, had higher aspirations for the message that Indiana sent today: "I hope that this is the beginning of the country stepping back from the brink."
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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 posts 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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What's Behind the ISIS Attack in Syria

Ahmed al-Sharaa is serious about battling extremists, but his country isn't fully under government control.

by Robert F. Worth

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




Last Saturday, an Islamic State infiltrator ambushed a meeting between American soldiers and their local counterparts in a Syrian desert town. Two members of the Iowa National Guard and a U.S. civilian interpreter were killed in the assault--whose perpetrator may or may not have known that the subject of the meeting was how to counter ISIS.

The incident didn't just illustrate the danger of extremists hiding within Syria's new security forces. It points to a broader problem: Outside of the country's capital, there is still virtually no state in Syria, and the obstacles to building a new one--poverty, social and religious divisions, foreign interference--are so large that the effort could take decades.

Ahmed al-Sharaa, the former al-Qaeda leader who is now Syria's president, had 30,000 soldiers at his command when he toppled the dictatorship of Bashar al-Assad a year ago--a small fraction of what he needed to control all of Syria. Since then, he has been directing a state-building effort that would be daunting even if his country were not destitute and littered with rubble. He must recruit and vet tens of thousands of new security forces into a new government whose leaders once espoused an ISIS-style militancy, but are now committed to overcoming it.

Read: The dispute behind the violence in Syria

The ancient desert town where the Americans were killed, Palmyra, illustrates the limits of the new state's remit. Hours from the capital by way of loosely patrolled roads, Palmyra is a former Roman trading post whose ruins were once among Syria's most celebrated tourism sites. But the town was controlled by ISIS at times during Syria's civil war, and the economy remains moribund. Saturday's attack will not help to lure tourists back. The new government is thinly staffed in Palmyra and still struggles to build relationships with locals. A recent influx of former residents and displaced people has made the town easy for extremists to infiltrate.

Under the circumstances, Sharaa has done a remarkable job of maintaining a semblance of order and rallying international support for his country. He won the enthusiastic support of President Donald Trump, who has repeatedly praised and endorsed him as a "young, attractive guy" with a "real shot at pulling it together." During his visit to Washington, D.C., in November, Sharaa officially joined the U.S.-led coalition against ISIS. Although Trump promised "very serious retaliation" for the killing of the three Americans last week, he did not hint at any retreat from Syria, where the United States now has about 1,000 troops.

Sharaa spent years gradually purging the more extreme elements from his coalition before the fall of the Assad regime. And his government takes the ISIS threat seriously. After the three Americans were killed, a Syrian government spokesperson said that the infiltrator--who was shot and killed after he opened fire--had been suspected of extremist sympathies during an evaluation and was about to be dismissed from the security forces. He appears to have been a longtime member of ISIS who joined the new security forces after the fall of the Assad regime, according to Aaron Zelin, a senior fellow at the Washington Institute who has written extensively on jihadism.

Still, Sharaa's loyalties have long been a subject of intense speculation. Jerome Drevon, an analyst with the International Crisis Group and a co-author of a recent book on Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the militia Sharaa led, told me he is confident that Sharaa and his top advisers now prioritize politics over theology and have fully embraced the idea that they must ally with the United States and other Western countries. But that is not necessarily true of the Sunni factions that still form an important part of their political base.

Graeme Wood: The most effective antidote to ISIS attacks

For Sharaa, the result is a difficult balancing act. He must placate Western supporters who are concerned about the safety of Syria's religious minorities and the danger of Islamist militancy. At the same time, he has to retain the loyalty of the Sunni fighters who brought him to power, and whose most extreme members have been involved in massacring members of Syria's beleaguered religious minorities.

"Now the leaders are favoring political considerations over religious ones," Drevon said. "But your people were originally recruited and trained on religious principles. They were told that it was religiously forbidden to ally with the West, and now the government says the U.S. is our new partner."

Some of Sharaa's former supporters left his movement when he began moving away from a jihadist perspective, and they, along with a number of Islamist ideologues, have condemned him as a traitor. These disappointed radicals will remain an ideological threat to Sharaa's new government whether or not they decide to take up arms or join ISIS.

"There is real fear about this within the leadership," Drevon said, "and they are doing everything they can to contain it."
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'Nobody Knows What to Do About the Future'

Iran is still reeling from the 12-day war, but its politics are locked in stasis.

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




At the end of November, two aging clerics gave speeches in Tehran reflecting on the lessons to be drawn from the summer's Israeli and American strikes on their country. The contrast between the men's visions shows just what sort of pickle Iran now finds itself in.

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei declared total victory. "Without a doubt, the Iranian nation defeated the Americans and the Zionists in the 12-day war," he said triumphantly on November 26. "They failed to achieve any of their goals."

Speaking a day earlier, Hassan Rouhani, a former president and a rival of Khamenei, recommended instead that Iran stop underestimating its adversaries and focus on using diplomacy to deter another war. "Unfortunately, we are still in the state of 'no war, no peace,'" he said before a group of his former cabinet ministers. "There is no feeling of security in the country."

Only one of these clerics appears to have the authority to enforce his vision. Khamenei has been the single most powerful person in Iran, and its head of state, since 1989. Rouhani, by contrast, holds no official position and was barred last year even from running for a seat he has held on a supervisory body since 2000.

But appearances can be deceiving. The war dealt a harsh blow to Khamenei. For decades, the leader has congratulated himself on keeping Iran out of direct conflicts. But the past two years have seen the fall of one Iranian ally in the region, the Assad regime in Syria, and Israel's battering of two others, Hamas and Hezbollah. Then came the June bombardment, which Khamenei spent hiding in a bunker; this cost him the respect of many in the Islamic Republic.

The decline of Khamenei's powers has emboldened Rouhani and others to challenge his stance and offer alternatives. The Iranian establishment consists of multiple factions that disagree, often vehemently, over the path ahead. Many come closer to Rouhani's thinking than to Khamenei's. But so long as Khamenei remains alive and in power, his vision prevails, and the larger mood is one of uncomfortable stasis.

From the October 2025 issue: The neighbor from hell

The months since the 12-day war have been rough going for Iran. In September, the United States and Europe helped bring back United Nations-imposed sanctions that had been lifted in 2015. The country's economy is in free fall. More than 60 percent of working-age Iranians are not employed. Iran remains one of only three countries--the others are North Korea and Myanmar--on the blacklist of the anti-money laundering outfit Financial Action Task Force. Even ratifying two international conventions (seen, for years, as prerequisites for coming off the list) hasn't helped. A U.S. dollar now trades for a whopping 1.25 million Iranian rials, a historical high.

The country's infrastructure is crumbling. Planned and unplanned electricity cuts are now a fact of life. The water crisis is so bad that experts warn of "water bankruptcy." President Masoud Pezeshkian recently said that if Tehran runs out of water, his government might have to evacuate the city and relocate the capital. The repressive apparatus further weakens morale. Hundreds of people have been executed since the war. Several left-wing scholars have been arrested in recent weeks.

Neither Russia nor China has shown any interest in coming to Iran's rescue. Mere days after the war ended, Iran's defense minister attended the Shanghai Cooperation Organization summit in Qingdao, China; some press reports claimed that China agreed to supply Iran with its long-range surface-to-air missiles, known as HQ-9s, and possibly Chengdu J-1o fighters as well. But the Chinese embassy in Tel Aviv denied the news. The Islamic Republic may have warm ties with China, but it would do well to remember that Beijing also does profitable business with Israel and Iran's Arab rivals.

Tehran can expect even less from Russia. Iranian officials, including the country's health minister, have been grumbling for some time about the lack of Russian support in the 12-day war. One official even claimed that the Russians worked with Israel against Iran. Speaking last month, Pezeshkian groused that countries Iran had considered "friends" had abandoned it, leaving Iran to rely on "God and the people" in wartime.

Nonetheless, the regime is doing its best to shore up its relationships and project an image of strength. Ali Larijani, the country's national security adviser, has traveled to Russia, Belarus, and Pakistan, likely in search of military support. The regime has issued new primary- and high-school textbooks, including one, titled We Will Defend Our Iran, that touts Iran's military and technological capabilities. Another, written by a well-known hard-line ideologue, promotes "victory based on faith" and "no fear of the enemy." It shows a Palestinian child who tells her Iranian counterpart: "You are so lucky, Sara, to have security and freedom in your country. I have to always pass Zionist checkpoints." Its cartoons mock Donald Trump and Benjamin Netanyahu.

Read: Anything could happen in Iran

As part of this tough talk, the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), which remains ideologically close to the supreme leader, has gone on blustering about closing off the Strait of Hormuz--the "world's vital oil and gas artery," according to the head of the militia's navy, who in October seemed to threaten to choke off the strait if a war broke out. The Tehran Times, an English-language regime mouthpiece, affirmed Iran's "readiness to deliver a crushing response to any military aggression." Mohammadreza Naqdi, a top IRGC commander, took this rhetoric up a notch, declaring that if he ran a religious-tourism company, he'd start selling tours to Jerusalem, ludicrously implying that Iran and its allies were about to conquer Israel.

But the bravado rings hollow for most Iranians. They have not forgotten that Israel killed many of the IRGC's top figures in the early days of the war, humiliating the militia. Naqdi was reportedly demoted due to suspicions that his office might have been infiltrated by Israeli intelligence. Iranians joke that at any top security gathering in Iran, a few people secretly speak Hebrew. Rouhani cautioned in his speech that Israel now dominates the region and can freely operate in Iranian skies. "It's a dangerous thing when we lie and say we are a great power and our adversaries are weak and miserable," he said.

The summer's conflict has left the establishment braced for the possibility of a new outbreak of hostilities. Iran's military commanders claim that the country would be prepared to launch many more than the 500 missiles it has already fired at Israel, and to include in these barrages long-range ballistic missiles called Sejjils, which it used only sparingly last time. Israeli analysts are aware that Iran would put up a tougher fight a second time around. But Israel retains a significant military edge over Iran and could also step up the damage it inflicts, or go further in trying to destabilize Iran politically or kill more of its leaders. Israel recently killed a top Hezbollah commander in Lebanon, reminding Iran of just how weak its position in the region has become. To underscore the point, Lebanese officials now openly tell Iranian officials to get lost.

As costly as renewed warfare would be for both sides, the greater peril by far would be to Iran, whose failing infrastructure and crisis-ridden economy make it prone to instability even in peacetime. That's one reason the Rouhani faction and others are pushing to revive diplomacy that could avert a conflict and better Iran's lot.

President Trump claims that his administration is already talking with Iran in pursuit of a deal. Some in Iran are hopeful that Saudi Arabia will act as mediator: The kingdom has mended its ties with Tehran, and its de facto leader, Mohammed bin Salman, has said he would like to see an Iranian-American understanding. In recent weeks, the Iranian press has buzzed with rumors that MBS took an Iranian message to Washington to give to Trump.

Listen: What comes next for Iran?

But Khamenei has angrily denied these rumors as "an absolute lie," adding that the United States "did not deserve to be contacted by the Islamic Republic." Earlier in the month, Khamenei said that Iran could "assess" working with the U.S. only if Washington stopped backing Israel and removed its military bases from the Middle East.

These protestations can be taken with some skepticism. The leader struck much the same tone earlier this year, just before Tehran started enthusiastically negotiating with Washington. But the gridlock at the top of the Islamic Republic could make the job of Iran's foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, very difficult--if, for example, he isn't given the power to compromise on key issues, such as Iran's enrichment of uranium on its own soil.

Mostafa Tajzadeh, a former deputy interior minister and current political prisoner, likens Khamenei to a captain who is running his ship aground but refuses to change course. "Vast and deep changes are inevitable, and everybody waits for a transformation," Tajzadeh wrote in a recent article, "but nobody knows how and when changes will occur." Eshaq Jahangiri, vice president under Rouhani, put the point even more plainly in a speech last month: "Nobody knows what to do about the future."
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The Real Reason for the Hong Kong Fire

Don't blame the bamboo scaffolding.

by Timothy McLaughlin

Sat, 13 Dec 2025




The world's deadliest residential fire in more than four decades was still burning up a block of Hong Kong apartment buildings when pundits settled on a culprit: bamboo. Surely, the bamboo scaffolding that had surrounded the Wang Fuk Court towers explained how the flames tore through the complex so quickly. "There can be only one outcome," the Independent declared. "The bamboo has to go." But the disaster, which killed at least 160 people, reflects problems much more profound than the choice of scaffolding.

These problems first took root as China prepared to assume control of Hong Kong from Britain, in 1997. Concerned that the transition would scare off foreign investors, Chinese leaders tried to woo real-estate tycoons and other business elites by giving them key roles overseeing the city's future governance. Beijing then propped up this new ruling class as a bulwark against efforts to further democratize the territory.

The nexus between Hong Kong's government and Big Business gave rise to a real-estate market that served a select few elites rather than most residents. Limited supply and soaring costs precipitated a decades-long housing crisis, consigning roughly 220,000 Hong Kongers to subdivided apartments sometimes called "coffin homes," which can be smaller than a parking space. Meanwhile, the market delivered increasing returns to the city's elite. Of the 16 Hong Kongers listed in the Bloomberg Billionaires Index, seven owe their family fortune to real estate.

Read: Hong Kong is self-destructing

As the housing market generated greater wealth for Hong Kong's tycoons, the construction and real-estate industries achieved growing immunity from regulatory oversight. Government deference, in turn, allowed corruption and corner cutting to proliferate, particularly among contractors involved in renovating the city's limited housing stock.

This dynamic most likely played a key role in last month's fire. As part of a government investigation, Hong Kong authorities allege that the construction company that had been renovating the Wang Fuk Court towers for the past year used unsafe materials. The government's concern centered not on the much-maligned bamboo but on flammable window cladding made of polystyrene foam as well as exterior netting that wasn't fire-retardant. The investigation also revealed evidence that contractors might have deactivated some fire alarms during the renovation work and given false information to officials. (Neither the construction company, which has a history of safety violations, nor a consultancy involved in the renovation process has publicly commented on the investigation.)

But the city's authorities, too, bear responsibility. They seem to have disregarded warning signs about the multimillion-dollar renovation. Jason Poon Chuk-hung, a construction executive turned industry watchdog, told me that a small group of residents emailed city officials twice in September to say they were worried that the safety netting covering the towers posed a fire hazard. Officials ignored their concerns, Poon said.

Then, in mid-October, a large fire erupted in the city's business district, burning for hours and injuring four people. Poon described this as a warning from the gods about the conflagration to come. Just over a month later, a few minutes before 3 p.m. on November 26, flames started rising up Block F of Wang Fuk Court. Soon they spread from building to building, engulfing most of the complex.

As part of a criminal investigation into the fire, police have arrested some 20 people, including construction-firm bosses and fire-equipment contractors. John Lee, Hong Kong's chief executive, has initiated a judge-led review of the towers' renovation process. At the same time, however, authorities have stifled public expressions of discontent and suppressed civic-led solutions, arresting three people for alleged sedition. One of the three is reportedly a university student who circulated a petition calling for the government to ensure housing is provided for displaced residents and to determine the role that regulatory neglect may have played in the fire, among other demands. An online version of the document garnered more than 10,000 signatures; then it vanished.

That wasn't the only evidence that dissent has been silenced. On one university campus, plastic barricades were erected to cover up signs posted on the student union's message board calling for justice for the victims. (The university suspended the union soon after.) In addition, at least two people who gave interviews to foreign media about the fire later indicated on social media that the government had pressured them to stop. Last weekend, authorities summoned international media organizations to an in-person meeting with national-security officials, who issued an apparent threat about spreading "false information and smear campaigns," according to a statement from the Office for Safeguarding National Security. "Don't say that you weren't warned," an official who declined to give his name told the assembled journalists.

Read: Life has gotten surreal in China

Beijing's recent repression echoes its response to past tragedies. In 1989, the public came out to mourn the death of a reformist leader, Hu Yaobang; these gatherings evolved into the Tiananmen Square protest, which China brutally crushed. For Beijing, the episode offered a lesson: Mourning can lead to resistance. Its fear of history repeating may explain the absurd accusation from a Hong Kong spokesperson that recent gatherings of mourners at memorial sites were really the work of "foreign" forces seeking to "maliciously smear" the government's relief efforts. Beijing's national-security office in Hong Kong claimed that bad actors were using the tragedy to revive "protest memories" of the city's 2019 pro-democracy demonstrations and possibly launch "another 'color revolution.'"

On Sunday, as some Hong Kongers were still mourning, the city held a "patriots only" legislative election. Only 32 percent of the city voted, in part because the regime had pre-vetted the candidates, purging older lawmakers from the ballots who had connections to the system that predated Beijing's clampdown of the city in 2020. A new guard of uber-nationalists took their place.

Both the election and the response to the fire suggest that Hong Kong is moving ever closer to Beijing's system of repression, which meets crises not with transparency and reform but with threats and censorship. A more authoritarian order almost certainly won't tackle the deep-seated problems--corporate misconduct, regulatory neglect, and an unaccountable elite--that seem to have contributed to last month's tragedy and that raise the risk of future ones.

Hong Kong's leaders might decide to get rid of bamboo scaffolding. But don't expect that to fix anything.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2025/12/hong-kong-fire-investigation/685204/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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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Australia's Grand Social-Media Experiment

Will the country ever know for sure if banning teens from social media makes their lives better?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




To celebrate the start of a nationwide ban on social media for kids under the age of 16, the Australian government lit the Sydney Harbour Bridge with the slogan Let Them Be Kids.

As of December 10, younger teenagers in Australia can no longer make accounts on popular social-media sites, including Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, Reddit, and Twitch. The minister for communications' rule for the ban defines a social-media site as one that primarily exists to encourage interaction among users and allow them to post their own content. (By this definition, so far, Pinterest, the super-popular chat site Discord, and the online game Roblox, though they have social features, are not included.) Social-media companies are required to make "reasonable" efforts to keep people under 16 off of their apps, and they face hefty financial penalties for noncompliance.

The government's argument for the ban has been clear: Getting kids off of social media will make them healthier and happier. Explaining the law in a June speech, eSafety Commissioner Julie Inman Grant mentioned many of the things parents worry about their kids encountering online--grooming, cyberbullying, graphic violence, sexualized chatbots, deepfake revenge porn. She also spoke to a more general dread about what social media may be doing to young people. Parents, she said, have been rightly concerned about "algorithmic manipulation" and "predatory design features" that "encourage compulsive usage."

Listen: Is this the end of kids on social media?

Australia is the first country to take such sweeping action, but many countries, including the United States, are considering age-gating social media in similar ways. "We know the world will be watching," Prime Minister Anthony Albanese said in a September speech at the United Nations.

That's true. But what will other countries see? The problems that the Australian government is trying to fix are well recognized: Parents and educators worry that social media pulls kids away from schoolwork, outdoor play, sleep, and their friends, while making them more susceptible to various dangers, including anxiety and depression. Less clear, though, is how Australia will know whether the ban works.

Inman Grant's office has appointed a scientific advisory group that will evaluate the effectiveness of the ban over the next two years. It will be led by Jeff Hancock, the head of Stanford's Social Media Lab, but its specific plans for studying the ban have not been released. Susan Sawyer, a professor in the pediatrics department at the University of Melbourne and an adolescent-health researcher at Murdoch Children's Research Institute, is part of the group, and she told me that it will likely be a few months before details will be made public.

Sawyer said that she was glad the government was investing in a robust evaluation of the ban. She also acknowledged that the task may be daunting. "I have very publicly described this as a social experiment," she told me. "Children's current exposure to social media is a social experiment, and the response that the Australian government is taking is a further social experiment."

The challenge is how many variables are at play. Researching the ban's effects will not be as easy as having the teens of the recent past serve as a control group for the teens of the near future. There are not even clear bounds around those groups. Think about the 15-year-olds in Australia right now. Some of them have already spent a lot of time on social media and are now being forced to take a break for a short number of months before their birthday. Some of them weren't on social media before. Some of them will circumvent the ban and stay on social media.

I asked a few researchers not involved with the advisory group how they would start if they were given the task of studying the ban's effects. Everyone I spoke with told me that the first thing they would want to know is whether the ban succeeds at the basic goal of getting kids off of social media. (The eSafety commissioner's office has promised data on this before Christmas.) Social-media companies have been allowed to devise their own age-verification strategies, and X has reportedly entrusted the task to Grok, its, uh, mercurial AI. Kids who are motivated to get around age filters may come up with many clever and technologically savvy ways to do so, or they may just ask their parents for help. Although recent polling indicates that the law is supported by a majority of Australians, fewer than a third of parents said they would fully enforce the ban with their own kids.

The next step would be looking for changes. "Some things you can measure pretty easily in the short term," Jeff Niederdeppe, a communication professor at Cornell specializing in public health, told me. If kids' sleep patterns became different, or if they started spending more time doing the things adults want them to do--going outside, hanging out with friends in person, studying--those would be relatively straightforward to track. Other changes would be harder to measure, he said. Suicides, for insance, are statistically rare, so correlating them with other trends is notoriously difficult. Anxiety, depression, and even school performance will take much longer to study, and it will be harder to tie them directly to the ban even if they do change.

Niederdeppe wondered whether data the government collects will be tied to individuals--whether you'll be able to compare Kid A's well-being at Time 1 and Time 2--or whether they will have to be analyzed at the group level. Ideally, he said, you'd want evidence that the kids who were using social media the most before the ban were the ones who saw the most change in their behavior or health afterward. He was also unsure how researchers might go about comparing Australian teens with some kind of control group, saying that country-to-country comparisons are imperfect. "What's a comparable group to Australia?" he asked.

Candice Odgers, a psychology professor at UC Irvine, also mentioned country-to-country comparisons as a problem. Odgers has studied several of the big questions around kids and social media, and has often challenged the idea that there is a scientific basis for the current level of concern. "Kids in Norway differ from kids in Australia for all kinds of reasons," she told me. "I hope that's not the pathway people go, but I fear it will be."

If the ban were to have the major positive impacts that many hope it will, proving it would take years. Odgers believes there is a risk that people won't wait. She worries that politicians and other adults are going to "declare victory based on anecdotal evidence alone," the way some have with recent phone bans in American schools. Anecdotes still count for something, but both she and Erin O'Connor, an education professor at NYU, also mentioned the need to look for unintended effects of the ban--a boomerang situation where forbidding social media makes it more alluring or causes more conflict and distrust between kids and parents, or a mix of effects, where it helps some groups while harming others, such as LGBTQ teens who may rely on social media for types of connection they lack in their daily life.

Many people might reasonably argue that the dangers of social media are so apparent that it becomes pedantic, even irresponsible, to delay action while waiting for scientists to settle their arguments. Yet the Australian government has presented the case for its ban as evidence-based. The tension is that the scientific evidence of a pervasive public-health problem caused directly by social media is nowhere near as strong as the popular feeling about its obviousness. Those dangers are difficult to evaluate clearly now; it will only be that much more difficult to evaluate how well they're combatted by any one intervention.

When Sawyer, of the eCommissioner's advisory group, explained her understanding of the science around kids' mental health and social media, she said that the effect sizes that most researchers find are "modest," although she cautioned that most data are, by nature, out of date by the time they're published and that the effects could have gotten stronger as the internet has continued to evolve in bizarre ways. Still, she added, she would not say that there is evidence that social media has caused a public-health crisis, and she would not guess that the ban could actually fix it. "I would not be suggesting that any ban on social media is going to be a silver bullet," she said. "It's potentially part of a solution, but only part."
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The Roomba Was a Disappointment

The best-known manufacturer of autonomous vacuums declared bankruptcy this week, and no one should be surprised.

by Ian Bogost

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




The home-vacuum robot began, like most things, with war. In August 1990, the same month and year Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, three MIT roboticists incorporated the company that would eventually become iRobot, the maker of the Roomba.

In its first decade, iRobot began to assemble a small-droid A-team for the theater of combat. The Ariel defused mines; the PackBot handled bomb disposal. (Later they would be joined by the Warrior, which breached obstacles; the camera-encrusted SUGV, which handled recon; and the palm-size FirstLook, which could be thrown through a window to investigate hazardous materials.) These machines weren't weapons, but they facilitated weaponry's consequences. At the turn of the millennium, iRobots might be seen on cable news kicking up Iraqi dust, investigating suspicious domestic packages, and probing the ruins of the World Trade Center.

From their armature, iRobot built Roomba in 2002--a domesticated robot that surveilled, detected, and removed materials from wood floors and carpets. Roomba created the U.S. market for home vacuum robots, and home robotics in general, insofar as a general home robotics was ever realized. Eventually, things went south. Competitors took over. A 2022 acquisition by Amazon failed on antitrust grounds, and this week iRobot filed for bankruptcy. Roombas will continue to meander across wool and laminate, but under the control of iRobot's Chinese manufacturing partner.

Roombas never really worked, not well. They got stuck on the lips of rugs. They tumbled down stairs their sensors failed to see. Cluttered spaces--which is to say, homes and apartments--caused Roombas to struggle. They tripped over electrical cords, they failed to clean in corners, and they failed to pick up debris beyond fine dust. Because of all this, Roomba owners sometimes felt the need to tidy up in advance of robotic cleanings, or to add a round of human cleaning afterward. The high-tech vacuum could seem like a wayward pet.

The Roomba also shared some DNA with its military forebears. The device builds an internal map of the home it struggles to clean, and iRobot disclosed that these ghost maps could be shared with partners. In 2022, images leaked from Roomba test units outfitted with cameras, which showed real people in their homes, including one woman on the toilet. Depending on the whims of its new owner, the innocuous robot could become a spy. Some worry that Roombas will become a swarm of covert, foreign operatives.

Roomba's affliction inverts the hopeful spirit that it and other robots of the early aughts once held. In 2001, Segway promised to reinvent cities with its electrified stand-up scooters. Sony's AIBO, an expensive robot dog, was meant to offer both companionship and entertainment. LEGO Mindstorms promised to teach kids to program robots. But most such products either failed or drifted into unexpected niches. (The Segway lingers as a vehicle for sightseers and mall cops.) New ones have appeared--the costly Roomba-style lawn mowers I now see in my neighborhood, for example, or preposterous humanoid AI butlers such as the 1X Neo and the as-yet unreleased Tesla Optimus, which cost as much as a small car. By any reasonable standard, the dream of everyday robotics has largely failed.

Read: A pocket guide to the robot revolution

Why? Because software was easier. After 2004 or so, when the economy had recovered from the dot-com crash, consumer growth and corporate profit came from scaling low-cost, data-driven software services: Google, Facebook, LinkedIn, Salesforce, YouTube, Skype, even WordPress and Blackboard. Innovation in machinery was redirected toward personal-media and communication devices. Once the smartphone was invented, it produced another surge of data-driven software products.

For most consumers, robots also promised (and delivered) far less utility or joy than, say, a social network, which was much simpler to build and run. But the robots still had value in the contexts that begat them: warfare and espionage. iRobot continued selling military products, and spun off that business in 2016. Sony discontinued its original entertainment robots, and repurposed their technologies for other consumer products. Industry found applications, too: Larger-scale robots became commonplace in factories and warehouses, where the environments are standardized and automated labor can be overseen. And iPad-on-a-stick telepresence robots became popular in hospitals, where eventually they helped deliver last rites to COVID-19 patients in quarantine.

The humble Roomba is important as a symbol of everyday robotics' promise and its failure. Whether in The Jetsons or Star Wars, the idea that cute, autonomous devices could live inside your home has persisted. It is time to abandon that dream for good. Robots are for battle, and robots are for spying, and robots are for places where humans will not or cannot be. They are not your friends, and they will never clean your floors.
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The View From Inside the AI Bubble

Secret parties, lavish buffets, and talks of annihilation at one of the largest AI-research conferences

by Alex Reisner

Sun, 14 Dec 2025




In a small room in San Diego last week, a man in a black leather jacket explained to me how to save the world from destruction by AI. Max Tegmark, a notable figure in the AI-safety movement, believes that "artificial general intelligence," or AGI, could precipitate the end of human life. I was in town for NeurIPS, one of the largest AI-research conferences, and Tegmark had invited me, along with five other journalists, to a briefing on an AI-safety index that he would release the next day. No company scored better than a C+.

The threat of technological superintelligence is the stuff of science fiction, yet it has become a topic of serious discussion in the past few years. Despite the lack of clear definition--even OpenAI's CEO, Sam Altman, has called AGI a "weakly defined term"--the idea that powerful AI contains an inherent threat to humanity has gained acceptance among respected cultural critics.

Granted, generative AI is a powerful technology that has already had a massive impact on our work and culture. But superintelligence has become one of several questionable narratives promoted by the AI industry, along with the ideas that AI learns like a human, that it has "emergent" capabilities, that "reasoning models" are actually reasoning, and that the technology will eventually improve itself.

I traveled to NeurIPS, held at the waterfront fortress that is the San Diego Convention Center, partly to understand how seriously these narratives are taken within the AI industry. Do AGI aspirations guide research and product development? When I asked Tegmark about this, he told me that the major AI companies were sincerely trying to build AGI, but his reasoning was unconvincing. "I know their founders," he said. "And they've said so publicly."

Parallel to the growth of fear and excitement about AI in the past decade, NeurIPS attendance has exploded, increasing from approximately 3,850 conference-goers in 2015 to 24,500 this year, according to organizers. The conference center's three main rooms each have the square footage of multiple blimp hangars. Speakers addressed audiences of thousands. "I do feel we're on a quest, and a quest should be for the holy grail," Rich Sutton, the legendary computer scientist, proclaimed in a talk about superintelligence.

The conference's corporate sponsors had booths to promote their accomplishments and impress attendees with their R&D visions. There were companies you've heard of, such as Google, Meta, Apple, Amazon, Microsoft, ByteDance, and Tesla, and ones you probably haven't, such as Runpod, Poolside, and Ollama. One company, Lambda, was advertising itself as the "Superintelligence Cloud." A few of the big dogs were conspicuously absent from the exhibitor hall, namely OpenAI, Anthropic, and xAI. The consensus among the researchers I spoke with is that the cachet of these companies is already so great that setting up a booth would be pointless.

The conference is a primary battleground in AI's talent war. Much of the recruiting effort happens outside the conference center itself, at semisecret, invitation-only events in downtown San Diego. These events captured the ever-growing opulence of the industry. In a lounge hosted by the Laude Institute, an AI-development support group, a grad student told me about starting salaries at various AI companies of "a million, a million five," of which a large portion was equity. The lounge was designed in the style of a VIP lounge at a music festival. It was, in fact, located at the top of the Hard Rock Hotel.

The place to be, if you could get in, was the party hosted by Cohere, a Canadian company that builds large language models. (Cohere is being sued for copyright and trademark infringement by a group of news publishers, including The Atlantic.) The party was held on the USS Midway, an aircraft carrier used in Operation Desert Storm, which is now docked in the San Diego harbor. The purpose, according to the event's sign-up page, was "to celebrate AI's potential to connect our world."

With the help of a researcher friend, I secured an invite to a mixer hosted by the Mohamed bin Zayed University of Artificial Intelligence, the world's first AI-focused university, named for the current UAE president. Earlier this year, MBZUAI established the Institute for Foundation Models, a research group in Silicon Valley. The event, held at a steak house, had an open buffet with oysters, king prawns, ceviche, and other treats. Upstairs, Meta was hosting its own mixer. According to rumor, some of the researchers downstairs were Meta employees hoping to be poached by the Institute for Foundation Models, which supposedly offered more enticing compensation packages.

Of 5,630 papers presented in the poster sessions at NeurIPS, only two mention AGI in their title. An informal survey of 115 researchers at the conference suggested that more than a quarter didn't even know what AGI stands for. At the same time, the idea of AGI, and its accompanying prestige, seemed at least partly responsible for the buffet. The amenities I encountered certainly weren't paid for by chatbot profits. OpenAI, for instance, reportedly expects its massive losses to continue until 2030. How much longer can the industry keep the ceviche coming? And what will happen to the economy, which many believe is propped up by the AI industry, when it stops?

In one of the keynote speeches, the sociologist and writer Zeynep Tufekci warned researchers that the idea of superintelligence was preventing them from understanding the technology they were building. The talk, titled "Are We Having the Wrong Nightmares About AI?," mentioned several dangers posed by AI chatbots, including widespread addiction to chatbots and the undermining of methods for establishing truth. After Tufekci gave her talk, the first audience member to ask a question appeared annoyed. "Have you been following recent research?" the man asked. "Because that's the exact problems we're trying to fix. So we know of these concerns." Tufekci responded, "I don't really see these discussions. I keep seeing people discuss mass unemployment versus human extinction."

It struck me that both might be correct: that many AI developers are thinking about the technology's most tangible problems while public conversations about AI--including those among the most prominent developers themselves--are dominated by imagined ones. Even the conference's name contained a contradiction: The name "NeurIPS" is short for "Neural Information Processing Systems," but artificial neural networks were conceived in the 1940s by a logician-and-neurophysiologist duo who wildly underestimated the complexity of biological neurons and overstated their similarity to a digital computer. Regardless, a central feature of AI's culture is an obsession with the idea that a computer is a mind. Anthropic and OpenAI have published reports with language about chatbots being, respectively, "unfaithful" and "dishonest." In the AI discourse, science fiction often defeats science.

On the roof of the Hard Rock Hotel, I attended an interview with Yoshua Bengio, one of the three "godfathers" of AI. Bengio, a co-inventor of an algorithm that makes ChatGPT possible, recently started a nonprofit called LawZero to encourage the development of AI that is "safe by design." He took the nonprofit's name from a law featured in several Isaac Asimov stories that states that a robot should not allow humans to be harmed. Bengio was concerned that, in a possible dystopian future, AIs might deceive their creators and that "those who will have very powerful AIs could misuse it for political advantage, in terms of influencing public opinion."

I looked around to see if anyone else was troubled by the disconnect. Bengio did not mention how fake videos are already affecting public discourse. Neither did he meaningfully address the burgeoning chatbot mental-health crisis, or the pillaging of the arts and humanities. The catastrophic harms, in his view, are "three to 10 or 20 years" away. We still have time "to figure it out, technically."

Bengio has written elsewhere about the more immediate dangers of AI. But the technical and speculative focus of his remarks captures the sentiment among technologists who now dominate the public conversation about our future. Ostensibly, they are trying to save us, but who actually benefits from their predictions? As I spoke with 25-year-olds entertaining seven-figure job offers and watched the industry's millionaire luminaries debate the dangers of superintelligence, the answer seemed clear.
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I Watched 12 Hours of Nick Fuentes

The white-supremacist influencer is laying the groundwork to go even bigger.

by Ali Breland

Sat, 13 Dec 2025




Before each episode of America First With Nicholas J. Fuentes begins, a surreal mix of images and video clips runs, like a screen saver, for an unpredictable and seemingly eternal amount of time. Gentle plains of swaying grass, trickling streams, and the show's logo flash across the screen. EDM kicks in. Psychedelic depictions of Christian imagery, including Jesus's crucifixion, come and go. So do snippets of Fuentes talking about, among other things, borders, drag queens, and his faith. "We want this century to be the most Christian century in the history of planet Earth," he says.



I've become intimately familiar with these clips. Recently, I spent five days as a regular Fuentes viewer. Across five episodes of the nightly broadcast, I watched the 27-year-old white-supremacist influencer speak into a microphone for just shy of 12 hours total. The show is scheduled to air live on Rumble at 9 p.m. central time, but it rarely begins on time. Throughout the week, the opening scenes played for at least two hours every night, bouncing from clip to clip at random, before Fuentes finally got started. I watched episodes the next morning, and the first time I tuned in, I endured the intro sequence for 30 minutes before fast-forwarding.
 
 Since Fuentes appeared on Tucker Carlson's podcast at the end of October, Republican leaders have started to ask themselves just how much sway he has over the party. Fuentes has built an army of fans, who call themselves "Groypers," and his style of bigoted trolling has become the lingua franca of the young, ascendant right. Each episode I watched garnered at least 1 million views on Rumble. Fuentes has attracted attention for years, but as he's quick to remind his audience, he's operated from the fringes, pounding on the doors of mainstream conservatism and meeting fierce condemnation. Now Fuentes has momentum--and based on what I saw, he's laying the groundwork to go even bigger.

Read: The Nick Fuentes spiral

Fuentes's show is at the core of his political project. He first began livestreaming in 2017, when he was a freshman at Boston University, and basically hasn't stopped since. (During the week I tuned in, Fuentes marked his 1,600th episode.) Each episode tends to unfurl in roughly the same way: Fuentes, wearing a suit and tie, sits behind a desk and spends an hour to 90 minutes monologuing about the news of the day. In the first episode I watched, Fuentes began with a riff on how President Donald Trump had recently declined to criticize Carlson's decision to have Fuentes on his podcast. Within about 30 minutes, Fuentes had flipped to his favorite topic. Jews in America, he said, "are principally concerned, first and foremost, with the interest and the well-being and the welfare of their own community--of global Jewry." He criticized prominent Jews, including the conservative-media figure Mark Levin and the right-wing megadonor Miriam Adelson.



Fuentes has said all kinds of terrible things over the years. On an episode of his show in March, he summarized his politics as "Jews are running society, women need to shut the fuck up, Blacks need to be imprisoned for the most part, and we would live in paradise. It's that simple." But I noticed that, perhaps in a bid to not scare away the new viewers he's attracted in recent months, he used slurs sparingly in the episodes I watched, and mostly avoided talking about non-Jewish minorities. He also went out of his way to claim that he's "not a cruel guy."

Read: America's next top racist

Fuentes couldn't completely help himself, however. "I make fun of Muslims all the time," he said in one episode. "I call them 'towelheads.' I say they rotate around a cube. I make fun of them, but I don't hate them." He added that he did think that Muslims should be remigrated, referencing the far-right desire to deport naturalized citizens whom they see as not having properly assimilated.



Each episode, after finishing his monologue, Fuentes begins a second segment: a mailbag-esque "super chat" during which, for a minimum fee of $20, his fans can ask him questions. Fuentes's financial situation is opaque, but he seems to bring in a significant amount of money from listener questions. I saw him receive sums as large as $1,000 from a single donor, identified only by the username Zion_Don, who donated on four of the five nights I watched. In one episode, Fuentes accidentally shared his screen with the audience, revealing that he had made at least $5,192 in the span of a few hours.



The chat is just one of his several revenue streams. Fuentes repeatedly encouraged his audience to buy merch, including a $40 T-shirt that displays his face on the back and WANGHAF on the front. "That stands for 'White-ass nigga going hard as fuck,' because that's what we are," Fuentes said with a grin. For $100 a month, his fans can also access a Telegram group with Fuentes in it.



None of this was a dramatic departure for Fuentes. At its core, America First With Nicholas J. Fuentes is very much the same show, with the same racist ideology, that has been amassing followers for Fuentes for years. But he is also clearly in a mode of building, refining. Seemingly intent on making the most of his new visibility, Fuentes spent much of the time that I watched him tripling down on his foremost message of disdain for Jewish people and soliciting the financial capital to do even more with his show.



After I finished the episodes, I reached out to the man who had just been hawking racist street wear at me for a week. Fuentes didn't provide me with specifics of how much he makes from his livestream, and he denied that he'd changed his tune since going on Carlson's podcast. "Haha oh so you watch the show finally and now you think i'm moderating???" he texted me. "That's craaaaazy." I asked him about his comments on Muslim remigration. "I dont see how that is hateful at all, genuinely," he said. "These are complete foreigners who are intensely clannish, and basically were accepted into the country as an act of charity."



Regardless of how much Fuentes wants to convince people that he's fundamentally a nice guy, in all of the time I spent watching him, I came to understand the extent to which he has perfected a unique (and paradoxical) skill: He builds loyalty among his audience by attacking everyone. He targets not just minorities but also his biggest benefactors. Over the course of the episodes I watched, he denigrated Trump and his followers, accusing the MAGA movement of putting "Israel first." Fuentes went after Carlson too, attacking him for his hypocrisy in encouraging young people to go to trade school even though Carlson's own son works for Vice President J. D. Vance.



Fuentes doesn't spare his fans. Often, when people paid him to answer a question, he would ruthlessly dunk on them. He called his fans "idiots" and "faggots." In one episode, Fuentes laid into a father seeking recommendations for sufficiently anti-Semitic children's shows. "Dude, like, isn't that your job as a parent?" Fuentes said. "I'm astounded at the question." Even when Fuentes is making fun of his own audience, his charisma makes it seem almost impossible that you specifically are the butt of the joke. He's laughing with you at them.



Fuentes has been remarkably consistent about his aims and clear about what he wants his fans to do. As early as 2019, Fuentes spoke to his followers about infiltrating the right by blending in with the rest of the GOP. Fuentes and the Groypers are much more powerful than they were six years ago, but he seems to understand that he can't overplay his hand. During the episodes I watched, he continued to speak about subterfuge: He encouraged a fan who claimed to have a prestigious legal internship to "lie about your beliefs." He articulated this theory in full during one of the clips used in his intro: "It all means nothing if we don't get our people in office, if we don't get our people in government. That's why I tell Groypers, 'Don't let them put your name on a list. Hide. Conceal your views,'" Fuentes explained. "Your job is to get into the Ivy League; your job is to get into these offices and do what you need to do, say what you need to say. Hold it close to the chest."



Night after night, I watched Fuentes lay out his strategy for maintaining his momentum. "We have to start to build an institution," he said during one episode. "It can't just be about me and my personality and me carrying the show." He said that he would bring back the America First Foundation, a nonprofit he founded in 2020 to raise money for the America First Political Action Conference, his far-right version of the Conservative Political Action Conference (both AFF and AFPAC appear to have been defunct since 2022). Fuentes also mentioned hiring people to work on "a number of new projects," including a midterm-election guide for his supporters. Fuentes has already infiltrated the right. Now he's trying to make his movement a permanent fixture of it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/12/nick-fuentes-livestream/685247/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Sam Altman Got What He Wanted

For now

by Matteo Wong

Fri, 12 Dec 2025




OpenAI turned 10 yesterday, and President Donald Trump incidentally gave the company a very special birthday gift: a sweeping executive order aiming to dismantle and preempt many state-level regulations of artificial intelligence. "There's only going to be one winner here, and it's probably going to be the U.S. or China," Trump said in a press conference announcing the order. And for the United States to win, "we have to be unified. China is unified."



Almost all of the AI industry's biggest players have been pushing for this move. OpenAI has been asking all year for the Trump administration to preempt state-level AI regulations, which the company believes would be burdensome in various ways; Microsoft, Google, Meta, Nvidia, and the major venture-capital firm Andreessen Horowitz have made similar requests. These firms and Trump have the same argument: Having to comply with dozens or hundreds of state regulations would be onerous, slowing the pace of AI development and putting China at an advantage. (OpenAI, which has a business partnership with The Atlantic, did not respond to a request for comment.)



Yesterday's executive order instructs a set of federal agencies to identify state AI regulations that could be deemed cumbersome and then take action against those policies, such as through litigation or conditioning federal funding on not enacting or enforcing the policies. The order also takes aim at state laws that "embed ideological bias within models," part of both Trump's and Silicon Valley's siege on equity and antidiscrimination initiatives. Many civil-society groups and elected Democrats have already come out against the order, calling it, for instance, a "terrible idea" that will allow AI firms and products to run amok.



Trump's order will surely meet legal resistance from tech-regulation advocates, states, and federal lawmakers, who may argue that it bypasses state laws and usurps congressional authority. Nevertheless, it is a culmination of a trend that has been clear since Trump's inauguration, when the leaders of Google, Meta, Apple, Amazon, and Tesla stood on the dais just behind him. This administration and Silicon Valley are broadly aligned in their technological accelerationism.

Read: Billions of people in the palm of Trump's hand

There are bountiful examples. The day after Trump was sworn in, he hosted OpenAI CEO Sam Altman at the White House and announced Stargate, a $500 billion AI-infrastructure venture. Elon Musk, of course, spearheaded the White House's early attempts to remake the federal government through the Department of Government Efficiency. Trump has heaped praise on Altman, Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang, Apple CEO Tim Cook, and others. And the Trump administration's AI Action Plan, released this summer, made clear the president's intention to essentially grant the chatbot industry's every wish.



There is not perfect harmony between Trump's coalition and Silicon Valley. Throughout the second Trump administration, there have been disagreements over skilled immigration, which many MAGA supporters resist and tech CEOs support. One of OpenAI's major competitors, Anthropic, has vocally opposed attempts to undermine state AI regulations, as have some Senate Republicans. (Dario Amodei, Anthropic's CEO, also likened Trump to a "feudal warlord" in a preelection Facebook post endorsing Kamala Harris.) But these arguments haven't been a real obstacle to the Trump-AI accord. The president has recently said that allowing skilled immigrants to train U.S. workers in high-tech factories "is MAGA," much of the AI industry has labored to prove that its chatbots are not "woke," and major tech firms are among the donors for Trump's White House ballroom.

Read: Donald Trump is fairy-godmothering AI

Of course, Trump is mercurial, his views influenced by whomever he's happened to meet with most recently. Also this week, the Trump administration lifted export controls banning the sale of one of Nvidia's most advanced AI chips to China. This has been a subject of heated debate among tech executives, even hawkish ones: OpenAI, Anthropic, and other AI firms have argued against selling advanced American AI chips to China, as a way to maintain the nation's technological edge. Nvidia, which stands to profit handsomely from the rule change, has argued that making Chinese firms dependent on American technology is the best way to establish dominance. And as Nvidia caught Trump's ear on this issue over the past several months, Altman has softened his position, saying that export controls may not provide an effective form of leverage over China's AI industry after all.



Meanwhile, there is an emerging populist sentiment against AI--for the threat it poses to some users (through chatbot-associated delusions, for instance, or through AI-generated child porn), as well as for spiking electricity prices due to data-center development. Despite the AI industry's push to build a huge number of data centers, and repeated requests to deregulate that construction, Trump's executive order notably includes a carve-out for state laws regarding "data center infrastructure"--which means that the federal government "would not force communities to host data centers they don't want," as the White House AI adviser David Sacks explained on X. Many people have started to ask reasonable questions about the circular AI economy, which has yet to produce profits for companies such as OpenAI. Trump, meanwhile, is in his last term, and the MAGA coalition is arguably fracturing. The preemption itself may not even be all that popular among MAGA Republicans, many of whom have previously been highly critical of such a policy. And executive orders are famously impermanent. Perhaps the AI industry's best bet is to secure everything available while it can.
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'Six-Seven' Is Six Feet Under

Grown-ups killed it.

by Ian Bogost

Fri, 12 Dec 2025




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


It goes like this: When six and seven appear together in print, or in speech, or on television, or in a YouTube video, or even just when you write them down on loose-leaf paper, that's "six-seven." "Six-seven!" you say, you probably being a middle-school-age child. Such is the youth phenomenon known by this name. Now you know, but chances are you already did, especially if a preteen has lived in your house anytime since this spring.

Six-seven-ing seems to have peaked around Halloween, and now, as the holidays descend, its days are numbered. My own 11-year-old never liked it (a culture of contrarianism pervades the Bogost residence), but now she actively scorns it. "The memes will reset on New Year's Day," she recently announced. I hear the same from other parents of kids her age. Worse, parents are now saying "six-seven" (as are sports leagues and fast-food chains), which is of course fatal for anything that kids find cool. But six-seven might have been doomed by design. It just wasn't built to last, not as a staple of kid-dom anyway.

People have referred to six-seven as a meme, but that's not a helpful way to understand it. Yes, the tic spread widely, starting in March, thanks to a few popular online videos, but what doesn't spread online these days? Better: Take six-seven as an example of "childlore," a name for folk culture that arises or spreads among children. Jump-rope rhymes such as "Mary Mack" are childlore, as is doggerel slander such as "Fatty Fatty Two-by-Four." So is the concept of cooties, a fictional disease caught when someone gross touches you. Likewise the "cool S" doodle, that squared-off figure that looks like a vertical, pointy-ended infinity symbol; paper fortune tellers (a.k.a. cootie catchers); the soothsaying paper-and-pencil game MASH; playground rituals ("No take-backs!"); and received superstitions ("Step on a crack, break your mother's back").

Read: Rage bait is a brilliant word of the year

Childlore thrives when two conditions are met. One is a murkiness of origins. Nobody knows who first folded a cootie catcher or drew a "cool S." Some childlore feels like it has always existed, stretching back into eternity and reproducing itself as legend. Other trends arrive as if air-dropped by aliens. This doesn't bother kids, because everything is new for them. Learning an arbitrary playground ritual or a chant for the numbers between five and eight is not much different from discovering that red pandas exist, or how to plot points on coordinate planes, or that Goldfish crackers also come in pretzel flavor. The 10-or-so-year-olds who latched on to six-seven did so just because it wormed through their ears into their brain and then departed out of their mouth.

But obsessional online culture has sought to answer questions of origin rather than waving them off. Anything can be researched and explained today, whether as historical fact or invented conspiracy. Doing so misses the point. Six-seven supposedly originated in a Skrilla song, but knowing that fact offers no further understanding. To trace a children's phenomenon to its explanation also ruins it. Who cares where it came from? For kids, the point is that it is here, and it is theirs.

The second condition is a network. Adults may construe a child's life as unencumbered, but kids actually have very little control over what happens to them. They thrive or wither at the whims of teachers, parents, and other adults who control their hours and days. Within those constraints, childlore offers kids an opportunity to develop and control a local culture. Another kid teaches you the jump-rope rhyme. You watch one draw a doodle and then do it yourself. Six-seven started this way, and then it circulated through the tender, sticky hands of children.

Alas, what started in their network soon became a social currency for adults online. Gen Xers and Millennials--the parents of today's middle schoolers--couldn't leave six-seven be; they're accustomed to burning through such memes like their parents or grandparents did cigarettes, as if culture writ large can withstand habitual abuse. Social-media-influencer culture also latched on to the phrase for its own attentional ends, as did brands, the indefatigable scavengers. These forces stole six-seven from the kids who had nurtured it.

But six-seven's fragility is just as much a product of its structure. The numbers have no meaning of their own. Six-seven is just a lasso looped by fate around two adjacent integers on the number line. It hides no secret payload of violence, sex, sacrilege, or anything whatsoever. This emptiness surely helped six-seven's rise. Hearing it might irritate parents or teachers, but that irritation has no cause and therefore merits no reproach. What are you going to say--Stop naming whole numbers? (Some schools have said just that.)

Some successful forms of childlore--like bubble-shaped handwriting, or the way to fold a notebook page into a note for passage to a friend--were more resilient because they were material, and bounded by circumstance. They had to be inscribed onto or made from paper, for example, or to arise in particular social contexts. Six-seven just floats loose. It can be uttered for any reason or for no reason. My older daughter, who is in her early 20s, admitted that she recently found herself saying "six-seven" involuntarily upon hearing a co-worker refer to "six or seven" of something. Like one must say "cow" upon seeing a cow along a roadside, prior knowledge of six-seven demands releasing its utterance when numerically provoked. "I didn't put my heart into it," my older daughter said. "But what's important is: It wasn't a choice. It just came out of my mouth." Six-seven was so universal by nature that it was bound to spread into the world of adults, which suffocated it.

Teachers, parents, and even some kids are pleased to welcome six-seven's end. "No one really says it anymore," a friend's 9-year-old reports; my own kid longs for this report to be true. Others are more circumspect. It's not dead but "slowly dying," according to another friend's preteen daughter. "No offense, Mom, but parents don't understand," she added. Instead, both kids explained, their peers have started saying "41"--a competing meme that carries six-seven's ghost (six times seven, plus six, minus seven)--as if to mourn it. Six-seven's end brings relief, but also sorrow: Childlore, a staple of boy- and girlhood for centuries, has become tenuous and fragile. Being a kid is hard, and it isn't getting any easier. Even the silly trappings of youth now feel as fleeting as everything else.
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I Am <em>Time</em> Magazine's Person of the Year

So are you. Congrats!

by Charlie Warzel

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




It's rude to boast, but here in 2025, you've got to take the wins where you can get them. This morning, Time magazine announced its Person of the Year, and it's me. It's you too.

If you want to get all technical about it, Time's Person of the Year is actually not a person at all but a collection of people: the architects of AI. One of the two covers Time released is a re-creation of the "Lunch Atop a Skyscraper" photograph from 1932, which depicted blue-collar ironworkers suspended hundreds of feet in the air during the construction of 30 Rockefeller Plaza. In its image, Time replaces these laborers with tech personalities such as Mark Zuckerberg, Elon Musk, Sam Altman, and Jensen Huang. That editorial decision alone is, shall we say, a rich text.



Perhaps you are wondering: Where do you, Charlie, fit in? And what of myself? I'm glad you asked. Odds are, you have not personally developed a large language model at a large technology company. (If you have, my Signal handle is @cwarzel.92, and I would like to talk.) And yet, the odds are also decent that morsels from your life have been used to train chatbots.



For the past two years, my colleague Alex Reisner has investigated precisely how tech companies use massive data sets to train their LLMs. He has repeatedly found that so-called architects of AI have relied heavily on enormous databases of copyrighted work to create chatbots and other programs, and has also found that this work is generally taken without the consent or awareness of its creators: musicians, filmmakers, YouTubers, podcasters, illustrators, writers--anyone who has ever posted online, or had anything about them posted by someone else, really. Relatively early in the generative-AI boom, Reisner uncovered that AI companies had used Books3, a data set of nearly 200,000 books, and since then, he's revealed much more: a far larger pirated-book collection, as well as a data set of writing from movies and TV shows, plus millions of hoovered-up YouTube videos. Much of the information that's crawl-able on webpages indexed by Google has been siphoned by these companies. And God only knows what kinds of data the social platforms are using to train their systems. Well, God and Mark Zuckerberg, anyway.



That generative-AI models are trained on the creative (and even mundane) output of much of humankind is extremely consequential--plenty of tech companies have been sued for their training practices, and it remains an open question whether they will be able to continue in this way, though notably Time's Person of the Year story does not use the word copyright a single time. (The Atlantic is involved in at least one such lawsuit, against the AI firm Cohere.)



But there's an existential quality to the debate over AI and copyright that goes well beyond legal liability. In a little over three years, generative AI has already reshaped culture, the internet, and the economy. One study from April suggested that Google's AI Overviews feature has, in addition to annoying some users, reduced traffic to outside websites by more than 34 percent. Corporate leaders of organizations such as The Atlantic have struck queasy-feeling partnership deals with OpenAI, in what looks quite obviously to many observers like a hostage situation. No matter the industry, the proposition is similar: Tools trained on people's work, in many cases without compensation or permission, threaten to undermine, replace, or make irrelevant many occupations.



The fights over training, copyright, attribution, money, ethics, and what it means to make art in an automated future are just beginning. For many of us this is an unfair and difficult-to-win fight. The very least we can do is take a page from the "techno-optimist" playbook and pilfer something that isn't ours to take. So congratulations on being Time's Person of the Year in 2025! If you count 2006's Person of the Year selection ("You"), that means you've got two under your belt--and hey, that's not nothing.
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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 reinforce 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 catch-up. 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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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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Trump's Pressure on Ukraine

Panelists joined to discuss the administration's shifting international priorities, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 13 Dec 2025




Donald Trump continues to put pressure on Ukraine to accept his administration's peace proposal, despite how the plan favors Russia. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss what this may suggest about the administration's shifting international priorities, and more.

If the Ukrainians were to stop fighting today, "they don't have any kind of security guarantee," Anne Applebaum, a staff writer at The Atlantic, explained last night. Without that, "their country is unviable--because who will want to live there or invest there if they know that the war is going to start, you know, next year or next month or in six months?" Ukraine needs a reason to believe that the war with Russia is "really, really over," she argued.

"The only way you achieve that is to put pressure not on Ukraine, but on Russia," Applebaum said. "It's almost as if the Trump administration doesn't want to admit, or can't understand, that the war only ends when the pressure is put on Russia." This is "the most obvious solution to the problem, and it's the one they just won't take," she noted.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Anne Applebaum, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; Amna Nawaz, a co-anchor at PBS News Hour; and Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Measles' Most Deceptive Trait

Most cases are mild, obscuring the disease's worst outcomes.

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 18 Dec 2025




In the early 1960s, American childhood was not what it is today. Many children spent hours playing unsupervised in the streets; they rode around in cars without seat belts, then came home to frozen dinners, served in front of TVs blaring cigarette ads. And at some point, they'd almost certainly get measles.



The illness--caused by a virus that is estimated to infect roughly 90 percent of the unimmunized people it comes into contact with--is widely considered one of the fastest-spreading diseases to ever plague humankind. Before the debut of the first measles vaccine, virtually every child in the country could expect to contract it by the time they finished middle school, making it an experience nearly as universal as entering a classroom, skinning a knee, or enduring puberty. "It was sort of a rite of passage," Kathryn Edwards, a pediatrician and vaccine expert who retired from Vanderbilt University Medical Center in 2022, told me. Edwards, 77, is one of many people born before the first measles vaccine was licensed in 1963; she can vividly recall the pain, discomfort, and fear of having the disease.



The rise of measles vaccination changed all that, and by 2000, the disease had been declared eliminated from the United States, after public-health officials detected no transmission of the virus for a full year. But now measles outbreaks are igniting across the country in communities where vaccination rates have dropped--most recently in South Carolina, where officials have documented more than 130 infections, nearly all of them among unvaccinated people. The U.S. has now clocked nearly a year of continuous measles transmission; come January, the country will very likely lose the elimination status that took nearly four decades of vaccination to gain.



At this point, most Americans can still count on protection from the measles vaccines they received in childhood. And as long as the Trump administration does not completely remove access to those immunizations, the nation will not revert to anything close to its early-1960s state. Still, measles is so transmissible that even slight drops in protection can create space for the virus to infect widely. As outbreaks become common once again, Americans will have to confront just how insidious and difficult to control this virus can be.



One of measles' most deceptive traits is that most cases, especially in healthy people, are relatively mild. On the one hand, that means that many survive the disease without serious lingering effects. Measles' hallmarks include a few days of fever, followed by a migrating rash of flat red spots that disappear within the week; one of the disease's most terrifying complications--brain swelling--occurs at a rate of just 0.1 percent. On the other hand, that means that many who survive the disease consider it of little consequence. In the mid-20th century, especially, measles was often shrugged off. Polio--which permanently paralyzed roughly one out of every 200 people it infected--"really scared the hell out of people," Walter Orenstein, the associate director of the Emory Vaccine Center, told me. By comparison, measles registered to some as little more than an annoying, rashy blight. In 1960, the U.S. mortality rate was about one in 500,000, and even the surgeon general's information specialists said the disease was "often welcomed as a guarantee of lifetime immunity." During the first push for measles vaccination, in the '60s, some people hesitated to get vaccinated, not because they feared harm from the vaccine, but because they thought, "What's the big deal? I had measles; my kids can get it; fine," Orenstein said. The country achieved widespread vaccination, in the end, after enforcing strict school mandates.



Measles was never inconsequential, though. Even a case that is initially "mild" can wipe out defenses that people have built up to other diseases--a kind of "immune amnesia" that can leave them more vulnerable to infection for months or years. Painful ear infections and prolonged bouts of diarrhea can accompany close to a tenth of measles cases. Some 5 percent of infections result in pneumonia that can eventually turn fatal; rarely, measles can also leave children deaf or blind. The disease also tends to hit undernourished, immunocompromised, and pregnant people particularly hard, and many of the severest cases tend to occur in the youngest children. This year, the U.S. has clocked more than 1,900 measles infections--the most the country has documented since 1992--and 11 percent have resulted in hospitalizations. Three people have died, two of them children.



William Moss, a measles researcher at Johns Hopkins University, remembers witnessing the measles resurgence that tore through New York in 1990 and 1991 and watching some of the children hit by the outbreak struggling to breathe as they battled pneumonia. Several of those children died. Measles is "not a harmless disease," Orenstein told me. "But the vast majority of people did not see that." That was part of the irony of measles' omnipresence: Amid a sea of less severe cases, serious suffering and death could pass by unnoticed. And over the decades, as vaccination reduced the number of measles cases that people saw, the occurrence of those rare but terrible outcomes has decreased further still.



In this way, measles vaccination--already considered by some as not worth the effort--has become a victim of its own success, Stanley Plotkin, a virologist and one of the developers of a rubella vaccine, told me: By corralling the disease's dangers, it has reduced the incentive to protect against them. The measles vaccine is one of the most effective vaccines ever developed, capable of providing decades of immunity at a rate of about 97 percent. Vaccination has been essential to eliminating measles from this country, and dozens of others around the world. But the vaccine can only manage that when a population matches that effectiveness with a nearly equally high level of immunization buy-in, Boghuma Kabisen Titanji, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. Researchers estimate that, to stave off measles outbreaks, about 92 to 94 percent of people in a community must be immune to the virus. Dip even slightly below that threshold, and the virus, once introduced, can and will gain a foothold.



Measles elimination, then, is a particularly tenuous state, Moss said--potentially, the most unstable elimination status for an infectious disease that a country can have. The virus is so fast-moving that any cracks in our defenses create an opening for it to slip through. As a discipline, public health operates at its best when it can get near-universal buy-in for preventing bad outcomes. But measles' defining traits can run directly counter to that impulse: People are far less likely to opt into interventions when the problems they need to avoid are rare and tend to concentrate in society's more vulnerable sectors.



In the U.S., community leaders managed to gain and keep that buy-in for a long time. By the time Edwards was completing her medical training in the 1970s, "we didn't see measles very much," she said. She assumed that downward trajectory would continue. To see that trend now reverse, she told me, feels like the negation of decades of hard work--so much so that she's started to wonder what the point of her entire career has been. Instead of celebrating a 26th year of measles elimination, the U.S. is staring down the impending costs of resurgence.



As outbreaks become more routine again, even mild cases will exact a toll--emptying out classrooms, keeping parents and other caregivers from work, adding to the strain that wintertime viruses put on hospitals. A family that rushes an infected child to the hospital could inadvertently put an entire emergency room of people at risk; another that brushes off a fever might accidentally afflict an entire playgroup. Trying to track and contain a highly contagious virus--which requires interventions such as testing and rapid contact tracing--will tax public-health departments, too. One recent preprint estimated that across the many drains that the virus can put on medical systems, public-health responders, and economic productivity, an average measles outbreak can cost more than $750,000 to rein in.



Before measles becomes a common American experience again, it will creep into society's unprotected crevices first. Children in unvaccinated pockets of the country are now developing measles' telltale rash. Adults who were never vaccinated in their youth are falling ill, too, challenging health-care workers and epidemiologists to contend with a new reality of measles striking across the age spectrum. And as individuals who received their vaccines up to six decades ago reach old age, they're becoming the unwitting subjects of a natural experiment: Researchers are nervously watching to see just how long their immunity might last. The worst outcomes will still be uncommon. But as measles returns to prominence, those numbers will inevitably rise, too.
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The Most Feared Person at the NIH Is a Vaccine Researcher Plucked From Obscurity

While NIH director Jay Bhattacharya focuses on podcasting, his second in command is dramatically remaking the agency.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




Updated at 12:29 p.m. on December 17, 2025
 
 When Donald Trump nominated Jay Bhattacharya to be the director of the National Institutes of Health, a shake-up seemed inevitable. Typically, the agency--a $48 billion grant-making institution and the world's largest public funder of biomedical research--has been led by a medical researcher with extensive administrative experience. Bhattacharya was a health economist without specialized training in infectious disease, who'd come to prominence for his heterodox views on COVID policies and who has criticized the NIH for stifling dissent.



The NIH has been transformed this year. And most of the layoffs, policy changes, and politically motivated funding cuts--notably, to infectious-disease research--have happened under Bhattacharya's watch. But inside the agency, officials describe Bhattacharya as a largely ineffectual figurehead, often absent from leadership meetings, unresponsive to colleagues, and fixated more on cultivating his media image than on engaging with the turmoil at his own agency. "We don't really hear from or about Jay very much," one official told me. (Most of the current and former NIH officials who spoke with me for this article requested anonymity out of fear of retaliation.) Many officials call Bhattacharya "Podcast Jay" because of the amount of time that he has spent in his office recording himself talking. "Bhattacharya is too busy podcasting to do anything," one official told me.



Instead, Matthew Memoli, the agency's principal deputy director, "is the one wielding the axe,"the official said. This time last year, Memoli was a relatively low-ranking flu researcher at the NIH's National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID). Then, in January, the Trump administration appointed him to be the agency's acting director. At the time, other NIH officials considered Memoli to be a placeholder, temporarily empowered to carry out the administration's orders. But "there's been no change since Jay got put in," one NIH official told me. To the agency officials I spoke with, Memoli, now second in command, still looks to be very much in charge.

Neither Bhattacharya nor Memoli agreed to an interview; the Trump administration responded to my request for comment after this story was published. This account did "not reflect Dr. Bhattacharya's leadership approach or the way decisions are made at NIH," Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, said in an email. "Dr. Bhattacharya has deep respect for the agency, its staff, and its scientific mission, which is rooted in gold-standard science and in the interests of public health."
 
 To better understand Bhattacharya and Memoli's leadership, I spoke with 18 current and former NIH officials, whose positions at the agency have spanned a breadth of specialties and administrative roles, and reached out to several of Bhattacharya's former colleagues. The officials' first impressions of Bhattacharya--who has argued that the NIH could do more "to promote innovative science"--were of an outsider and a radical, whose ideas could have changed the agency for better or worse. In recent months, NIH officials have come to see him as so disengaged that they hardly worry about his impact. Memoli, by contrast, knows just enough about the agency--and, in particular, its approach to infectious disease--to help destroy it.







Memoli's appointment to acting director in January floored his colleagues--many of whom had never heard his name before. Like Bhattacharya, Memoli had no previous track record of executive leadership or in overseeing the awarding of federal grants. But officials quickly deduced what about Memoli might have appealed to the administration: In 2021, he described COVID-vaccine mandates as "extraordinarily problematic" in an email to Anthony Fauci, then the director of NIAID, whom the Trump administration has repeatedly tried to discredit. Then, last year, when asked to submit a routine statement about diversity, equity, and inclusion, Memoli sent in one that called the term DEI "offensive and demeaning." By September, the NIH, under Bhattacharya's leadership, had done away with DEI statements for its scientists, describing them as "loyalty oaths" that Memoli had "courageously stood against."



In his two months as acting director, Memoli enacted the Trump administration's agenda with aplomb, pushing through the mass cancellation of grants focused on topics such as DEI, transgender health, and COVID-19; multiple NIH leaders were ousted while he was acting director, including Jeanne Marrazzo, who served as the director of NIAID until early April. "His major function was to do the administration's bidding," Michael Lauer, who led the NIH's grant-making division before he departed the agency in February, told me.



That same month, while Memoli was still acting director, he began to call Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s attention to the flu-vaccine research he'd done with his mentor, Jeffery Taubenberger, another NIAID scientist. By early May--after Memoli had been installed as Bhattacharya's deputy, and Taubenberger as the acting director of NIAID--HHS had redirected about half a billion dollars, once set aside to develop new COVID-19 vaccines and drugs, to their vaccine work. (Outside researchers criticized the grant as an unjustifiably enormous sum; in an email to me in May, Memoli insisted that the grant would support "more than one project," but did not answer follow-up questions about how much of that sum would furnish his research specifically.)



Part of a deputy's job is to take some load off the director. But under normal circumstances, people "wouldn't really notice who the deputy director is," one official told me; the director is expected to set policy and lead. Although Bhattacharya has continued to reiterate his own goals for the NIH--including advancing more innovative research--his recent visions for the agency have largely followed administration talking points such as diverting resources toward chronic disease and clamping down on "dangerous" virological research. Yet the director seems out of touch with the reality of that agenda: In his public appearances, internal meetings, and on social media, Bhattacharya has delivered conflicting and sometimes erroneous accounts of the NIH's grant-making policies. Both publicly and internally, he has fixated more on defending himself against criticism he received for his COVID-policy views from 2020 than on the NIH's current state of affairs, several officials said.



Bhattacharya, in his own way, still seems to be serving the administration by championing its talking points. But Memoli is the one most visibly throttling the NIH's capacity to fund research and pushing out some of the agency's most experienced and internally respected leaders. To officials at the agency, his actions look like those of a leader who has been given broad discretion to shrink down the agency's infectious-disease work--an area where he may have a few personal grievances. "People are afraid of him," one official said, pausing. "I'm afraid of him."







Memoli's history at the NIH appears to have given him a particular zeal for dismantling it. In his two decades at the agency, Memoli has developed a reputation as a self-aggrandizing co-worker, eager to champion himself and dismissive of people he hasn't felt he could benefit professionally from, three officials who worked with him prior to 2025 told me. At various points, scientists at the agency lodged complaints about his unprofessional behavior toward colleagues, two NIH officials told me. Memoli, meanwhile, complained that "he wasn't being given enough," one of them said. Some of his scientific work was solid, but peers inside and outside the agency criticized some as unremarkable, leaving Memoli with a chip on his shoulder, the two officials said.



Of the NIH's 27 institutes and centers, NIAID, where Memoli once worked, has been among the hardest hit this year, losing most of its senior leadership and a large number of its infectious-disease-focused grants. Since January, multiple officials who denounced the administration's stance on infectious diseases and vaccines have had Memoli brush aside their concerns in meetings, then been ousted from their roles, three officials told me.



Given the Trump administration's desire to pare down infectious-disease research, NIAID and prominent officials such as Marrazzo, who succeeded Fauci as director, were always clear targets for cuts. (Yesterday, Marrazzo filed a lawsuit that named Memoli and Bhattacharya and that alleged that she was illegally fired after she had filed a whistleblower complaint about actions of NIH leadership that endangered public health; HHS declined to comment on the lawsuit.) But in some cases, three officials told me, Memoli appears to have pushed lesser-known officials out of their roles after more personal clashes, including Sarah Read, who was NIAID's principal deputy director and who repeatedly questioned the circumstances of Memoli and Taubenberger's sizable vaccine grant. (Read has since left the agency.) Memoli also recently detailed Carl Dieffenbach, the director of NIAID's Division of AIDS, to another branch of NIH after the two clashed over the administration's approach to HIV research. Days later, he gave Dieffenbach a scoring of one out of five on a performance review--potential grounds for termination--before human-resources personnel forced him to revise that rating, because he lacked evidence for them, two officials told me. (Read and Dieffenbach declined to comment.)



Memoli has also argued that funding for HIV-vaccine research--which Dieffenbach oversaw--is wasteful and should be cut. The NIH is expected to soon divert up to a third of its AIDS budget toward improving the delivery of existing HIV tools, such as the new drug lenacapavir. At least some of that push has come from Bhattacharya, who has publicly advocated (including on his own The Director's Desk podcast) for reallocating HIV funds on the grounds that established interventions could resolve the AIDS crisis on their own. But whereas Bhattacharya has waffled when asked how such an investment would affect other research, two officials told me, Memoli has insisted in internal meetings that it should come at the expense of research into HIV vaccines, which is widely considered to be essential to ending the HIV pandemic. Despite being a vaccine researcher himself, he's "gleefully making these cuts," one official told me. "Because it means he did something."



Allowing Memoli to be the executor of the Trump administration's cuts could serve the independent-thinker persona that Bhattacharya has tried to cultivate. But the NIH officials I spoke with, and one scientist who knew Bhattacharya prior to his appointment at the agency, doubted that his distance was so calculated. Trying to discredit the scientific establishment from the sidelines is far easier than trying to enact reform from its center. At the NIH, the embittered insider may leave the more memorable legacy.



This story was updated to include a comment from the Department of Health and Human Services. 
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The Big Tobacco Playbook Comes for Your Oreos

A new lawsuit likens food companies to the tobacco industry. But it's much harder to do something about junk food than about cigarettes.

by Nicholas Florko

Tue, 16 Dec 2025




Without fail, any corporation accused of conspiring against public health will be compared to Big Tobacco. When oil companies downplayed the threat of climate change, they were allegedly following in the footsteps of cigarette manufacturers. The NFL's strategy for disputing the link between football and concussions has similarly been likened to the tobacco industry's actions. The online-gambling industry has supposedly acted like Big Tobacco, as have the tech industry and the plastic industry.



Earlier this month, one such comparison ended up in a lawsuit. In the first such case of its kind, San Francisco sued several of the nation's largest food companies--including Kraft Heinz, Nestle USA, and PepsiCo--alleging that they had copied the tobacco industry's playbook by deliberately engineering processed food to be irresistible and then concealing the risks. "They used Big Tobacco tactics to research, design, and sell addictive products," David Chiu, the city attorney, said at a press conference.



What is this comparison really saying? An executive focused on selling more Oreos or cans of Mountain Dew might have an interest in encouraging unhealthy dietary habits, but that is not self-evidently the same as the misdeeds of the tobacco industry, which for decades covered up the evidence that cigarettes cause cancer while continuing to sell what's been called the most dangerous consumer product ever.



I ran the analogy by several nutrition experts. "Of course, food is more complicated than tobacco," Marion Nestle, an emeritus professor at New York University, told me. The risks of cigarettes are well established, but researchers still struggle to define what even counts as an ultra-processed food, let alone pinpoint the exact reason these foods prompt people to overeat. However, there are notable similarities between the two industries and the products they sell, she said. Researchers do know that ultra-processed foods such as Coca-Cola and Pringles are among the biggest contributors to obesity and other diet-related diseases, which are linked to an estimated 1 million deaths in the United States each year.

Read: Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... whole-grain bread?

The two industries also use similar strategies to cast doubt on the dangers of their products. Junk-food companies "know the harm they're doing, and they do it anyway," Robert Lustig, an emeritus professor of pediatrics at UC San Francisco, told me. Consider Coca-Cola: Roughly a decade ago, the food giant funded a think tank that reportedly attempted to shift the focus of obesity away from poor diets and instead highlight the role that exercise can play in weight management. Like Big Tobacco, food companies have also attempted to convince consumers that some of their unhealthy products might actually be good for them. In 2016, Coca-Cola settled a lawsuit filed by consumer advocates alleging that the company falsely advertised Vitaminwater as containing just vitamins and water; as part of the settlement, the company agreed to change its marketing and note on its bottles that the drink contains sweeteners.



For decades, Big Tobacco and Big Food were in many cases one and the same. In 1985, the tobacco giant R. J. Reynolds bought Nabisco; three years later, Philip Morris, the company responsible for the Marlboro Man, acquired Kraft Foods. Philip Morris later purchased Nabisco and absorbed it into Kraft, before relinquishing control of the company in 2007. It was during this time period that junk food became so irresistible. A recent study found that from 1988 to 2001, foods developed by tobacco-owned companies versus other companies were far more likely to be "hyperpalatable," meaning they contained large quantities of carbs, fat, and salt.



Food companies deny comparisons to Big Tobacco. A spokesperson for the Consumer Brands Association, a lobbying group that represents packaged-food companies, told me that "attempting to classify foods as unhealthy simply because they are processed, or demonizing food by ignoring its full nutrient content, misleads consumers and exacerbates health disparities." I reached out to the 11 food companies named in the San Francisco lawsuit and heard back from only Coca-Cola. A company spokesperson told me in an email that comparisons between Big Food and Big Tobacco are flawed, and pointed out that Coca-Cola also sells a variety of "low- and no-sugar options." In response to the claims that Coca-Cola has downplayed the effects of its products on obesity, the spokesperson said that the company has since strengthened its "transparency standards" and allows the researchers it funds to "control the design, data and publication to ensure objectivity."



Comparing Big Food and Big Tobacco is certainly an evocative rhetorical device. It underscores the severity of America's obesity problem, and it points out that the way food is manufactured can itself be part of the problem. Villainizing food companies has become a popular message--one that has galvanized Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his "Make America Healthy Again" movement. Food giants "are literally poisoning our children systematically for profit," Kennedy said last year. As HHS secretary, Kennedy has cracked down on ultra-processed food, pushing states to ban the purchase of soda with food stamps and pressuring companies to phase out synthetic food dyes.

Read: Republicans are right about soda

And yet, Americans still love Big Food. Hershey's, Heinz Ketchup, and M&M's are among America's most trusted brands, according to a recent Morning Consult report. As a result, drastic measures that would improve diet-related disease in this country--the kinds that were used against the tobacco industry--are still quite unpopular. Cigarette taxes have proved to reduce smoking rates, but attempts to levy even a small tax on soda have failed in cities across the country. Other ideas, such as creating a minimum age to buy junk food, aren't even discussed by lawmakers. I asked Chiu, the San Francisco city attorney, if he would support such a policy, and he punted. "My office is employing our tools as we can to address this crisis in front of us," he told me, "but we welcome other actors and stakeholders to be involved."



In some ways, comparing Big Food to Big Tobacco undersells just how difficult it will be to remedy the problems with the American diet. To push Americans away from cigarettes, public-health advocates had a simple message: Don't smoke. There is no equivalent slogan for food. Although roughly 40 percent of American adults smoked in the 1960s, when cigarettes were at their most popular, ultra-processed foods are everywhere in 2025. They make up more than 50 percent of what adults eat at home. They're not just Kit Kat bars and Twinkies but also Campbell's soup, Wonder Bread, and Hot Pockets. The world can live without cigarettes, but the same cannot be said of food.
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The Entry-Level Hiring Process Is Breaking Down

Grade inflation and the rise of AI are making it impossible for employers to evaluate recent graduates.

by Rose Horowitch

Tue, 16 Dec 2025




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

Even in the best of times, searching for a first job after college is an exercise in patience, resilience, and coping with rejection. And these are not the best of times. Companies have no idea which candidates to hire, applicants have no idea how to stand out, and everyone is miserable.

Historically, new college graduates were more likely to have a job than the average worker. Now, however, the recent-grad unemployment rate is slightly higher than that of the overall workforce. That's in part because there are fewer positions to go around. Job postings on Handshake, a career-services platform for college students and recent graduates, have fallen by more than 16 percent in the past year, and companies are warning that this year's entry-level job market could be even worse. (To be clear, the unemployment rate for recent graduates is still far lower than the rate for young people who didn't go to college, and workers with a college degree continue to outearn those without.)

Another factor is making job hunting even grimmer: The hiring process is starting to break down. In the past, companies looking for fresh entry-level talent could rely on a college graduate's GPA as a mark of their intelligence and work ethic. Hiring managers could assess a candidate's cover letter and interview performance to get a sense of their writing and communication skills. Now those signals have lost much of their value. Rampant grade inflation has rendered GPAs almost meaningless. The widespread use of AI to write cover letters--and even to assist with job-interview performance--has robbed those assessments of their predictive power.

Two decades ago, fewer than a quarter of Harvard undergraduate grades were A's. Today, 60 percent are. The trend holds across universities. A recent analysis of first-year courses at eight large public universities found that grades have been rising for more than a decade. (At the same time, standardized-test scores have fallen, suggesting that students aren't simply getting smarter.) As the gap between grades and achievement has grown, companies are finding that transcripts are no longer a strong measure of student achievement. Blair Ciesil, a co-leader of talent attraction at McKinsey, told me that the consulting firm now looks at whether students studied one of the most challenging majors or earned a dual degree. Amanda Claybaugh, Harvard's dean of undergraduate education, says that employers tell her that they struggle to tell different Harvard students apart. Seven years ago, 70 percent of new graduates' resumes were screened by GPA, according to surveys by the National Association of Colleges and Employers. Now that number is 40 percent.

Rose Horowitch: The perverse consequences of the easy A

At the same time, cover letters and writing samples have become less reliable evidence of applicants' abilities. (As anyone who has ever written or read a cover letter knows, they were never a perfect measure of ability. But they at least helped recruiters distinguish between candidates.) Two recent working papers found that for applicants on Freelancer.com, a job site connecting freelancers with employers, cover-letter quality used to strongly predict who would get a job and how well they would perform. Then ChatGPT became available. "We basically find the collapse of this entire signaling mechanism," Jesse Silbert, one of the researchers, told me. Julie Bedard, a managing director at Boston Consulting Group, told me that her clients report receiving more and more applications that reach a baseline level of quality, but they all sound the same. At least half of the companies she works with say that cover letters are no longer helpful in hiring. Many are eliminating them.

In addition to turning job applications into mush, AI also makes them far easier to produce. Submitting an application used to require at least some investment of time and effort, automatically screening out people who weren't committed enough to go through the process. Now AI can complete one in seconds. The result is that companies are inundated with applications (some of which are surely submitted by AI bots). Handshake data show that the average number of applications per open job has increased by 26 percent in the past year. Some companies are taking down job postings after only a few days to limit the number of applicants. And because more people are competing for each job, recent graduates are forced to submit far more applications than they once did. Louise Jackson, director of the University of Michigan career center, told me that it used to be extreme for students to submit 100 applications. "We're definitely past that number now," she said. Students at UC Berkeley are applying to 150 internships just to get one or two interviews, Sue Harbour, the head of career engagement at the school, told me. The easier AI makes it to apply for a job, the harder it becomes to actually get one.

To handle the AI-driven influx of applications, employers have turned to--what else?--AI. LinkedIn recently launched a tool that allows recruiters to search profiles for specific skills and cull the irrelevant ones. Hari Srinivasan, a vice president of product management at LinkedIn, told me that this cuts the number of applications recruiters have to look at by 70 percent. "It's a really weird wild west," Kyle M. K., a senior talent-strategy adviser at Indeed, told me. Job seekers are trying to create an application that will make it through the screening process, and recruiters are trying to limit the number of applications that make it through. "You've got two human beings trying to fight off the robot on the other side," M. K. said. This has created something of an AI arms race as each party searches for any advantage.

Read: People are using AI to cheat on job interviews

Some companies are trying to sidestep that race by focusing more on measurable skills. Hirers at tech and consulting companies are adding more rounds of tests and trial projects (often in locked-down browsers to try to prevent applicants from using AI), focusing on prior internships, and looking at student extracurriculars. "I think most people who graduate from school feel the degree is their output," Srinivasan, at LinkedIn, told me. "I would encourage them to think about the degree plus the work product."

The rise of AI in the hiring process might be worth the costs if it were democratizing the hiring process, expanding opportunity to less privileged graduates. It is not. Shawn VanDerziel, the head of the National Association of Colleges and Employers, told me that in the absence of useful achievement metrics, many companies are ramping up recruitment efforts at their "target schools"--selective universities with alumni who have previously worked for the company. And personal referrals have come to matter more than ever, Zack Mabel, director of research at Georgetown's Center on Education and the Workforce, told me. This approach might help companies find qualified candidates, but it further helps the applicants who are already the most privileged.

To any individual college graduate, having a high GPA and access to a magic application-writing machine makes finding a job dramatically easier. But the collective effect of grade inflation and chatbots has been precisely the opposite. That's the thing about advantages: Sometimes, when everyone has them, they stop being advantageous.
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The Truth Physics Can No Longer Ignore

The fundamental nature of living things challenges assumptions that physicists have held for centuries.

by Adam Frank

Mon, 15 Dec 2025




On October 8, 2024, the field of physics was plunged into controversy. That day, the Nobel Prize in Physics was awarded for discoveries not involving black holes, cosmology, or strange new subatomic particles, but about AI. How could the discipline's highest award go to research about machines designed to mimic human brains? Where was the physics in that?

For most of the 20th century, physicists largely ignored living systems. They understood living things as machines, albeit ones made of gooey parts. A subfield called biophysics uncovered specific physical mechanisms behind those molecular machines. Organisms as a whole, however, were not a major concern.

But today, many of my colleagues in physics no longer agree with such dismissals. Instead, we have come to believe that a mystery is unfolding in every microbe, animal, and human--one that challenges basic assumptions physicists have held for centuries, and could answer essential questions about AI. It may even help redefine the field for the next generation.

The central hubris of physics has long been the idea that it is the most "fundamental" of all sciences. Physics students learn about the basic stuff of reality--space and time, energy and matter--and are told that all other scientific disciplines must reduce back down to the fundamental particles and laws that physics has generated. This philosophy, called "reductionism," worked pretty well from Newton's laws through much of the 20th century as physicists discovered electrons, quarks, the theory of relativity, and so on. But over the past few decades, progress in the most reductionist branches of physics has slowed. For example, long-promised "theories of everything," such as string theory, have not borne significant fruit.

There are, however, ways other than reductionism to think about what's fundamental in the universe. Beginning in the 1980s, physicists (along with researchers in other fields) began developing new mathematical tools to study what's called "complexity"--systems in which the whole is far more than the sum of its parts. The end goal of reductionism was to explain everything in the universe as the result of particles and their interactions. Complexity, by contrast, recognizes that once lots of particles come together to produce macroscopic things--such as organisms--knowing everything about particles isn't enough to understand reality. An early pioneer of this approach was the physicist Philip W. Anderson, who succinctly framed the nascent anti-reductionist perspective with the phrase "More is different." Complex-systems science has grown rapidly in the 21st century, and researchers in the field won the Nobel Prize for Physics in 2021.

From a physicist's perspective, no complex system is weirder or more challenging than life. For one thing, the organization of living matter defies physicists' usual expectations about the universe. Your body is made of matter, just like everything else. But the atoms you're built from today won't be the atoms you're built from in a year. That means you and every other living thing aren't an inert object, like a rock, but a dynamic pattern playing out over time. The real challenge for physics, however, is that the patterns that make up life are self-organized. Living systems both create and maintain themselves in a strange kind of loop that no existing machine can replicate. Think about the cell membrane, which enables a cell to stay alive by letting some chemicals in while keeping others out. The cell creates and continually maintains the membrane, but the membrane is also itself a process that makes the cell.

That chicken-and-egg problem challenges the dream of the old physics: that once the universe's fundamental particles were cataloged, everything else could be explicitly described and predicted. Give me a young star, and I can use the reductionist laws of physics to predict that star's future: It will live a million years rather than a billion years; it will die as a black hole rather than as a white dwarf. But the components of a living organism yield something new and unexpected, a phenomenon called "emergence." Give me a simple cell from the early days of Earth's history, and I could never predict that some 4 billion years later it would evolve into a giant rabbit that can punch you in the face. Kangaroos--like humans--are an unpredictable, emergent consequence of life's evolution.

Read: The black hole that could rewrite cosmology

The fundamental laws that govern matter and energy cannot predict another fundamental property of life: It is the only system in the universe that uses information for its own purposes. Plants grow toward light, microbes swim toward rich food sources, animals hide from predators, humans send giant metal contraptions into outer space. Although one can, say, program a robot to search for a wall plug when its battery gets low, a living thing (a human programmer, for example) must hard-code that need into the machine. Life, by contrast, is both agential and autonomous. From microbes to crabs to people, all living things have their own itches to scratch.

To truly understand living systems as self-organized, autonomous agents, physicists need to abandon their "just the particles, ma'am" mentality. One of physicists' great talents--starting with the laws of simple parts (such as atoms) and working up to a complex whole--cannot fully account for cells, animals, or people. Luckily, the field has another elemental skill that can help: a particular way of asking questions and building models to make predictions. Physicists have always been good at capturing the essential aspects of a system and casting those essentials in the language of mathematics. How much useful energy flows through a cell membrane? Which arrangement of neurons maximizes the information in a flatworm's nervous system? Now those skills must be brought to bear on an age-old question that is only just getting its proper due: What is life?

Using these skills, physicists--working together with representatives of all the other disciplines that make up complexity science--may crack open the question of how life formed on Earth billions of years ago and how it might have formed on the distant alien worlds we can now explore with cutting-edge telescopes. Just as important, understanding why life, as an organized system, is different at a fundamental level from all the other stuff in the universe may help astronomers design new strategies for finding it in places bearing little resemblance to Earth. Analyzing life--no matter how alien--as a self-organizing information-driven system may provide the key to detecting biosignatures on planets hundreds of light-years away.

Closer to home, studying the nature of life is likely essential to fully understanding intelligence--and building artificial versions. Throughout the current AI boom, researchers and philosophers have debated whether and when large language models might achieve general intelligence or even become conscious--or whether, in fact, some already have. The only way to properly assess such claims is to study, by any means possible, the sole agreed-upon source of general intelligence: life. Bringing the new physics of life to problems of AI may not only help researchers predict what software engineers can build; it may also reveal the limits of trying to capture life's essential character in silicon.

Read: The alien intelligence in your pocket

As the 21st century continues to unfold, my fellow physicists will undoubtedly continue to advance the study of black holes, quantum mechanics, and other traditional domains. The study of life, however, will take us to places we've never imagined, opening a path for the future of our field that, for once, unfolds on a level playing field with biologists, ecologists, neuroscientists, and sociologists. At its best, the pursuit of fundamental answers about the nature of living things might lead physicists not only to new scientific marvels, but also to an entirely new way of doing science.
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Why Concord?

The geological origins of the American Revolution

by Robert A. Gross, Robert M. Thorson

Wed, 08 Oct 2025


Woods along the path of the British retreat from Concord to Boston



Concord, Massachusetts, 18 miles northwest of Boston, was the starting point for the War of Independence. On April 19, 1775, militia and minutemen from Concord and neighboring towns clashed with British regulars at the Old North Bridge and forced a bloody retreat by the King's men back to safety in Boston. Some 4,000 provincials from 30 towns answered the call to arms. Concord claimed precedence as the site of THE FIRST FORCIBLE RESISTANCE TO BRITISH AGGRESSION, the words inscribed on the town's 1836 monument to the battle (to the enduring resentment of nearby Lexington, which actually suffered the first American deaths that day). Concord's boast took hold thanks to Ralph Waldo Emerson, who in 1837 portrayed the brief skirmish at the bridge as "the shot heard round the world." That moment has been a key to local identity ever since.

Concord is widely known for another aspect of its history: It is intimately associated with the Transcendentalist movement in the quarter century before the Civil War. That distinction, too, it owes to Emerson. Born and raised in Boston, the most prominent public intellectual of Civil War America was the scion of six generations of New England divines, going back to Concord's founding minister. In 1835, at age 32, Emerson returned to "the quiet fields of my fathers," and from that ancestral base forged his career as a lecturer in Boston and beyond. He quickly became known as an eloquent voice for a new philosophy--calling on Americans to shed outmoded ways of thinking rooted in the colonial and British past and to put their trust in nature and in themselves. Partaking, as he saw it, of a divinity running through all Creation, Americans had an unprecedented opportunity to build an original culture on the principles of democracy, equality, and individual freedom. Emerson's project was to unleash this infinite force.

In Concord, Emerson attracted a coterie of sympathetic souls who shared his vision, including Henry David Thoreau, who, as the author of Walden and "Civil Disobedience," would ultimately surpass Emerson in renown. As the town gained literary stature, Concord became a byword for the philosophical movement it hosted. Henry Adams called Transcendentalism "the Concord Church." Emerson projected his influence by means of books and lectures. He was among the founders of The Atlantic, calling in its pages for the abolition of slavery (and, a few months later, mourning the death of Thoreau). Concord itself emerged, in the words of Henry James, as "the biggest little place in America."

Why Concord? How did a small town of some 2,200 inhabitants in 1860 become a cradle of not one but two revolutions? The best-known explanations distort the town's history while inflating its self-regard. One view, popularized by Van Wyck Brooks's Pulitzer Prize-winning The Flowering of New England (1936), emphasizes Concord's bucolic beauty, agricultural economy, and limited industrial development. It was a place fit for poets and philosophers, where nature and man came together in rare harmony. A second view, advanced by the Yale historian Ralph Henry Gabriel in 1940, holds that the Transcendentalists were the intellectual heirs of the minutemen. By challenging the materialism of business and politics and by insisting on the ideals of a democratic faith, Gabriel argued, Emerson and Thoreau were "carrying on the fight which had been started by farmers at the bridge."

It's no wonder that locals and tourists alike continue to indulge such explanations. An attractive civic identity can brand a town and bring in business; ironically, Concord's reputation as a place of principle, carrying the torch of democratic ideals, serves just this purpose. Still, as history, the public image of the Transcendentalists as heirs of the minutemen has little foundation. The minutemen had fought for collective liberty, the communal right to govern themselves and uphold a way of life going back to the Puritan founders. Transcendentalists, by contrast, stressed individual rights in a break with tradition. Forsake inherited institutions and involuntary associations, Emerson urged. "Trust thyself" was his strategy for changing times.


A reconstruction of Concord's Old North Bridge, where militia and minutemen forced British soldiers to retreat on April 19, 1775. (Amani Willett for The Atlantic)



The town of Concord was not some sheltered enclave, slumbering through the revolutions of the age. In the Transcendentalist era, the community was economically dynamic, religiously diverse, racially heterogeneous, class-stratified, politically divided, and receptive to social and political reform. It stood in the mainstream of antebellum America. It offered no asylum from change.

It's easy to overstate the uniqueness of Concord in politics as well as culture. Why was the town at the forefront of the Revolution? Not because it was more militant than most. In the opposition to British taxes and "tyranny," it took its time, reluctant to unsettle authority and break with the Crown. Then again, so did most towns in Massachusetts, until Britain revoked the colony's provincial charter and assailed local self-government. Moderation made Concord a safe place to store military supplies; its leaders were unlikely to act rashly and precipitate a war. So did its distance from Boston and its pivotal place on the Massachusetts road network. The town was a market center, a seat of courts, and a staging ground for military expeditions--such as the march to Boston in 1689 to overthrow the authoritarian royal governor, Edmund Andros. But other towns, such as Weston and Worcester, could have performed a similar service in 1775.

As for Concord's status as the center of Transcendentalism, the claim is inflated. The movement drew support across the Boston area. Transcendentalists preached from Unitarian pulpits not only in Boston but also in nearby towns such as Watertown, Arlington, and Lexington. So Concord was not alone: Its citizens experienced the same forces unsettling life all over Massachusetts. Its writers just happened to address that social transformation with a vision of nature and the self so compelling that Concord became the symbolic rather than literal center of Transcendentalism.

From the December 2021 issue: Emerson didn't practice the self-reliance he preached

In one key respect, though, Concord truly was unique. In 1635, when the Massachusetts General Court authorized the founding of the town, it possessed a natural setting with distinct advantages replicated nowhere else in New England. Over millennia, the forces of geology had fashioned a physical landscape that the Native inhabitants had improved to sustain their way of life, and had unwittingly made ready for appropriation by the newcomers from across the sea. These resources drew pioneers into the interior, well beyond the seaboard, for the first time, and enabled the creation of new social and intellectual landscapes. Nature blessed Concord from the start. Emerson rightly invoked the universal currents of being, whose natural laws, as he saw it, were the same in his era as at the beginning of time.

The Concord River runs north, rather than southeasterly down the regional slope toward the sea. When the edge of the great ice sheet began to retreat from the area about 17,000 years ago, the Concord River was dammed up by the ice to create a ribbon-shaped glacial lake with a muddy bottom. Eventually the lake drained away, allowing the Concord River to cut an inner valley beneath a moist and fertile lowland.

This process set the stage for the creation of what the Indigenous Massachusett, Nipmuc, and Pawtucket peoples called Musketaquid, meaning "grass-ground river," a marsh about 20 miles long and so flat and so uninterrupted that Thoreau skated the entire round-trip distance one freezing day--January 31, 1855. The languid stream passed through broad meadows to create a northern version of the Everglades (without the alligators). Nathaniel Hawthorne lived along the bank for three weeks before he discerned which way the river flowed.

This riparian ecology attracted colonists: Concord became the first English town in North America above tidewater, beyond the sight and scent of the sea. Here the lush growth of freshwater hay would undergird a system of English husbandry dependent on livestock. Here migrating shad, herring, and salmon thrived in the aquatic richness, furnishing plentiful protein sources, vitamins, and minerals. Here the firm, muddy banks made an ideal habitat for the freshwater mussels on which other animals depended: muskrat, otters, turtles, human beings. On July 3, 1852, Thoreau estimated that more than 16,335 freshwater clams lay along 330 feet of the riverbank. Migrating waterfowl followed the meadows. Songbirds nested along their edges.

Transplanting Old World methods, the founders of Concord harvested natural hay in its Great Meadow, which was annually enriched with nutrients by flooding. Thoreau gazed at the scene and imagined a river as fertile and ancient as the Nile. "It will be Grass-ground River as long as grass grows and water runs here," he predicted in the opening lines of his first book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849). Above the meadow stood the Great Field, an unusually flat, loamy, well-drained terrace that the Native people had long cleared for cultivation, using fish for fertilizer. For the colonists, this was a place to grow cereal grains, including the novel crop of Indian corn, fertilized by manure from cattle fed on hay from the Great Meadow. Above the Great Field was a broad expanse of fairly level habitable land covered by old-growth forest. This extensive lowland gave inhabitants room to spread out on mostly stone-free soils, unlike so much of New England, and create productive farms.

Concord lies at the midpoint of Musketaquid, a place where the Assabet River, a typical midsize New England stream, enters from the west to bisect the ribbon of meadowland, creating the Sudbury River to the south and the Concord River to the north. It's no accident that Concord village was settled in this strategic spot, where three rivers touch--the axis mundi of a most unusual valley.

Eighteen miles. That's the distance from Boston Harbor to Concord village. A regiment of British soldiers walked it on their ill-fated expedition. In October 1833, Thoreau hiked the route to Concord from his Harvard dormitory in Cambridge, blistering his feet in the process. Eighteen miles was far enough from the capital to serve as the primary depot of provincial military stores; it made for a long march in the dead of night through hostile countryside, as the British regulars learned to their sorrow. In times of peace, Concord could take advantage of its favorable location--far enough from more urban coastal settlements to cultivate a rural identity centered on agriculture, but close enough to enjoy proximity to educational institutions, literary culture, markets and wharves, and the statehouse. Concord became a right-size county seat, its central village of shops, taverns, courthouse, and meetinghouse surrounded by farms no more than a few minutes' walk in any direction.

The physical separation between Boston and Concord involves more than the linear distance between two points. The population centers occupy different watersheds--the Charles River watershed to the east and the Concord River watershed to the west. In fact, they lie on different bedrock terranes that originated in different places in different eras. The terrane boundary coincides with the Bloody Bluff fault, named for a rocky notch where British troops were trapped by ferocious provincial fire. Here the land leans toward the security of the sea. To the west, it leans toward a hinterland where pioneering residents looked to one another for community support. Without the Lexington Road and its regular stagecoach traffic, 18th-century Concord would have remained an agricultural village. Instead, it became a prominent node in an expanding trade network. The significance of the watershed divide between country and city diminished only after the Fitchburg Railroad reached Concord in 1844.





Top: The woods surrounding Walden Pond. Bottom: Concord's Great Meadow. The construction of a railroad in 1844 made the town a day-trip destination for middle-class urbanites. (Amani Willett for The Atlantic)



Before steam power and the internal combustion engine, the main source of mechanical power in Concord derived from flowing water. Harnessing hydropower required the construction of a dam, behind which a reservoir filled up with streamflow. For much of its history, Concord village was defined by a man-made pond, the filling of which was the counterpart to our putting fuel in a tank or recharging a battery.

At Concord's beginning, in the 1630s, its settlers clustered in a central village to take advantage of the waterpower of Mill Brook. A dam was built on the stream in a constricted space--the site of an abandoned fishing weir put in place by Indigenous occupants to capture the seasonal runs of shad and salmon coming upstream to spawn. The mill dam was sufficient for two centuries to power a diversity of small-scale manufacturing enterprises, including grist- and sawmills and blacksmith shops, but it was not enough to expand and compete even with the small factory cities west of Musketaquid, such as nearby Maynard and Stow, not to mention the industrial behemoths Lowell and Lawrence to the north. The enduring legacy of Mill Brook was to foster the growth of a central village in a colony where dispersed residences became the norm. Together with the Great Field and Great Meadow, the nucleated village of Concord, where people settled thickly under the watchful eyes of neighbors, manifested the Puritan ideal of community on the ground.

Above the marshy meadows of Musketaquid, but below the fairly level wooded land over which Concord center sprawled, is a discrete alluvial floodplain dominated by river-transported silt and sand. And where this alluvium is absent, the meadows have low, natural-edging levees, high and dry enough to provide a habitat for a beautiful "gallery" forest fringing all three rivers on both sides. This extensive strip of trees constituted a buffer zone between the deforested open landscape of farms, fields, and pastures and the never-forested wetland of meadows and streams. As Thoreau floated down the rivers and walked along their banks, he delighted in this woodland composed not of tall pine and hickory, but of willow, alder, birch, red maple, and other species.


Ralph Waldo Emerson's home in Concord, and the nature reflected in its window (Amani Willett for The Atlantic)



While drafting Nature from his second-floor study in the Old Manse--the house near Old North Bridge later occupied by Nathaniel and Sophia Hawthorne--Emerson would look out over a field and stone walls toward a gallery forest on both sides of the Concord River. Thoreau's views, when he traveled the river by boat, skates, or snowshoes, were flanked by woods on both sides. Owing to its hydrology, Concord's gallery forest persisted, even during the peak deforestation of the mid-19th century, when forest cover was reduced to about 10 percent of the town's land area.

Along the southern edge of Concord lies an elevated tract of droughty, infertile, and often bumpy land that remained unfit for development well into the 20th century. The uphill climb to that tract, known as Brister's Hill for a once-enslaved Black man who made his residence there as a free man, is the north-facing escarpment of a forested plateau known as Walden Woods. Composed mainly of river gravel and sand, this upland is an ancient glacial delta that built outward over buried blocks of stagnant glacial ice. When those blocks later melted underground, the result was a chain of sinkhole lakes and ponds called kettles. The largest and purest of these is Walden Pond, the deepest lake in Massachusetts.

For the Transcendentalists of the 1830s and '40s, Walden Pond served as a source of inspiration within an easy walk of Emerson's parlor. When Thoreau lived there in the mid-1840s, the lake became the imagined interlocutor for his philosophical musings--"Walden, is it you?"--and a powerful symbol of the unity of nature. Though the still-beautiful Concord River had been greatly changed by this time, Walden Pond, "earth's eye," became Thoreau's exemplar of purity and eternity in a landscape denuded of trees and drained of its wetlands.

But the commercialism and superficial mass culture that dismayed Emerson and outraged Thoreau intruded even here. An entrepreneurial agent for the Fitchburg Railroad built an amusement park at "Lake Walden." In the Gilded Age, it became a day trip by train for middle-class urbanites and poor children from the Boston tenements. Eventually, the Emerson family acquired the bulk of the woodland surrounding the pond and donated it for public use.

Concord is not unique in having one or more beautiful lakes within its borders. What makes it singular is that Thoreau's book of the place made the place of the book world-famous. Walden became the foundational text for the aesthetic strand of the American environmental movement. Its emphasis on nature's beauty and the spiritual inspiration that could be enjoyed at a humble kettle pond presented a pointed contrast to the utilitarian strand of the movement pioneered by George Perkins Marsh, the author of Man and Nature (1864), who sought to conserve nature for economic purposes. Of course, unwittingly, Thoreau's classic also enhanced the tourist trade.

In the 20th century, Concord, a town whose motto at times could be "Resisting change since 1775," became a progressive leader on environmental and sustainability issues. Its otherwise inauspicious lake is now a global symbol and a destination for admirers of Thoreau. The more than 160,000 international pilgrims who come to visit every year, together with the attentions of nearby residents, threaten to love the pond and woods to death. It has been an ongoing political struggle to preserve Walden as it was in Thoreau's day--an admittedly impossible task. Attempting to live up to that responsibility earned Concord acclaim across the world, notwithstanding the town's decision in 1958 to site the town landfill within 800 feet of the lake--a choice considered temporary at the time and that local activists are now seeking to mitigate.

Not everyone has appreciated the distinct landscape created by Concord's geological history. In 1844, Margaret Fuller accused Emerson of settling for a placid suburban existence. A noble soul like his, she believed, required a sublime setting--dazzling waterfalls and mountain peaks--rather than the "poor cold low life" of Concord. Defensively, the country gentleman counted his blessings. If the town lacked "the thickets of the forest and the fatigues of mountains," it was easy to reach and traverse. It was close enough to the city to attract big-name lecturers and performers, and yet distant enough to possess "the grand features of nature."


More than 160,000 pilgrims from around the globe visit Walden Pond each year. (Amani Willett for The Atlantic)



Thoreau put the matter succinctly: Wildness lies all around us, and in it is "the preservation of the world." Could not every town, he proposed, create a park "or rather a primitive forest of five hundred or a thousand acres, where a stick should never be cut for fuel," but be "a common possession forever, for instruction and recreation"? His neighbors took the suggestion to heart. In the 160-plus years since his death, they preserved a sizable portion of the town's farms, forests, and wetlands from economic development. Of Concord's nearly 16,200 acres of land, roughly 6,120 acres, or 38 percent, are now "permanently protected open space," according to a 2015 town plan. Thoreau's own close studies of natural phenomena, including his phenological notes on seasonal events--when plants leaf, for example, and when birds migrate, and when the river ice breaks up--are now indispensable records with which scientists assess the advance and toll of climate change today.

Yet the challenge to care for that environmental heritage is ongoing. Concord is not frozen in time. It is an active, changing community facing unrelenting pressures for economic development--for instance, controversial proposals for a cell tower in Walden Woods and for expanded private-jet flights from nearby Hanscom Field. Thoreau witnessed the same root conflict. With geology emerging as a science in his time, he intuited that nature was as subject to change as human society; it was no fixed backdrop.

For all our extraordinary human achievements, we remain earthlings. Rocks and minerals give rise to ecosystems, upon which human cultures are dependent. That's the direction of human history in deep time: up from the ground. In our unprecedented modern geological epoch, the aptly named Anthropocene, human beings have become the dominant geological agents, thanks to the power of fossil fuels--also up from the ground, but exhaustible and not enduring. That change has its origins in the Industrial Revolution, against whose excesses the Transcendentalists warned.

On April 19, 2025, some 70,000 people converged on Concord to celebrate the 250th anniversary of the battle that started it all. Marching in the parade were representatives from some of the 97 communities in the United States that take their name from the birthplace of the Revolution. The celebrations proved to be patriotic as well as inclusive, paying tribute to the heritage of liberty and self-government that is the legacy of the New England town. They were also surprisingly cheerful for our polarized time, though a good many participants did carry signs inspired by the minutemen: NO KING THEN, NO KING NOW.

Every place is unique because every place is the contingent outcome of its own inescapable cascade of events--from rock to ecosystem to culture. Concord was lucky in its location, inheriting advantages from natural landscape and history on which its inhabitants could build a sense of place and community. It was a fierce determination to defend that community, with its tradition of town-meeting government, that inspired the resistance to the British regulars. The location of the Old North Bridge at a bedrock-anchored narrows between two large meadows made a logical place for the shot heard round the world. The Battle Road that led to it was flanked by stone walls and trees lining the edges of fields, at times narrowing to pass over streams or curving sharply to follow landforms. The character of the Concord fight owed much to geology. It helps explain the rout of the redcoats--and the ensuing popular confidence in the possibility of a military victory that lay eight years ahead.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Why Concord?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/11/concord-american-revolution-origin/684313/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's 'Peace President' Claim Isn't Holding Up

He wants to be known as a peacemaker, but some of the many conflicts he claims to have resolved stubbornly refuse to stop.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 17 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.

Last week, the Venezuelan opposition leader Maria Corina Machado made a daring escape from her home country to Norway, where she was honored as winner of the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize. The team that extracted her had several worries--including the risk that American forces in the Caribbean would strike the boats used in the operation, members told The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times.

Luckily, Machado avoided F-16s and drones on her way to Oslo, but the outcome her rescuers feared would have been remarkable: the man who campaigned frantically to win the Nobel Peace Prize inadvertently killing the woman who did, as part of a likely illegal series of boat strikes that may climax with a land war in South America.

Yesterday, Trump--who has deemed himself the "peace president"--escalated his belligerence against Venezuela, announcing a blockade of sanctioned oil tankers and demanding that the government "return to the United States of America all of the Oil, Land, and other Assets that they previously stole from us." This is difficult to parse, but the Trump aide Stephen Miller suggests that it refers to past nationalization of the petroleum industry. In any case, a blockade could be an act of war under international law.

This past Friday, Trump said the United States would launch land strikes within Latin America. "We knocked out 96 percent of the drugs coming in by water, and now we're starting by land, and by land is a lot easier, and that's going to start happening," Trump said in the Oval Office on Friday. The 96 percent mark is unrealistic and backed by no evidence, as is the notion that land wars are easier than drone strikes at sea.

Congress has neither authorized nor been asked to authorize these actions. The White House has relied on the tortured argument that because it has deemed that U.S. troops are not in active danger, the law doesn't apply. Nor is it clear what the strategic rationale for such a strike on sovereign countries would be--much less the legal justification. (The administration insists its boat strikes are legal, but officials have been vague about their legal arguments and experts disagree.) Trump has claimed that drug interdiction is a goal, and said Friday that strikes might hit countries other than Venezuela.

But he has also been moving to force Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro out of power, as White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles told Vanity Fair in an article published this week. Although Trump claims that Maduro is a drug kingpin, American intelligence assessments contradict him, and my Atlantic colleagues have reported that the administration's real goal is to gain access to oil and rare earth minerals. This apparent drift toward a 19th-century-style imperialist war is notable for a president who ran in 2016 criticizing both parties' embrace of foreign military interventions. (Trump has said for years, however, that the U.S. should have taken Iraq's oil--whatever that means.)

In the places where Trump is not on the verge of starting a new war, some of the many conflicts he claims to have resolved stubbornly refuse to stop. On the border between Thailand and Cambodia, both countries continue to fight, part of hostilities that have killed at least two dozen people and forced half a million to flee. Although Trump announced a cease-fire this past Friday, both governments said no such agreement has been struck.

In Africa, fighting also persists between the Democratic Republic of the Congo and a rebel group understood to be backed by neighboring Rwanda. In that case, Trump did manage to bring together the leaders of the DRC and Rwanda for a ceremony two weeks ago. The problem is that the peace hasn't held; instead the rebel group has continued fighting. Secretary of State Marco Rubio described its actions as "a clear violation" of the cease-fire. A cease-fire in Gaza, achieved this fall, is also very tenuous. Israeli air strikes have continued sporadically, and Palestinian officials have said that at least 391 Palestinians have been killed since the agreement. The Israeli and U.S. governments sometimes question those figures, but Axios reports that the White House scolded the Israeli government for a strike over the weekend, which it said was a violation of the cease-fire.

Meanwhile, an end to the war in Ukraine, which Trump seems to want badly, remains elusive. On Monday, American officials said that the United States, Europe, and Ukraine have agreed to security guarantees for Ukraine, though it's not clear whether Russia will accept the cease-fire plan. The larger problem is still land: As part of a deal, Trump is reportedly pressuring Ukraine to surrender territory that Russia has not managed to capture through its yearslong, grinding war of aggression involving frequent war crimes. For obvious reasons, that's a nonstarter for Ukraine. But Russia--which knows that Trump likes and often caves to President Vladimir Putin--shows little interest in concessions.

There's no shame in a president failing to resolve every conflict around the globe. Trump shouldn't be expected to find solutions that have eluded previous leaders or bedeviled the world for decades--though he should be celebrated if he does; the Abraham Accords and the Gaza cease-fire are positive achievements. The problem is claiming to have resolved conflicts that aren't over and announcing agreements that aren't real. Trump doesn't want to do the work, but he still wants the world to recognize his putative achievements with a Nobel Peace Prize. That honor seems out of reach barring some major developments, but at least he's got the FIFA Peace Prize.

Related:

	Trump knows what he wants, just not how to get there.
 	What explains Trump's aggression toward Venezuela? Who knows.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	$1,776 checks for the military
 	Americans can't believe how rich they are.
 	Arash Azizi: "Nobody knows what to do about the future."




Today's News

	A small group of House Republicans joined Democrats to pass a discharge petition that would force a vote early next year on extending expanded Affordable Care Act subsidies. The measure is not expected to reach the floor before December 31, when the subsidies are set to expire for about 22 million people.
 	Former Special Counsel Jack Smith told lawmakers in a closed-door hearing that his team had found "proof beyond a reasonable doubt" that President Donald Trump had "engaged in a criminal scheme" to overturn the 2020 election and that Trump had "repeatedly tried to obstruct justice" in the classified-documents case.
 	Trump ordered a "total and complete blockade" of all sanctioned oil tankers moving in or out of Venezuela and declared President Nicolas Maduro's government a foreign terrorist organization in a Truth Social post last night.




Evening Read


Matteo de Mayda for The Atlantic



Henry James's Venice Is Still Here

By Anne Applebaum

In a quiet, almost empty part of Venice stands a Renaissance palazzo with an unusually large garden. The garden is invisible from the outside, blocked by a high brick wall that I recognized when I saw it. In The Aspern Papers, a novella serialized in The Atlantic in 1888, Henry James lets the narrator, a literary scholar whose name we never learn, describe the wall. "It was figured over with the patches that please a painter, repaired breaches, crumblings of plaster, extrusions of brick that had turned pink with time," he writes. "It suddenly occurred to me that if it did belong to the house I had my pretext" ...
 I arrived in Venice with a similar goal: to get access to that same garden.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The Roomba was a disappointment.
 	The vaccine researcher quietly wielding the axe at the NIH
 	Daniel B. Shapiro: Democrats sound like they're in Doha.
 	The David Frum Show: How crypto is turning America into a kleptocracy
 	Trump still needs Susie Wiles.




Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Watch. Sophie Gilbert and Shirley Li recommend the 14 best TV shows that stood out in a year of noise.

Explore. A growing body of research shows how a longer commute affects moms' ability to work, Stephanie H. Murray 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: Titian? Tiepolo? Almost ...

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. on December 17, 2025.

When I visited the Snapple website this week, I was served one of the drink brand's famous fun facts: that a jiffy is an "actual time measurement equaling 1/100th of a second." Fun indeed! And arguably even a little bit true!

In 2013 in The Atlantic, Adrienne LaFrance courageously exposed that many of Snapple's bottle-cap facts were false. I wished to determine whether the company had since cleaned up its act; the intervening rebrand from "Real Facts" (scare quotes theirs) to Real Facts (no quotes!) felt like a vow.

Alas, a jiffy was first proposed as the name for the time light takes to travel one centimeter in a vacuum--about 33 trillionths of a second. In electronics, a jiffy might be 1/50 or 1/60 of a second. Only in Linux computing specifically can it be 1/100 of a second, and even then only sometimes.

Oh well. I did not have the heart to check the next statement: "Mangoes can get sunburned." Whatever, sure. For the foreseeable future, stick with Atlantic Trivia for your fun facts.

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

Wednesday, December 17, 2025

	An atom's nucleus can be subdivided into protons and neutrons, which can be further split into what elementary particles?
 -- From Adam Frank's story about a growing challenge to the foundations of physics
 	What Netflix miniseries, named for the age of its 13-year-old protagonist, Jamie, begins with the accusation that Jamie has murdered a classmate?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert and Shirley Li's list of the best shows of 2025
 	The Italian Renaissance painter Jacopo Robusti is better known by what nickname that means "little dyer," from his father's work making colored cloth?
 -- From Anne Applebaum's story about following the novelist Henry James's footsteps in Venice




And by the way, did you know that we owe the word quarantine to the Venetians? In the 15th century, the city required any ship arriving from a disease-stricken area to wait in the water for 40 days--quaranta in Italian--before entering Venice. At that point, it could safely be assumed that no one aboard was harboring plague.

Perhaps a solution for Venice's overtourism today? You really want to see St. Mark's Square? No problem--now just wait six weeks for it.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Quarks. Frank writes that physics has long maintained that everything in the universe--that all science--must eventually reduce to the particles and laws that physics studies. The phenomenon that is life, however, continues to belie this belief, he writes, and approaching the mystery with humility "will take us to places we've never imagined." Read more.
 	Adolescence. Like many of the other TV selections, Adolescence throws down a challenge: If Jamie is a monster, Sophie writes, "he's the kind that implicates everyone." See the rest of the picks.
 	Tintoretto. The painter's work is all over Venice, Anne writes, just as it was during the visits of Henry James, who envied the "force and color" that helped viewers step right into the pieces. Upon visiting James's Venice, however, Anne judges that he rendered it with plenty of color himself. 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 16, 2025

	The film director Chloe Zhao describes what line of William Shakespeare's as "the great paradox of the universe"?
 -- From Shirley Li's story about reinterpreting Shakespeare for the screen
 	The post-hardcore band Fugazi often stopped live sets to chastise violent fan behavior in what space just in front of the stage?
 -- From James Parker's story about the empathy you can find at heavy-metal shows
 	What Black-nationalist leader of the early 20th century spearheaded the "Back to Africa" movement, which encouraged Black Americans to migrate to the continent?
 -- From Dara T. Mathis's story about the Black-liberation activist Audley Moore




And by the way, did you know that the country of Liberia was founded when formerly enslaved Black Americans migrated there en masse in the mid-19th century? It's the oldest republic in Africa (it declared independence in 1847), and it's the only state there never colonized or occupied by a European power.

Its first 10 presidents were all born in the United States, and its capital, Monrovia, is the only in the world (other than America's) to honor an American--namely, President James Monroe.



Answers:

	"To be, or not to be." In Zhao's new film, Hamnet, the speech containing this line shows up twice, delivered once by Shakespeare himself and once by one of his actors. Shirley writes that it's a daring take to reinterpret the soliloquy as more of a conversation. Read more.
 	The mosh pit. James recently attended a metal music festival on the hunch that the self-policing pit might hold lessons for how to live together in 2025. He admits that it's "the kind of idea only a journalist would have," but the pit ended up teaching him plenty. Read more.
 	Marcus Garvey. Mathis writes that Garvey's philosophy was hugely influential in the early life of Moore, who became an ideological "midwife" to many of the century's Black-nationalist activists but herself remains sorrowfully overlooked. Read more.
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The New 'Weapon of Mass Destruction'

What does fentanyl's reclassification mean for the White House's renewed War on Drugs?

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 17 Dec 2025




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

For months, President Donald Trump's crusade against the drug trade has carried the threat of violence: "I think we're just going to kill people that are bringing drugs into our country," he said in October. Yesterday, hours before his administration announced that the United States had conducted three more strikes on alleged drug boats, he designated fentanyl as a weapon of mass destruction--a move that could help him further justify the deadly conflict.

Under U.S. law, the definition of a WMD is broad enough to encompass incendiary bombs, rockets, grenades, biological agents, toxins, and other weapons that "can have a large-scale impact on people, property, or infrastructure." Lawmakers have pushed to classify fentanyl as a WMD in the past; the drug belongs to the category of synthetic opioids, which accounted for roughly 48,000 deaths in the U.S. last year (approximately 60 percent of all overdose deaths). The idea was discussed and eventually abandoned during Trump's first term and under Joe Biden--but ongoing military activity in the Caribbean and political tensions with Venezuela may have given Trump a reason to reverse course.

On his first day of his second term in office, Trump signed an executive order designating certain drug cartels as terrorist organizations. And since early September, the U.S. has launched 25 known attacks against boats that officials have claimed were carrying illicit drugs; at least 95 people have been killed, and at least one strike may have been a war crime. "Killing cartel members who poison our fellow citizens is the highest and best use of our military," Vice President J. D. Vance wrote after the strikes began. "Every boat kills 25,000 on average--some people say more," Trump said in September. "These boats, they're stacked up with bags of white powder that's mostly fentanyl and other drugs, too." Never mind that some of the slain may not have worked for cartels, or that no evidence of fentanyl has been found on these boats: Cocaine and marijuana, not fentanyl, represent the majority of drugs intercepted on the high seas.

Yesterday's reclassification of fentanyl may not grant the president special power to authorize new military activity, or to unilaterally declare war. But it is a rhetorical escalation that reaffirms this administration's posture in the armed conflict that's already under way. Similar to how WMDs were used as a pretext for the Iraq War, Trump is "using that same language, that same authority to be able to do what he wants," Christopher Sabatini, a senior research fellow at the think tank Chatham House, told me. It's a "public relations" tactic, according to Regina LaBelle, a professor of addiction policy at Georgetown University. The reclassification may be playing on the public's understanding of WMDs as a global, existential threat: the kind of thing a country could go to war over.

In apparent contravention of Trump's campaign promise to extract the country from foreign conflicts, the U.S. has mounted a large-scale military buildup off the coast of Venezuela. An estimated 10,000 troops and 6,000 sailors are now deployed on Navy warships, including an aircraft carrier. Last week, the U.S. seized a Venezuelan oil tanker. Trump said on Friday that he will be "starting" land strikes on drug operations in Latin American countries, Venezuela among them, although he hasn't said when. And he has explicitly threatened Venezuela's autocratic leader, President Nicolas Maduro: When asked last week whether he'd push for regime change, Trump said that Maduro's "days are numbered."

The new designation for fentanyl was "part of trying to put forward some sort of justification for taking military action," Paul Poast, a University of Chicago political-science professor, told me. But if that justification was aimed in part at Venezuela, as some experts have suggested, it's not a very good one. The illicit fentanyl now flooding the U.S. doesn't come here through Venezuela; most of it is manufactured in Mexico. The fact that Venezuela wasn't explicitly invoked in yesterday's announcement could also indicate that the executive order is a "signal that's being sent to governments and transnational criminals in Latin America to watch out--you could be next," Sabatini said.

Perhaps a bigger problem with the classification of fentanyl as a WMD is that unlike, say, sarin gas, it is not actually being used as a weapon. Although a chemical can be a WMD, "the vast majority of time when Americans die because of a fentanyl overdose, it was not an intentional outcome," Jonathan Caulkins, a policy professor at Carnegie Mellon, explained. Fentanyl has been used as a weapon at least once: During the Moscow-theater hostage crisis in 2002, Russian Spetsnaz commandos deployed fentanyl in gas form, killing the Chechan terrorists and many of the hostages too. But just because the drug can be deadly on a large scale doesn't necessarily mean it is a WMD. "We don't use that term for cigarettes, bullets, cars," Caulkins said--each of which also causes tens of thousands of deaths every year.

Although the WMD designation may not have immediate legal implications for Trump's military powers, it could potentially change how domestic drug cases are prosecuted. The use of a WMD against people or property in the U.S. carries a maximum sentence of life in prison; if someone dies, prosecutors can argue for the death penalty. According to research co-authored by LaBelle, that could impose "a life sentence on any person who uses drugs laced with illicitly manufactured fentanyl, or anyone who gives drugs laced with illicitly manufactured fentanyl to their friend." As of now, the Trump administration has offered no guidance on how this might play out.

Although the reclassification of fentanyl reinforces Trump's position against drug trafficking, it may not do much on its own to solve the opioid crisis. Overdose deaths have been declining in the U.S. since before Trump took office, long before the boat strikes began. Many theories have been proposed as to why--but the escalation of armed conflict isn't one of them.

Related:

	Fentanyl doesn't come through the Caribbean.
 	Trump's boat strikes could make the cartel problem worse.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The entry-level hiring process is breaking down.
 	Susie Wiles gets in trouble for saying what everyone knows.
 	Peter Wehner: Trump's inferno of hate is intensifying.




Today's News

	The U.S. unemployment rate rose to 4.6 percent last month, its highest since September 2021, even as the economy added 64,000 jobs.
 	Susie Wiles, President Donald Trump's chief of staff, gave more than 10 interviews to Vanity Fair, during which she said Trump "has an alcoholic's personality" and that some of his actions could appear retaliatory. After two articles about the interviews were published today, Wiles called them a "disingenuously framed hit piece."
 	California prosecutors will file two counts of first-degree murder against Nick Reiner in the stabbing deaths of his parents, Rob Reiner and Michele Singer Reiner, an official said. Reiner, who was arrested Sunday and is being held without bail, was not medically cleared to appear in court, according to his attorney.




Evening Read


Bill Tompkins / Getty



The Savage Empathy of the Mosh Pit

By James Parker

Hot autumn night has fallen over Worcester, Massachusetts, over the huge, baked asphalt lot behind the Palladium, the ancestral seat of the Northeast's heavy-metal kingdom. This is the New England Metal and Hardcore Festival, 25 bands on three stages, 10 unbroken hours of heavy music, and all day, I've been watching the pit--the mosh pit, the area close to the stage where inflamed dancers whirl and collide. I've been watching it, and skulking around it journalistically, because I am possessed by an idea: What if the pit, this ritualized maelstrom at the heart of the hardcore-metal crowd, could teach us something about how to live together in 2025--about how to be?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Anne Applebaum: The longest suicide note in American history
 	John Dickerson: Trump widens the breach.
 	The Big-Tobacco playbook comes for your Oreos.
 	Arash Azizi: Extremists in the Middle East are fueling anti-Jewish violence everywhere.
 	Stop trying to make the humanities "relevant."
 	The view from inside the AI bubble




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Source: Todd Owyoung / NBC / Getty.



Explore. Confessional outbursts after a failed relationship have a long history--and some people do them better than others, Anna Holmes writes.

Read. Dara T. Mathis writes about what people don't understand about Black nationalism.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump Blames Rob Reiner for His Own Murder

This morning's Truth Social post was nauseating even by the president's standards.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 15 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 is the only person in the United States with the megaphone to speak to the nation and guide them through moments of tragedy. This morning, Donald Trump used that megaphone to hijack the apparent murder of the director Rob Reiner and his wife, Michele Singer Reiner, in service of his political grievances.

"A very sad thing happened last night in Hollywood. Rob Reiner, a tortured and struggling, but once very talented movie director and comedy star, has passed away, together with his wife, Michele, reportedly due to the anger he caused others through his massive, unyielding, and incurable affliction with a mind crippling disease known as TRUMP DERANGEMENT SYNDROME, sometimes referred to as TDS," Trump wrote on Truth Social. "He was known to have driven people CRAZY by his raging obsession of President Donald J. Trump." He then closed, incongruously, "May Rob and Michele rest in peace!"

The post was nauseating even by Trump's standards. Though Reiner was an outspoken Trump critic and longtime progressive activist, no serious reports have tied the deaths to his politics. Police have arrested the Reiners' younger son, who had spoken publicly about struggling with addiction and homelessness. This makes Trump's post seem even stranger. Did he invent this idea in the hope that a Trump supporter had killed the Reiners? Was his post intended as a threat to other anti-Trump people, warning that speaking out might get them killed? Is he simply extraordinarily cruel?

Looking for a considered meaning in Trump's words might be a wild-goose chase, though. The simplest reason Trump posted this is the same reason he posts anything: The man cannot resist making everything about himself, even if it's the heartbreaking murder of a beloved artist in an alleged domestic dispute. If "TDS" is the tendency to become irrationally obsessed with Donald Trump and project that obsession onto everyone else, then somebody is indeed deranged, and it wasn't Rob Reiner.

Trump's post creates some pungent ironies. "You won't see people on the right celebrating the horrific murder of Rob Reiner and his wife," the Trump ally and conspiracy theorist Jack Posobiec wrote on X last night. "Compare to the Left's reaction to Charlie Kirk's murder," Posobiec added. That's an illuminating comparison. When Kirk critics brought up his more inflammatory rhetoric after his assassination in September, some prominent figures on the right, including the attorney general, accused them of hate speech, and scores were fired from their jobs. (This came at the same time that many right-wing pundits were celebrating Kirk as a champion of free speech.) Evidently the same standards don't apply to Trump--though the replies to his post on Truth Social suggest some revulsion even among the kind of devoted fans who hang out on his personal social network.

Trump has never shined in moments that call for dignity and restraint. Yesterday, discussing the mass shooting at Brown University on Saturday, the president seemed cold: "Things can happen," he said. Empathy does not come naturally to him, even when it would be politically beneficial. Visiting Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria during his first term, Trump gave us the indelible image of tossing paper-towel rolls to beleaguered survivors.

This is what makes Trump's post about the Reiners not just despicable and cruel but also bad for the country. In moments of national mourning or trauma, a president can seek to bring people together: Think of Ronald Reagan's remarks after the Challenger disaster, George W. Bush's speech atop the rubble at Ground Zero, or Barack Obama's eulogy at the memorial for victims of the Mother Emanuel massacre. Absent these presidents' genuine ability and instinct to inspire unity, a leader can fake it, offering at least a boilerplate statement. If nothing else, they can just keep quiet.

But not Trump. He finds the most divisive way to insert himself. The president began this year with another lowlight: After an air crash over the Potomac River in Washington, Trump was quick to point fingers (DEI was, absurdly, one of the supposed culprits) and slow to console. His choices deny the country a chance to mourn, and they take moments that could be unifying--surely Americans of all political views can agree on the greatness of When Harry Met Sally and The Princess Bride--and turn them into opportunities for anger.

Which is, in effect, Trump's political project. As James Mattis, Trump's first defense secretary, said in June 2020, "Donald Trump is the first president in my lifetime who does not try to unite the American people--does not even pretend to try. Instead, he tries to divide us." Some signs have emerged of Americans rejecting this attitude, including huge "No Kings" protests and Trump's sinking approval rating. But by other measures, Trump has been successful. The country is sad, angry, and divided--coming to resemble its president more all the time.
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An Absurdist Film About the American Dream

The genius of <em>Problemista</em>, folktronica music, and more culture and entertainment recommendations

by Alex Marono Porto

Sun, 14 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.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Alex Marono Porto, an associate editor who has written about becoming a different person after learning English.

Alex recommends watching Problemista, a surrealist film featuring an aspiring toy designer and an art critic with a cryogenically frozen husband. He also enjoys listening to folktronica music, reading Joan Didion, and spending time with Sandra Blow's photography.



-- Stephanie Bai, associate editor



Something I recently rewatched: A few months ago, a friend of mine got sucked into the endless vortex of looking at streaming options. After he'd spent a while fumbling with the remote, I tried to rescue him--and the evening--by proposing Problemista. Julio Torres's 2024 directorial feature-film debut is an absurdist take on the seemingly infinite steps needed for Alejandro, a young Salvadorian man in Brooklyn, to fulfil his American dream: getting a job at Hasbro. Early in the film, Tilda Swinton enters as Elizabeth, an unhinged art critic who could possibly solve all of Alejandro's problems by sponsoring his visa. Craigslist makes a cameo embodied as a glitchy siren of sorts, and Isabella Rossellini's soothing voice threads together the narrative, which stretches like the Penrose stairs as Alejandro navigates the fractured immigration system.



Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: Bad Habit, a coming-of-age debut by Alana S. Portero, is the type of book you wish you'd discovered as a teenager. Beginning in 1980s Spain, it chronicles the story of a young girl who navigates her trans identity while living in a working-class neighborhood in Madrid. The novel is an ode to the mundane actions that trigger change in the outskirts of society: bringing a plate of garlic mushrooms to a person in need, talking to an old neighbor who is derided because of her appearance. "Women who live the way they want, who age on their own terms and wear their lives etched into their faces, are treated with pathos and mockery because they are feared," Portero writes.



I first read Slouching Towards Bethlehem in 2020 while confined in my grandmother's house in Irixoa, a village in rural Galicia. Didion's essays about a country in apparent collapse may not have been the ideal respite during the pandemic, but she proved to be an invaluable companion on my writing journey. Her style hovers between detachment and self-involvement; in Slouching, every word falls in the right place as she observes the forces shaping the culture of the '60s. It's not an easy task to maintain such balance--for some writers, that center doesn't seem to be holding. [Related: Joan Didion's magic trick]



A musical artist who means a lot to me: Alejandro Guillen's musical project, Baiuca, feels as if a group of cantareiras--Galician female folk singers--stormed a rave with tassel-covered bagpipes and tambourines, ready to fill the air with their high-pitched clamor. Guillen experiments with "folktronica," a genre that blends traditional folk sounds with electronica beats; I recommend "Morrina," a song that conveys the longing for one's home, and "Veleno"--featuring the folktronica artist Rodrigo Cuevas--which has an infectious dose of magical realism. (Other folktronica singers include Omar Souleyman and Chancha Via Circuito.) When I first heard Baiuca play during Madrid's San Isidro festivities in 2019, I connected with a part of my culture that I hadn't known existed: Baiuca's songs taught me about the traditional Galician folk music passed down by generations of women who sang by the hearth.



A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: "White Ferrari," by Frank Ocean, a song for an overcast morning when time appears to stand still. By the time I hear the glitch before he sings, "I'm sure we're taller in another dimension," I want to replay it right away--or queue "Lost" next.



When I need immediate energy, I play "escucha," by friedplatano. It never fails to drag me out of bed.



The last culture thing that made me cry: If I held back tears watching I'm Still Here, it's because I didn't deserve to cry as much as Eunice did. Played by Fernanda Torres, Eunice is a mother trying to shield her family from the ugly realities of fighting against an authoritarian state that kidnapped her husband. Torres commands the film, showing the gradual breakdown of normalcy, and how the arrival of a car in broad daylight can suddenly shatter everything. [Related: A horrifying true story, told through mundane details]



The last museum show that I loved: Two weeks ago, I discovered the transgressive beauty of Sandra Blow's vision in "Lines of Belonging," the latest exhibition in the Museum of Modern Art's New Photography series. Her art chronicles the underground queer communities of Mexico City while redefining Catholic symbolism, imbuing her subjects with a delicate light that elevates them to the status of religious idols. The sheer intimacy of her pictures and the warm colors reminded me of Clifford Prince King, another queer photographer with a distinctive gaze.



A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: In 2020, trapped at home and jobless, I started a document with articles that I wanted to revisit. Something I've always admired about The Atlantic is how its writers can identify a particular social phenomenon and explain the forces behind its rise, as well as its cultural effects. Spencer Kornhaber's "The Lady Gaga Anthem That Previewed a Decade of Culture Wars" was one of those stories: He places Gaga's art within the political debates of the 2010s, exposing the flaws in her attempt at broad intersectionality and analyzing the limits of celebrity's political aims. At least she fared better than Katy Perry.



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Something ominous is happening in the AI economy.
 	Can Jollibee beat American fast food at its own game?
 	How private equity is changing housing




The Week Ahead

	Avatar: Fire and Ash, a movie directed by James Cameron about the war on Pandora (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 2 of Fallout, a postapocalyptic series about life on Earth after nuclear destruction (premieres Wednesday on Prime Video)
 	Season 5 of Emily in Paris, a series about an American woman who moves to Europe for a dream job (premieres Thursday on Netflix)




Essay


Ute Grabowsky / Photothek / Getty



The New Allowance

By 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 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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The 10 best movies of 2025
 	The apocalyptic potential of the Netflix-Warner Bros. deal
 	Tamar Adler's food writing doubles as a philosophy of kitchen scraps.
 	When did the job market get so rude?
 	The most impractical tool in my kitchen






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	The state that handed Trump his biggest defeat yet
 	OpenAI is in trouble.
 	The return of MAGA's favorite forbidden book




Photo Album


A man 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. (Stacey Wescott / Chicago Tribune / Tribune News Service / Getty)



Take a look at the year in photos, including Gen Z protests in Nepal, Hurricane Melissa in the Caribbean, and more.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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End the Year With Great Movies

A roundup of recommendations from our critics

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 13 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.


The year 2025 was hard for the film industry but good for movies. "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," my colleague David Sims wrote this week.

Spend time with his list of the year's 10 best films, and when you're done reflecting on the year that was, spare a moment for some of our critics' other recommendations. Maybe you'll return to a beloved favorite or find something new.



On Movies

The 10 Best Movies of 2025

By David Sims

The standout films that helped cinema survive another turbulent year


Read the article.

Five Movies Worth a Repeat Watch

By Stephanie Bai

Our writers and editors share which films they can enjoy over and over again.


Read the article.

25 Feel-Good Films You'll Want to Watch Again--And Again

By David Sims

Anxious? Here are some of the best and most rewatch-friendly movies to soothe your mind. (From 2020)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The best albums of the year: Although we may be on the cusp of a major shift in how music is made, achieving excellent results will always require a human approach, our critic Spencer Kornhaber writes.
 	Hopeful images from 2025: Photos that recognize some of the abundant joy and kindness present in the world around us




Other Diversions

	'Six-seven' is six feet under.
 	What do you think of Barry Bonds now?
 	Why couples therapists are sick of 'therapy-speak'




PS


Courtesy of CB



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. C.B., age 68, sent this photo of Vancouver, Canada.

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, 13 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 18, 2025

	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 wrath over an insult to his honor by King Agamemnon?


Answers: 

	Fear. We 21st-century people certainly experience these emotions, but, as Gal Beckerman 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.
 	The four 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, and if you think up a great one after reading an Atlantic story, send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.
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The Fed's Succession Drama

Trump's choice of a new Federal Reserve chair could reflect a broader power play.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 12 Dec 2025




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


For almost an entire year, Donald Trump has begged the Federal Reserve to slash interest rates and supercharge the American economy. And for almost an entire year, Fed Chair Jerome Powell has barely budged.

Now, as the president prepares to appoint Powell's successor, amenability seems to be top of mind. "I don't think he should do exactly what we say," Trump told The Wall Street Journal today of the future chair. But "I'm a smart voice and should be listened to."

Trump himself appointed Powell to the chairmanship during his first term, but their relationship has since soured. The president's nickname for him is "Too Late," referencing Powell's reluctance to lower interest rates as quickly and as dramatically as Trump would like. He has also called Powell a "moron" and a "numbskull." Tensions peaked in July when, during a visit to one of the Fed buildings currently under renovation, Powell fact-checked some of Trump's claims directly to his face. This week, Trump called Powell a "bad head of the Fed."

Since he first took office, Trump has applied pressure on the Fed via the bully pulpit of social media. But during his second term, Trump has tried to exert influence over the country's central bank--long considered independent from the machinations of Congress and the White House--by other means. His attempt this past summer to fire one of the Fed's governors, Lisa Cook, defied precedent (although it has been held up in the courts for now). He has also installed Stephen Miran, a Trump ally who served elsewhere in the administration, to the Fed's board. At both of the meetings he attended, Miran pushed for a more extreme rate cut than the other governors.

This week, when the bank cut rates by another 0.25 percent, it did so under a cloud of speculation about who the next Fed chair might be. Powell's second term as chair will be up in May, and although interviews for a successor are ongoing, Trump has signaled that he's already made his choice. Kevin Hassett, who leads the National Economic Council and who has been broadly supportive of Trump's push to decrease interest rates, is widely considered the front-runner. Although Hassett has emphasized his "firm commitment to not being partisan," his penchant for reduced borrowing costs happens to align exactly with Trump's. Today, the president confirmed to the Journal that Hassett is at the top of his list, along with Kevin Warsh, who previously served as a Fed governor during the George W. Bush and Obama administrations.

In his second term, Trump has sought to consolidate his influence across federal agencies.  Along the way, many of the traditional checks to executive power have been eroded. Trump's pick for director of the Office of Management and Budget, Russ Vought, has used the position to "inflict pain on the Democrats," as my colleagues Toluse Olorunnipa and Jonathan Lemire put it: Vought has focused his federal spending cuts on programs spearheaded by the Biden administration. At the Department of Justice, the president has fired dissenters and attempted to install loyalists such as Lindsey Halligan and Alina Habba, both of whom were once on Trump's legal team. For the Fed historian Peter Conti-Brown, Trump's attempts to pressure the central bank are less about any particular economic strategy and more about the same desire for control that inflected these other moves. "I don't know that Donald Trump thinks about policy or thinks about the Fed," he told me. "I think he thinks about power."

The results of direct presidential influence on the Fed could be catastrophic. The central bank, which controls the supply of money in the United States, is oriented toward what Conti-Brown described as the "medium term." It is not meant to be an immediate lever for economic growth, as the president seems to see it. Lowering borrowing costs in service of partisan interests without respecting the broader macroeconomic picture, Conti-Brown said, could lead to "the collapse of the currency, hyperinflation, and devastation for all participants in the economy." It could also give the president yet another avenue to reward his friends and punish his enemies: As my colleague Roge Karma wrote recently, the Fed is the "central node of the U.S. financial system." American banks and those who use them all ultimately feel the effects of the Fed's judgments.

The Fed's operations have never been entirely disentangled from politics. Sarah Binder, a professor of political science at George Washington University, told me that the central bank needs political support from the administration and from Congress in order to do its job: making tough choices that are sometimes unpopular in the near term but that ultimately ensure the stability of the economy. "Even just raising the issue, trying to fire Cook, going and challenging all this in the courts--that's not great for this perception that the Fed can work independently," Binder explained. Public distrust could make it harder for the Fed to perform its essential functions.

Then there's Trump's own political situation. Approval ratings for his management of the economy are dismal. This week, the president began an "affordability tour" to convince Americans that things aren't really as bad as they feel; during the first stop (at a luxury resort), he mocked the word affordability and took a detour into ranting about Somalia. The Republican Party's success during next year's midterms could hinge on whether Trump can somehow lower prices on consumer goods, yet the president has not provided a coherent solution.

The Fed exists outside of these factors. After all, it's not the agency's job to lower the cost of beef and eggs. Its role is much larger, and touches nearly all aspects of American life--which is exactly what makes the president's campaign to sway the agency so dangerous.

Related:

	Trump campaigned on affordability. Now he's calling the idea a "con job."
 	The Court has an easy answer on the Fed.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Obamacare changed the politics of health care.
 	Trump's affordability weave
 	Why couples therapists are sick of "therapy-speak"




Today's News

	Democrats on the House Oversight Committee released photos from Jeffrey Epstein's estate linking powerful people, including President Donald Trump, former President Bill Clinton, and Bill Gates, to the convicted sex offender.
 	More than 100,000 residents across Washington State were told to evacuate amid days of heavy rains, which triggered historic floods.
 	A federal judge banned U.S. immigration authorities from rearresting Kilmar Abrego Garcia at a mandatory ICE check-in, a day after he was released from immigration detention.




Dispatches 

	The Books Briefing: Do we really know how Isabel Archer felt? Fictional people, especially those from the past, are interesting because they are both strange and familiar, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Alicia Tatone. Sources: Jeff Boan / AP; Jeff Chiu / AP; Rich Pilling; Getty.



What Do You Think of Barry Bonds Now?

By Jeremy Collins

Today is Barry Bonds Bobblehead Day. The first 20,000 fans in attendance will take home a tiny Bonds with a nodding oversize dome. On the Jumbotron, we're watching a video of Bonds in which the Giants broadcaster Duane Kuiper narrates Barry Bonds highlights ...
 It's startling to see such adulation for a player so long regarded as a villain. Throughout much of his career and his retirement, Bonds has been baseball's ultimate antihero--because of the steroids he used to propel himself past Hank Aaron's home-run record, because he denied having knowingly used them, because of his churlishness and arrogance, because of the allegations of assault from his first wife and a former girlfriend.
 Yet a new generation of fans now marvels at Bonds's achievements, and even older fans seem willing to privilege the memories of his otherworldly feats over those of his glaring flaws.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	"Six-seven" is six feet under.
 	Trump is throwing away America's AI dominance, Roge Karma argues.
 	Galaxy Brain: How YouTube ate podcasts and TV
 	Arash Azizi: Why the Cinnabon story doesn't make me happy




Culture Break


Claire Folger / 20th Century Studios / Everett Collection



Watch (or skip). Ella McCay (out now in theaters) is a throwback rom-com about a Millennial trying to have it all--but it doesn't quite work, David Sims writes.

Listen. Spencer Kornhaber compiled a list of the 10 best albums of 2025.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai 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: The Bat Goes Crack (Crack, Crack)

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

by Drew Goins

Fri, 12 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 4:50 p.m. ET on December 12, 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.

Friday, December 12, 2025

	What figure of childhood rhyme is known for going about all dressed in black (black, black) with silver buttons (buttons, buttons) all down her back (back, back)?
 -- From Ian Bogost's "'Six-Seven' Is Six Feet Under" 
 	What term describes the small lines attached to the end of larger strokes in certain typefaces?
 -- From Alexandra Petri's "Finally!! No More Woke Fonts!"
 	In 2007, Barry Bonds broke the record for most career home runs in Major League Baseball, surpassing what player who had held the record since 1974?
 -- From Jeremy Collins's "What Do You Think of Barry Bonds Now?"




And by the way, did you know that the ampersand symbol, &, looks the way it does because it originated as a ligature of the lowercase et, the Latin word for "and"?

Plus, the word ampersand is itself a compression of "and per se and" (a phrase meaning, basically, that the symbol is a stand-alone word). Schoolkids reciting the alphabet--which once included &!--would speed through it, dropping syllables. Over the years, the shortened form stuck.

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	Miss Mary Mack. Ian writes that Miss Mack is an example of "childlore," the folk culture that spreads among kids--and an example with staying power, at that. The fad of saying "six-seven," on the other hand, burned fast and bright. Ian explains why it was never to last. Read more.
 	Serifs. Joe Biden's State Department published material in sans-serif fonts in an effort to be more accessible to readers with certain disabilities. Now Secretary Marco Rubio has switched his department right back to serifs. Alexandra imagines what fonts might follow in other agencies. Read more.
 	Hank Aaron. Bonds's 762 homers (to Aaron's 755) are still the MLB record--marred, however, by the revelations of Bonds's steroid use. It's been two decades, so Collins went looking for perspective on how new fans, old fans, and Bonds himself think of the slugger's legacy. Read more.


How did you do? Come back next week 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.



Thursday, December 11, 2025

	Gog and Magog are the names of the satanic hordes who arrive to destroy the righteous in what book of the Bible's depiction of the end days?
 -- From Idrees Kahloon's "The Return of MAGA's Favorite Forbidden Book"
 	What AI chipmaker founded in 1993 by Jensen Huang is currently the world's most valuable company, with more than $4 trillion in market capitalization?
 -- From Roge Karma's "Something Ominous Is Happening in the AI Economy"
 	The musician Googoosh is considered the greatest pop star in the history of what country, despite the ban on solo female singing there that began with a 1979 revolution?
 -- From Arash Azizi's "The Star Who Represents [REDACTED]'s Golden Age--And Its Future"




And by the way, did you know that the world's first publicly traded firm was the Dutch East India Company? The trading juggernaut hosted the first-ever open-to-anyone stock sale in 1602. Adjusting for inflation that far back is notoriously difficult, but some calculations place its peak market capitalization at well beyond Nvidia's in today's dollars.

Not only was the Dutch East India Company financially massive; its globe-sprawling operation negotiated treaties, ran its own court system, and even imprisoned unsatisfactory employees. Don't let the tech companies get any ideas.



Answers:

	Revelation. Gog and Magog's target is "the camp of the saints," which Jean Raspail took as the title for his 1973 novel beloved by today's anti-immigrant right. In it, the titular camp is Europe, and a wave of Indian migrants stands in for Gog and Magog. Idrees went to its rerelease party in Washington, D.C., and reflects on what MAGA's love for the book reveals. Read more.
 	Nvidia. The firm is at the center of the artificial-intelligence boom, Roge writes, but the other AI giants that use Nvidia's chips don't have enough cash on hand to buy them, so a bunch of complex equity deals have sprung up instead. It's working for now, but Roge warns that "the last time the economy saw so much wealth tied up in such obscure overlapping arrangements was just before the 2008 financial crisis." Read more.
 	Iran. The singing ban meant that most of Googoosh's hits are from the 1970s, so perhaps the reason she still has so many fans across generations is because her story mirrors Iran's: glory, then resilience, then reemergence, then hope, Azizi writes. Read more.




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.)



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.




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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Do We Really Know How Isabel Archer Felt?

Fictional people, especially those from the past, are interesting because they are both strange <em>and</em> familiar.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 12 Dec 2025




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


In college, I took a pair of Shakespeare survey courses that taught me two divergent but complementary ways of reading classic fiction. The professor in one class frequently asked us to put ourselves in the characters' shoes--by asking us, for instance, to contemplate how heavy our heads might be if we, like Henry IV, wore the crown, or to imagine ourselves as Juliet on the balcony. The other professor emphasized everything in the plays that was alien to modern ears: how, for example, King Lear's resentful banishment of his daughter Cordelia didn't necessarily read as cruel, because it reflected a world that prized fealty over love. I suspect the second teacher would have been intrigued by a young academic field, the subject of a new Atlantic article by Gal Beckerman, that questions our tendency to see ourselves mirrored in figures of the past.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	A different kind of materialism
 	The return of MAGA's favorite forbidden book
 	The star who represents Iran's golden age--and its future
 	"Recall," a poem by Imogen Cassels


Beckerman focuses on Rob Boddice, a historian who challenges the assumption that "people in the past were just like us, with slight tweaks for their choice of hats and standards of personal hygiene." We oversimply feelings, Boddice says--they are not nearly as universal as we think they are; even emotions such as happiness, sadness, anger, and disgust may not have existed in the same way for people who lived a few centuries ago that they do for us. In fact, some of Boddice's earliest research showed that humans' experience of events changed frequently; an activity "that once caused delight" could, a few decades later, "elicit revulsion." A medieval carpenter who banged his thumb with a hammer, at a time when people thought differently about God, medicine, work, and even pain, might react to the blow in ways that would confuse us.

When Boddice wryly tells Beckerman, "Down with empathy," he happens to touch on a common debate over books: Is reading an exercise in empathy? I recently read Henry James's 1881 novel, The Portrait of a Lady, and marveled at how much seeing Isabel Archer choose a terrible husband felt like seeing a modern woman fall for a charming dirtbag. "Girl, don't marry him!" I wanted to shout, as if I were watching a reality show--or one of many contemporary movie adaptations of Jane Austen novels. The film Clueless, which turns Emma Woodhouse into a Valley girl, works by convincing the audience that the heroine of an 18th-century British novel had quirks and desires that transcended her time, place, and social milieu. Just as Emma, in the guise of flighty Cher, is familiar to today's filmgoers, headstrong and flawed Isabel seemed legible to me.

But Boddice's approach to history makes me think back to all of my confusion over Isabel. Why did she marry shady Gilbert Osmond after just a couple of visits to his palazzo, and why did she seemingly balk at escaping his clutches? Would a modern Isabel find crass schemers charming; would she stay in a loveless, childless marriage that was bleeding her fortune; would she turn away in revulsion from offers of help? I was left, at the end, with many such questions, and in thinking through them, my affection for the novel only grew.

The best reading experiences, for me, involve some empathy and some bafflement. Fictional people, like their real counterparts of the past and present, are interesting because they are strange and because they are familiar. Beckerman concludes his essay with a similar synthesis, writing, "Maybe to be human, at the most basic level, is to be curious about other humans." And reading is nothing if not an act of curiosity.




Nasuna Stuart-Ulin for The Atlantic



What if Our Ancestors Didn't Feel Anything Like We Do?

By Gal Beckerman

The historians who want to know how our ancestors experienced love, anger, fear, and sorrow

Read the full article.



What to Read

Moderation, by Elaine Castillo

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

From our list: The Atlantic 10





Out Soon

? Katherine Mansfield: A Hidden Life, by Gerri Kimber

? 24 Hours at the Capitol: An Oral History of the January 6th Insurrection, by Nora Neus


? The Rest of Our Lives, by Ben Markovits




Your Weekend Read


George Marks / Getty



Why Couples Therapists Are Sick of 'Therapy-Speak'

By Olga Khazan

Gaslighting is just one of the "therapy-speak" terms that couples therapists told me their clients are misusing, typically after seeing descriptions of the ideas on social media. Other common, wrongly applied terms include boundaries, triggered, and trauma bond. Some clients proclaim to their therapist that their partner has obsessive-compulsive disorder, bipolar disorder, autism, or ADHD, even though their partner hasn't been clinically diagnosed with such a condition. Attachment styles--the theory that people have different ways of maintaining relationships--have also entered the arena: [the therapist Jonathan] Alpert had one client who complained that her husband had "avoidant attachment," and he, in turn, accused his wife of having "anxious attachment." Alpert said that "neither of the labels was accurate."

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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Trump Confronts His Political Reality

The president has entered the lame-duck era of his career.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 11 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.

A force is pulling on Donald Trump that is even more inexorable than the march of time: political mortality.

Sometimes scandal or ineffectiveness is what fells a politician; if they survive those, term limits may get them anyway. But not even the most fearsome and durable leader escapes the eventual decay of their power. The towering Lyndon B. Johnson was forced to drop out of the 1968 presidential race, facing a tough Democratic primary; Margaret Thatcher's powerful reign ended with a Conservative mutiny; Mitch McConnell, once the wily master of the Senate, now finds himself an ostracized backbencher.

Trump may have imagined he was immune. If so, he wasn't alone. The rules of political gravity, journalists have often declared, sometimes seem not to apply to him. He defied the Republican Party establishment to win the 2016 nomination. He beat the odds to defeat Hillary Clinton that fall. And although he was written off as finished following the 2020 election and his attempt to steal it, Trump completed the greatest comeback in American political history in 2024, easily eclipsing Richard Nixon's 1968 election.

One of the secrets to Trump's success has been his control over other Republican figures, because of either their political and personal affinity or, failing that, the ability to bully them into submission with rhetorical attacks or threats of primary challenges. But as the end of Trump's political career approaches, his grip over the GOP is showing some cracks.

This afternoon, the Republican-dominated Indiana Senate rejected a plan to redraw the state's U.S. House districts to benefit the GOP, despite a weeks-long pressure campaign from the president and top allies including Vice President J. D. Vance and Speaker Mike Johnson. After an initial failure, Trump demanded a second attempt, but this one wasn't even close: Senators voted it down 19-31.

This is the latest in a string of stumbles. The first was Trump's inability to quash an effort to force the disclosure of files related to the late pedophile Jeffrey Epstein. Trump was unable to persuade even his protegees Lauren Boebert and Marjorie Taylor Greene not to sign a House discharge petition, and he eventually had to jump on the bandwagon himself. The experience permanently broke his relationship with Greene, who announced she would leave the House in January and has given a series of interviews criticizing the president. (The stories she's told of death threats and harassment from Trump fans show one reason members are retiring at record rates.) On the other side of the Capitol, Trump's demands that Republican senators kill the filibuster in order to end the government shutdown were met with a cold shoulder.

Now Trump is grappling with brewing unhappiness about his likely illegal military mission in the Caribbean Sea. Even Republicans have been troubled by reports that the U.S. killed survivors of one boat strike as they clung to wreckage, in what appears to be a textbook example of a war crime. (The administration says military leaders acted legally.) In response, Congress is withholding some of Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth's travel budget to demand he provide relevant videos. This arguably falls short of what the situation calls for--many experts have noted that Trump has no valid legal justification for any of the strikes--but it's notable because of how hesitant Republicans have been to challenge the administration.

Members of one's own party starting to draw away is a classic symptom of being a lame duck. Sometimes a president can stave lame-duck status off until after the midterm elections of his second term, but Trump has some particular weaknesses here. First, more than any time in recent history, Congress is dysfunctional--thanks in part to a slim majority and Trump's efforts to bypass it--and incapable of approving any major legislation except must-pass bills, and even those are touch-and-go. Since the One Big Beautiful Bill Act passed this summer, lawmakers know that few other initiatives will move. That gives them less incentive to avoid breaking ranks.

That's especially true because Trump's popularity is historically low and falling. Members know that Trump can wreck them in a primary, but they may not be convinced that he can save them in a general election--in fact, he may be dragging them toward big losses next November. One ominous sign is that Democrats keep performing well in elections this year. On Tuesday, a Democrat flipped a Georgia state-House district that Trump won by 12 points; another captured the mayorship of Miami for the first time since 1997. This is likely to get worse if Trump continues to angrily dismiss voter concerns about inflation.

Some Trump allies have offered a solution to the lame-duck problem: Simply run for a third term, Constitution be damned. But Trump himself has said, with evident regret, that he does not believe that is possible. (He could still change his mind.) As the indications of political obsolescence accrue, Trump's public mood has taken a dark turn. During a Cabinet meeting last week, which he appeared to doze through parts of, he called Somali immigrants "garbage." He reprised that during a speech--ostensibly on affordability--Tuesday, in which he also confirmed that he called several places "shithole countries" in 2018, a statement he had long denied making. Later that night, Trump uncorked a furious, meandering post of nearly 500 words on Truth Social, in which he called for The New York Times to be shut down and said he'd been asked to take three cognitive tests this year, which may not be the positive sign he seems to believe it is.

Trump remains an exceptionally powerful president--in part because he has seized power for the White House and sidelined Congress. Previous lame-duck presidents have taken some consolation from the freedom to act as they want, knowing they never have to face voters again, and Trump has already begun pursuing policies that he can see are not popular. Still, for a man whose life has been a story of improbable resurrections, the dawning realization that his political career is finite must be bitter.

Related:

	The Trump steamroller is broken.
 	Trump is making the same mistake as Biden.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	So this is what "America First" looks like.
 	The return of MAGA's favorite forbidden book
 	Banning AI regulation would be a disaster.




Today's News

	The Senate deadlocked on both Democratic and Republican health-care bills, leaving Congress without a deal to prevent the expiration of enhanced Affordable Care Act subsidies, which is set to happen on December 31.
 	Kilmar Abrego Garcia was released from immigration detention, according to his attorney, after a federal judge ruled that he had been held "without lawful authority."
 	This year's Nobel Peace Prize winner, Maria Corina Machado, appeared in Oslo after more than a year in hiding, to join celebrations for her award. She told reporters that the United States helped her secretly leave Venezuela.




Evening Read


Illustration by Alicia Tatone



When Did the Job Market Get So Rude?

By 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 nephew" message. I was so accustomed to being treated with indifference, I realized, that the barest acknowledgment of my existence felt like a win.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why Indiana Republicans are standing up to Trump
 	Arthur C. Brooks: How to be happy like Thomas Aquinas
 	Radio Atlantic: He's undocumented. She's not.
 	The David Frum Show: How to stop Trump's plan to steal the 2026 elections




Culture Break


Illustration by Maria-Ines Gul



Read. Tamar Adler's food writing doubles as a philosophy of kitchen scraps, Lily Meyer writes.

Explore. Rage bait is a brilliant word of the year, Amogh Dimri 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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Finally!! No More Woke Fonts!

Marco Rubio has spoken--get out of here, Calibri!

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 11 Dec 2025




Marco Rubio here, with an important announcement: No more Calibri in official State Department communications! Get out of here with your ungarnished lines and provocatively naked terminals! The Biden administration may have shot the serif, switching from Times New Roman on the grounds that serif-less fonts such as Calibri are more accessible to readers with disabilities. That's all over now.
 
 The State Department Action Request reads: "To restore decorum and professionalism to the Department's written work products and abolish yet another wasteful DEIA [Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Accessibility] program, the Department is returning to Times New Roman as its standard typeface."
 
 Now you can read a sentence like "Yes, the United States did just seize an oil tanker off the coast of Venezuela! Don't worry about it," and bask in the sense of absolute decorum that comes from seeing a little serif on all of the relevant letters.

Some further updates to our font preferences:

The Justice Department will be switching to Comic Sans because current fonts have a veneer of professionalism that feels out of place in communications written by Lindsey Halligan. Now all "fundamental misstatements of law" (a judge's words, not ours!) will be in a font where they will feel more at home.

The Department of Transportation is switching to Goudy Old Style to fix everyone's biggest problem with air travel: pajamasThe fonts aren't square enough!

It will also be phasing out Clearview on road signs, on the grounds that this typeface is entirely too legible. Legibility is DEIA at work. People should struggle to read. This is also why we are dismantling the Department of Education.

Also, NASA is going to be using the logo font, where the A's all look like upside-down V's, for all communications, just to create an extra challenge for its already-overworked scientists. AAAAAA!

The Treasury Department will be switching to Akkadian cuneiform in honor of Ea-Nasir, our Businessman of the Month! The Trump administration shares his values. We are phasing out the penny, but one thing we're not phasing out? Quality copper! Just buy some! And if you want to complain about it, write to us in Akkadian cuneiform!

The FBI is communicating entirely in Wingdings; this is because Kash Patel clicked something by mistake and is not actually policy.

The Department of Homeland Security is getting rid of Futura and bringing back our medieval gothic blackletter favorites with a switch to Fraktur. "What do you mean, you're bringing our medieval fonts back? What medieval fonts? What country do you think this is?" Germany, right? 1930s, right? If not, we're going to be very embarrassed. In general, when selecting a font or making any other kind of design choice, think, Would this look out of place on a Leni Riefenstahl film poster?

The Health and Human Services Department is switching entirely to Papyrus. Finally, a font as embarrassing and unscientific as our ideas. When you read a press release saying that vaccinations are no longer recommended, now it'll be in a font that looks like it's advertising tropical-drink specials or chakra alignment.

The Department of Labor will switch to handwriting. Just to create more labor.

The Department of War will not be updating its fonts at this time. Instead, it will be switching from written to verbal communications. This isn't because we are worried that some of our orders might not be legal. It's--call and we'll explain. Just call. Or you can probably reach Pete Hegseth on Signal.
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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, Mycenaean, 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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